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   Heart Vacancy
 
   
I hear your heart cry for love,
But you won’t let me make it right.
You were hurt, but I decided,
That you were worth the fight.
Every night, you lock up,
You won’t let me come inside.
But the look in your eyes,
As I can turn the tide.

In your heart, in your heart, in your heart,
I can tell you can fit one more.
In your heart, in your heart, in your heart,
I don’t care who was there before.

I hear your heart cry for love,
Then you act like there’s no room.
Room for me, or anyone,
'Don’t disturb' is all I see.
Close the door, turn the key,
On everything that we could be.
If loneliness would move out,
I’d fill the vacancy.
In your heart, in your heart, in your heart,
In your heart, in your heart, in your heart.

This ain’t the Heartbreak Hotel,
Even though I know it well.
Those no shows, they sure tell,
In the way you hold yourself.
Don’t you fret, should you get,
Another cancellation.
Give me a chance I’d make a,
Permanent reservation.

In your heart, in your heart, in your heart,
I can tell you can fit one more.
Open up make a brand new start,
I don’t care who’s stayed before.

I hear your heart cry for love,
Then you act like there’s no room.
Room for me, or anyone,
“Don’t disturb” is all I see.
Close the door, turn the key,
On everything that we could be.
If loneliness would move out,
I’d fill the vacancy.
In your heart, in your heart, in your heart,
In your heart, in your heart, in your heart.

When I, talk to you, on the phone,
you, listen close.

I hear your heart cry for love,
Then you act like there’s no room.
Room for me, or anyone,
“Don’t disturb” is all I see.
Close the door, turn the key,
On everything that we could be.
If loneliness would move out,
I’d fill the vacancy.
In your heart, in your heart, in your heart,
In your heart, in your heart, in your heart.
 
    
 
   The Wanted
 
    
 
   ABOUT THE BOOK
 
   Siva and Sloane.
 
   Two unlikely people brought together by a tragedy.
 
   He’s moody and dark.
 
   She’s pleasant and light.
 
   But there is an undeniable attraction between the two despite the many obstacles that stand in their way. 
 
   Sloane Campbell is an American, living in London as a reporter for a celebrity newspaper, with her boyfriend Devak. Sloane believes she loves Dev. But when he dies and she meets his older brother, Siva, for the first time she begins to find out what true love is. True love is the kind that scares you, hurts you, and messes with your mind. True love is when you will take a bullet to save the other person. 
 
   Siva Kapur is an angry, spiteful, moody, arrogant, businessman until the day he meets Sloane. He can’t get her off his mind. He tracks her down, rescuing her from his jerk of a father who has just given her an eviction notice, and proposes that she live with him for the time being… Or until he can convince her that true love lies with him. He may even take a bullet for it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Prologue
 
   Why, oh, why have you done this to me? What did I do to deserve this complete and utter devastation? I’m a good person aren’t I? Why did you take him away from me? Why? 
 
   I wanted to cry at the heavens. It wasn’t fair!
 
    Life isn’t fair, said that nagging voice in the back of my head that was called my conscious. 
 
   I wiggled my butt on the hard pew trying to make myself more comfortable. It didn’t work. The preacher droned on and on… and on. About nothing. About everything. About life. About death. Devak wouldn’t have liked that. Dev was a simple man. He wouldn’t appreciate this fuss over him. He definitely wouldn’t appreciate his step-mother blubbering her eyes out in the front pew. His father, Rajas, patted her back in comfort. Dev had always been cordial to Lila but he still didn’t quite care for her. Dev was a nice guy though so he didn’t let it show. 
 
   A nice guy that’s now dead, said that voice in my head again. You didn’t deserve him anyway. He was way out of your league.
 
   But I love him, I said to my conscious. And I did. With all my heart I had loved Devak Kapur. 
 
   The preacher finished and everyone stood. Except for me, that is. I couldn’t move my legs. They suddenly felt like that weighed five-hundred pounds. 
 
   Probably five-hundred pounds of tears.
 
   I tended to agree. I hadn’t cried, not once, since I had received the news that Dev had been killed in a car accident three days ago. It’s like my tear ducts had suddenly stopped working. 
 
   Lila and Rajas stood by the casket while Rajas took one last final look at his youngest and favorite son. Dev had an older brother but I had never met him. I hadn’t even seen a picture of him. It was like he didn’t even exist. I knew very little about him. The family, including Dev, never talked about him. I wondered what on earth he could have done to deserve complete alienation from his family. 
 
   I also knew very little about Dev’s mother. I knew she left, shortly after Dev’s brother, probably from a broken heart.
 
   I looked around at the people still milling about the church. No one looked like they could be Dev’s brother or mother. Hmm peculiar family, I thought, and it wasn’t the first time.
 
   Solemnly people began to stroll from the church out onto the bustling London streets. They gave me strange looks. Lila and Rajas had never approved of my relationship with Dev. They didn’t think I was good enough for him.
 
   I bit my lip to contain my laughter that wanted to bubble out of my chest. I thought the same thing. I wasn’t good enough for Dev. He was handsome, smart, funny, kind… perfect. 
 
   I looked up and saw that the church was now empty except for a somber Rajas and Lila that stared at me like I was a speck of dirt they wanted to wipe off of their very expensive shoes. 
 
   Rajas was tall and handsome like his son. He was full Indian with dark caramel skin and inky black hair. His eyes were as black as his hair. His mouth was set in a frown. 
 
   Lila, Rajas second wife, had pale skin, blonde hair, and pale lifeless blue eyes. She was the complete opposite of Rajas first wife, Isla. I had only ever seen a picture of the woman but she had beautiful black hair, olive skin, and violet colored eyes. In the picture she looked young and carefree not at all like a woman that would leave her husband and children.
 
   Suddenly I wanted to giggle. Lila and Isla. It rhymed. 
 
   “Sloane,” said Rajas. 
 
   “Sir,” I said I wasn’t allowed to call Rajas by his name. Heck, I wasn’t even allowed to call him Mr. Kapur.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
   “Sitting,” I said giving him an, isn’t-it-quite-obvious look. 
 
   His lips quirked in a half smile and the straightened out. That was odd. Rajas never smiled.
 
   “Aren’t you leaving?” he asked.
 
   I sighed. This was like the Spanish inquisition. “Not yet,” I said. “I’m not ready.”
 
   Lila rolled her eyes at me and Rajas frowned and then sighed. “Don’t be too long Sloane. I’d rather my son be in the ground than up there,” he nodded his head towards the casket.
 
   “Yes sir. I won’t be much longer,” I said.
 
   Stiffly, Rajas took Lila’s hand and started towards the door. I watched them leave. Rajas turned around and paused taking in one last sight of his son. This surprised me. Maybe the man had a heart after all. I heard the heavy church doors open and then they were gone.
 
   I put my elbows on my knees and buried my face in my hands. 
 
   Just one tear that’s all I ask. One tear for the man I love.
 
   Nope. Nada.
 
   “Oh Dev,” I said. “Why has this happened to us?”
 
   Of course no answer came. 
 
   The rainbow colored window panes of biblical scenes rained down on the dark wood pews. I saw a man peek around the corner towards the front and upon seeing me he immediately ducked out like a turtle hiding in its shell. I wish I had a shell to hide in. It would come in mighty handy right about now. 
 
   Time passed. Slowly. But it passed and still I sat. Begging for tears. Begging for something besides this emptiness I now felt in my chest.
 
   I heard the church doors open and figured it was Rajas come back to tell me to get my butt out of here.
 
   I stood with my head bowed. “Sorry, sorry,” I muttered, “I’ll leave.”
 
   “Oh?” said a voice that I did not recognize.
 
   “What the-,” I choked looking up into an exact, if a little older, replica of Dev’s face. Except this man’s eyes were two violet beacons instead of Dev’s familiar brown-black color.
 
   The man narrowed his eyebrows at me. The two thick black lines knitting together. He was handsome, very handsome. His inky black hair was brushed back away from his face like a raven’s wing. His skin was a beautiful honey color and I wondered if it felt as soft as it looked. His face was sculpted and his body toned and muscular but not overly so. He had narrow hips which gray pants hung delectably off if.
 
   Great, my feelings decide to kick in now and not the feelings I want. I ask for sadness and I get attraction. Attraction to a man at my boyfriend’s funeral. 
 
   Classy, Sloane, real classy.
 
   The man came towards me. Slowly and deliberately he came forward like he was stalking a frightened deer. I wanted to roll my eyes. I probably did have the deer in headlights look. 
 
   “You are?” he asked in his British lilt.
 
   I nervously wrung my hands. Who am I? My thoughts were completely befuddled by this man. 
 
   “Uh… Sloane,” I said.
 
   “Sloane,” he said testing out the texture of my name on his tongue. His violet eyes narrowed at me. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
 
   “I’m attending my boyfriend’s funeral service,” I said trying not to be dazzled.
 
   He looked around the empty room and back at me.
 
   “Everyone left,” I said.
 
   “But not you?” he said studying me like I was a complicated puzzle. I had news for him; I was far from complicated. 
 
   I looked at the floor, my shoes, anything but his inquisitive violet eyes. “They don’t like me,” I said. “I wanted time alone.”
 
   His laugh lightly filled the air around us. “We have that in common, Sloane,” he said.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “They don’t like me either,” he whispered conspiratorially, like he was letting me in on some sort of secret.
 
   I noticed he wore a pale purple button down shirt tucked into his gray pants with a simple black belt. A dark purple tie dangled casually from his neck. Business chic, is what I would call his style.
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “Because I dare to go against the grain. Rules are not my thing,” he whispered.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked in awe of this perfect specimen of man.
 
   “Siva,” he said.
 
   My brows knitted together as I thought. I knew that name. How did I know it?
 
   My mouth popped open.
 
   Oh.
 
   Siva… as in Siva Kapur… Dev’s brother was back.
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   Chapter One
 
   The rain slicked against the dirty window panes as I sat in the bench seat with my knees pulled up to my chest and some cheesy romance novel in my hands.
 
   As I watched the rain instead of reading the words on the page before me I felt like even the weather was mocking me. 
 
   Six days had passed since Dev’s funeral and not one tear had slid from my eyes.
 
   I leaned my head against the glass and breathed fogging it up. Idly, I drew a frowny face. 
 
   “Please,” I begged. “One tear. It’s all I ask,” I said to the empty room.
 
   One tear didn’t seem like too much to ask for. But no such luck.
 
   The coffee maker chimed letting me know it was done. Startled, I jumped, I had completely forgotten about it. I hopped up in my slippered feet and scurried over to the stove. I grabbed my favorite chipped, orange, tea cup and poured the steaming dark liquid. Ever since I was a little girl coffee had always calmed me. Maybe that’s why I was so short. Didn’t experts say that coffee stunted your growth? I blew on the steaming hot liquid and took a tentative sip. It was hot but at least it didn’t burn my throat.
 
   I tiptoed over to the comfy denim sectional and turned the television on. I flipped through the channels and found nothing of interest. T.V. didn’t much occupy my mind. I took another sip of my tea and then set it on top of a magazine on the coffee table.
 
   I could hear Dev’s voice in my head saying, “Babe, please use a coaster or something. I don’t want you to ring the furniture.”
 
   A laugh bubbled between my lips at the memory.
 
   A laugh! Not tears or even a tear. But a laugh.
 
   I’m a twisted being.
 
   Sloane, your boyfriend dies and you laugh instead of cry. Tsk, tsk.
 
   Shut up, I said to my conscious. 
 
   I brought my legs up on the sofa and sat Indian style. I picked absentmindedly at a loose thread on my sweat pants. It was Saturday so I didn’t have to go to work. Although, I would have appreciated the monotonous sound of the click clacking of fingers on keyboards. I worked for a small local magazine. The money I made hardly paid the bills but it was a start and a start I desperately needed. 
 
   Ever since I was a little girl I had aspired to be a journalist. Travel the world, meet new and interesting people, that sort of thing. I had come here to London before, on a school trip, and decided to come here for college. Somewhere along the way, in the corner of a library, I met Dev. Returning to America never occurred to me after I met him. I was happy here and I was happy with him. London had become my home. My mom didn’t understand.
 
    I had found the job at the local magazine and suddenly my ambitions seemed silly. I became content to work and be with Dev. That had become my life.  But now that Dev was… gone… maybe I shouldn’t give up on my dreams. Maybe I could make it to The Times. Maybe I could finally sit down and write that book. 
 
   I shook my head.
 
   Oh, Sloane, you always did live in your head.
 
   I finished my coffee and washed my cup. My cereal bowl was still sitting in the sink with a couple other pieces of dishes. I washed those too. I dried my hands on the old rag and forcefully shoved my bangs back away from my face. I hated those things and couldn’t wait for them to grow back out.
 
   A knock on the door startled me. I peered around the flat ashamed. It wasn’t exactly ready for visitors. In fact, I never had visitors. I didn’t have any friends here. Besides Dev who was now gone. Even back home on the States I had only had one or two friends at the most and we had long since lost touch. I was a loner and I was okay with that. 
 
   I stepped towards the door with a quizzical furrow in my brow. Who could it be? I looked through the eye hole and saw that it was Mr. Kapur.
 
   I opened the door. Too late, I realized I was wearing dirty sweats and a cami. Definitely, not appropriate attire. 
 
   “Sir,” I said trying to mask my horror that I was dressed like a homeless person.
 
   “Sloane,” he said and stepped past me into the flat like he owned the place. Which he did of course. He bought this place because Dev and I wanted it. He hardly approved but whatever Dev wanted he got. But Rajas made me pay him rent every month. It was a small amount. But still couldn’t the guy cut me some slack? Rent? That couldn’t be his reason for being here. I had just paid him. Why was Rajas Kapur in my apartment?
 
   “Would you like some tea?” I asked clearing my throat.
 
   “Yes,” he said stiffly, settling into one of the chairs at the kitchen table. Oh, no. He was here for a chat. Chats with Rajas Kapur never went well. He looked around the flat with disapproval in his eyes. “I never understood why Devak liked this place,” he said giving me a significant look while I poured his tea. 
 
   The flat was in an old historic building off the beaten path but still close to the city. The floors were an old hardwood that was covered in various stains and scratches and dents. The walls were a warm beige color. The kitchen wasn’t stainless steel and granite but it was clean and cute. Unfortunately there was no dishwasher. Dev and I liked the charm it held. The crown molding, the window seat, it was lived in. It was home.
 
   Rajas’ home was cold and 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.
 
   “It’s home,” I said shrugging my shoulders and setting the cup of tea in front of him with his customary two cubes of sugar. I sat down across from him and laced my fingers. I met his black eyes with my gold ones. “Sir, I know you’re here for a reason so get to it instead of wasting your time and mine,” I said. 
 
   He smiled a slick smile. “You know me well. You’re a smart girl. You’ll go far,” he said his black eyes shining like a panther. A slick, slimy, no good, panther. Dev may have worshipped the ground his father walked upon but I saw through the man. I didn’t trust him as far as I could throw him, which wasn’t far.
 
   “Sir,” I prompted him to get back on track.
 
   He leaned back in the wooden chair and crossed his ankle over his knee. 
 
   “Since Dev is gone I have no reason to continue to keep this place,” he said spreading his arms wide. “It holds no value or want for me.”
 
   “I pay my rent,” I whispered barely audible.
 
   He smirked. “You do but I should charge you three times more but you would be unable to afford it,” he said, knowing he was right. I couldn’t afford it. I was trapped. 
 
   He was quiet waiting for my reaction. “What are you saying?” I whispered. 
 
   “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 hissed menacingly.
 
   My mouth gaped open in an O of surprise. I knew Rajas Kapur was a bad man but this was bad. 
 
   “Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes sir,” I said.
 
   “And anything you leave will become mine,” he said.
 
   I clamped my teeth together to resist the urge to yell at him. Yelling wouldn’t help my cause. But it was difficult to find an empty apartment to rent. Or even a room. A week would not be long enough.
 
   Demurely I asked, “Can I have more than a week, Sir. A week is certainly not long enough.”
 
   He smirked. “You now need to be out by Thursday.”
 
   I bit my lip to contain the expletives that wanted to shoot from my mouth and saw red around my vision. I hated this man more and more. 
 
   “I’ll see myself out,” he said smiling. He opened the door and said, “Thursday.”
 
   Oh no.
 
   The door closed soundly behind him finality ringing in the room.
 
   I put my head in my hands. Could things get any worse? Dev dies, I get kicked out of my house, what’s next?
 
   “Sloane you have the worst luck ever? Didn’t your mom tell you that breaking a mirror brought seven years of bad luck? Do you never listen to your mother’s words of wisdom?” I groaned into my hands. No, I never listened to my crazy, superstitious, dog loving, crystal ball reading, mother. 
 
   “Better start now, Sloane,” I said, “maybe she’s onto something.”
 
   I emptied the tea cup and washed it but instead of putting it away I left it one the counter. That would cook his goose. Yes, I would definitely leave this cup behind.
 
   I stared around the flat at my big sectional and coffee table. The TV and entertainment center. My books and the bookcase. The rugs, the lamps, the pillows, the blankets, plates, cups, forks, knives, spoons, where was I going to put everything? I couldn’t afford a storage unit and I didn’t know if I could find a room let alone an apartment to rent. 
 
   Ugh, I was going to be homeless and Mr. Kapur knew it. The evil bastard. No wonder his wife left. I wondered if he was the reason Siva left. 
 
   Idly, I thought, Dev dies and I don’t cry and now I’m losing my home and I don’t cry. Am I heartless? What’s wrong with me? Am I broken? 
 
   More importantly, if I am broken, am I also fixable?
 
   * * *
 
   “Hi, I’m calling to inquire about the flat available? Oh, I see. Thanks anyway,” I said and hung up. In frustration I threw the phone across the room and groaned. That was the fifteenth place I had called. It was Wednesday. I had asked if I could work from home so that I could spend time apartment hunting and my job had complied. I was thankful for it but I had yet to find anything. This was bad. Tomorrow I would be out on the London streets.
 
   A cry of panic escaped my lips. I picked up my phone off the floor and dialed the last number. My last hope.
 
   “Hi my name is Sloane, I’m calling to inquire about the room available?”
 
   “It’s been taken,” said the gruff man.
 
   “Are you kidding me?” I shrieked into the phone. “As of tomorrow I’m homeless!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said but I could tell he didn’t mean it. 
 
   I hung up and slammed the phone down on the table. I stormed over to dryer that was now beeping. I dragged my clothes out into the laundry basket. I slammed the dryer door closed and screamed, “That stupid, arrogant, hypocritical jerk!”
 
   A loud knock on my door stopped my tirade. If that man was here to kick me out early I was ready to spar and I would not back down.
 
   Not bothering to look through the peep hole I opened the door roughly letting it slam into the wall. 
 
   “I certainly hope you weren’t yelling about me in there,” said the silky voice of Siva. 
 
   I gulped like a cornered mouse. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked in a whisper. This man seemed to manage to steal my voice. Today he was wearing a sharp navy suit and a pale blue button down shirt. His inky black hair was combed back except for one piece that constantly fell forward. Unconsciously, he pushed it back. His violet eyes bore into mine like he was searching my soul.
 
   I silently thanked God, or whoever was listening, that I was wearing my nice pair of jeans and my coral colored sweater. I had run out of sweats and cami’s to wear.  
 
   “I was under the assumption that I was rescuing a damsel in distress?” He said.
 
   “I’m not a damsel in distress,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.
 
   “Invite me in and we can discuss this matter further,” he said challenging me.
 
   I put my arm out granting him access.
 
   He strode forward and sat down on the denim sectional like he owned the place. I closed the door and glanced at him. 
 
   “Can I get you something to eat or drink?” I asked, calling on the southern hospitality my mother had drilled into me.
 
   “I don’t plan to be long,” said Siva crossing his legs. 
 
   I nodded my head. “Okay then,” I said and sat down on the section where I could face Siva. “Why are you here?”
 
   “It recently came to my attention that you are to lose this flat,” he said with his arm thrown across the back of the couch. 
 
   “How did you find out?” I asked in a small voice.
 
   “I know things Sloane,” he said. 
 
   I narrowed my eyes. I had only met him briefly at the end of Dev’s funeral. How could he possibly know about this? How did he even find me? As far as I knew he never talked to his father and what interest should I hold for him?
 
   I sighed. “What do you propose I do then? I’ve called every available flat or room for rent and they’ve all been taken.” Smoke that one in your pipe tall, dark, and handsome.
 
   Not again, Sloane, wasn’t one brother enough? Scolded my conscious. 
 
   Siva smirked. “Live with me,” he said.
 
   My mouth dropped open. “Live… with… you? You’ve only met me once!” I cried. “I- I could be a murderer for all you know!”
 
   He looked down at his elegant fingers. “You fascinate me and I hate to see harm come to you on these streets when you could so easily live with me,” he said his British accent making me melt. “As for the question of you being a murderer? Well, I doubt that. You don’t strike me as the type and I could easily over power you. I promise to give you your space,” he added.
 
   “I’d be in your way,” I said.
 
   “No, you wouldn’t,” he said. “If you’d be in my way why would I offer you the use of my home?”
 
   “Touché,” I said and he smirked. “I’ll pay you rent,” I said.
 
   He chuckled, his purple eyes lighting. “That’s not necessary. I have money Sloane.”
 
   “Oh of course,” I said. Dev’s family had money. His dad was some kind of real estate tycoon and I remembered vaguely reading in a magazine somewhere that Siva was also a high money maker. 
 
   “Yes,” he smiled.
 
   “I can’t,” I sighed.
 
   “Yes, you can,” he said.
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t want to be a burden. I should just return home. I don’t belong here,” I said.
 
   “And where is home?” he asked.
 
   “Georgia,” I said.
 
   Siva suddenly stood and strode into my bedroom. I followed him and watched as he began opening drawers and dumping their contents into my suitcase which he had found on the top shelf of the closet.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” I cried. 
 
   “Packing for you,” he said. “I feared you’d be stubborn.”
 
   “Siva! This isn’t necessary!” I glared at the perfect specimen of man destroying my bedroom while he packed my bags. “Okay! Okay!” I said, throwing my hands in the air. “I’ll go with you if you’ll just stop going through my stuff!” I said and snatched a bra from his hands.
 
   He grinned triumphantly. 
 
   “But only on a temporary basis,” I said. “I’ll continue to look for my own place.”
 
   His smile fell but he took his victory. He looked up at me with his violet eyes and thick black lashes. “I can be very convincing when I wanted something, Sloane.”
 
   “I can too,” I hissed.
 
   He smiled and I eased. 
 
   “You’ll come with me now. I’ll have you furniture put into storage today. I’m aware that my father said that if anything was left he would take it,” he said.
 
   I didn’t bother asking him how he knew that because frankly I didn’t want to know. Instead I simply looked at him and murmured, “Thank you.”
 
   Siva had just saved my butt and he knew it. He grinned. His teeth were pearly white against the caramel of his skin.
 
   “You’re welcome,” he whispered.
 
   I grinned as an idea struck me. Siva noticed.
 
   “What is it that has crossed your mind?” he asked.
 
   “I was wondering… can I leave a note for your father saying that I’m with you? It’ll get under his skin and dig at him,” I said.
 
   Siva laughed. I loved his laugh. “Certainly, I love any opportunity to spurn my father. Write your note and we’ll be on our way,” he said.
 
   I grabbed a piece of paper and a pen from the kitchen.
 
   Dear Mr. Kapur,
 
   I have found lodging in the form of your son, Siva. 
 
   He’s a very gracious man and most accommodating unlike yourself. 
 
   Enjoy the tea cup.
 
   Sloane.
 
   Siva came up behind me and read what I had written. He smirked and took the pen. 
 
   And Siva. He added after my name. I smiled at him. 
 
   “That’ll drive him crazy,” Siva said with a laugh. Despite his easy personality I was sure that something dark lingered behind his violet eyes.
 
   He turned to me and said, “What’s with the tea cup?”
 
   I laughed. “It’s childish, really. He drank from it the day he came to kick me out. I thought it was fitting.”
 
   Siva laughed and I soaked in the sound. 
 
   “We better go,” said Siva.
 
   “Five minutes?” I asked holding up five fingers. He nodded and plopped on the couch again.
 
   I disappeared into my room and finished packing my bag. I looked sadly around the bedroom and then the rest of the apartment. This had been mine and Dev’s home for so long now. I hated to leave but Rajas Kapur had given me no choice and Siva Kapur had just saved me from being homeless.
 
   “Ready?” asked Siva, standing.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “I’m ready,” I added reluctantly.
 
   Siva saw my face and said, “I’m sorry,” before he opened the door. I looked around sadly once more while Siva waited. I walked into the hallway and he closed the door. I flinched when I heard the door click.
 
   I followed Siva out of the building and expected to see a taxi waiting but instead he unlocked a sleek black Porsche Cayenne. He put my bags in the trunk and I climbed in the passenger side. Siva pulled expertly into the London traffic. I hated to admit that I was surprised. Most Londoners didn’t drive. They either walked or took a taxi. Dev had never driven anywhere. In fact, he didn’t even have a license.
 
   “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 said to Siva.
 
   His lips quirked in a smile. “Sloane, you could never be a failure. As for kindness…” His violet eyes darkened and seared holes into my gold colored 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,” he said and sat back against the leather seat. 
 
   Alrighty then, I thought to myself. 
 
   Moody man.
 
   The silence stretched on endlessly. Finally Siva said, “I’m sorry. I just-,” he paused at a loss for words. He tugged on his navy slacks and then ran his hands through his slick black hair. “I like you… But I’m not good for you,” he whispered.
 
   I stared at him with hurt in my eyes. He pulled into the garage of a sleek apartment building in the financial district.
 
   “More like I’m not good enough,” I hissed under my breath. 
 
   Siva looked over at me with a pained expression. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   He parked the car and grabbed my suitcase from the trunk. I snatched it from his hands, “I’ll take that.”
 
   He looked pissed but I didn’t waste my time feeling bad. Siva went around me and strode angrily to the elevator. I sighed and pulled my suitcase along behind me. Siva smashed the side of his fist against a button and the elevator soared upstairs. It finally stopped and I assumed we were on the top level. 
 
   Figures.
 
   Siva walked down the hallway, not bothering to look and see if I was following. I yanked my suitcase off the elevator and fell into the wall with the movement.
 
   Siva stood in front of a door and shoved it open. I had a feeling he was beginning to regret his decision to let me live here.
 
   Served him right. 
 
   He held the door open for me. I entered and expected the typical, barren, bachelor pad to greet me. Instead everything was rich and sumptuous. 
 
   The floors were marble and the walls were painted gold. A dark round table sat in the center with a vase full of flowers on top. A large chandelier dangled above the flowers making the room look like you were inside a jewelry box. A jewelry box the Queen owned, maybe.
 
   I looked sadly over at Siva. “I’ll be out of your hair as soon as possible. I’ll stay in my room too so that you won’t have to see me,” I said softly.
 
   Siva looked at me with a hurt expression. “That’s not necessary but if that’s how you feel,” he shrugged his shoulders.
 
   “It is,” I said. 
 
   “I have work to do. Feel free to look around. Your room is upstairs and to the right,” he said and disappeared through the archway.
 
   That went well.
 
   I sighed and rolled my suitcase behind me. I left it by the stairs while I explored. The stairs over looked a lavishly decorated living room. 
 
   I was sure the living room was used for nothing but show. I’d be afraid to sit on the couch. The couches looked like they cost more than a car. They were solid white and set in an L shape in front of a fireplace. Despite it being spring a small fire crackled. It instantly calmed me. In the corner behind the couches was a large grand piano. It was beautiful and elegant and I instantly wondered if anyone ever played it. Siva didn’t strike me as a piano player so it was probably more for show. I noticed an expensive rug covering the dark hard wood floors and a coffee table that Dev would have had a coronary if someone got a ring on it.
 
   Dev. This was the first time I had thought of Dev since Siva showed up at my door. I am such a bad person. 
 
   I pushed those thoughts away and took in the rest of the room. Another chandelier hung from the ceiling in this room. This one was even larger and even more elaborate. The walls were some kind of rich brown wallpaper but I couldn’t make out the pattern. Directly across from me was the staircase leading upstairs. A hallway extended to my left and my right with many doors along each hallway. Immediately to my left, next to the living room, was a very formal dining room. The table was hefty looking and black. The chairs were white and elegant. Yet another chandelier hung above this table. This one though, looked more like a sculpture, than a light. 
 
   I also saw that different paintings covered all the walls. Obviously, Siva appreciated art. 
 
   I sighed and headed for the kitchen which was directly at one end of the hallway. 
 
   Everything was top of the line in the kitchen and I was sure he never used it. 
 
   It was fairly large with beige tiled floors, cherry cabinets, and dark granite counter tops. It looked like a rich man’s kitchen. Masculine and never used. The stainless steel fridge looked like it had never been opened but that couldn’t be true. Than man did have to eat. An island with four bar stools dominated the kitchen. A large window looked down onto the bustling streets of the financial district. 
 
   I left the kitchen and opened a door. It was nothing but storage. Behind the next door I found a powder room. I continued past the dining room and living room and down the hallway, opening doors as I came to them. 
 
   I found a closet, a full bath, guestroom, a library, and finally I came to the family room. Across from the family room I found what had to be a game room. There were Xbox’s, PlayStations, pinball machines, Pacman, and a large pool table dominated the middle of the room. I laughed to myself. I had a hard time picturing Siva playing any of these. There was one door left, directly in front of me at the end of the hallway. I didn’t bother opening this one. I could hear Siva yelling at whoever he was on the phone with so I knew it had to be his office. I didn’t need a visual. 
 
   Having explored the entirety of the downstairs I headed for the upstairs. I dragged my suitcase up behind me. A window on the landing looked out onto a couple of stores. Men in business suits and brief cases in hand yelled into cellphones as they strode down the street. I shook my head and continued up the steps.
 
   To my left I saw a door and assumed that it must be to Siva’s room, but I didn’t want to appear nosy so I ignored and continued down the right hall where he said I would find my room. I opened the only door and my jaw dropped.
 
   Holy cannoli. I think my jaw actually dropped.
 
   The walls were a lavender gray color. The bed was antique white and had a romantic flare to it. One end table beside the bed was round and the other was square. A round ottoman done in a pale purple fabric sat in front of the bed. There was a matching armoire, dresser, desk, and vanity. Two white, comfy looking chairs, framed the large window. The room was obviously feminine but not in a girly way. 
 
   A flare of jealousy bubbled in my chest. Why did Siva have this room?
 
   I sat down on the bed and put my head in my hands.
 
   What have you gotten yourself into, Sloane?
 
   The answer was, I don’t know. I just don’t know. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Eventually, I pulled myself together again. I unpacked my suitcase and filled the dresser and armoire with my meager belongings.
 
   On further exploration of my room I found a large walk in closet and an attached bathroom. The bathroom was large, the size of most bedrooms, and everything in it was white. The floors, the cabinets, the towels, everything was a pristine white. It had a separate glass shower and a bathtub the size of a small swimming pool. 
 
   I sighed. I could get spoiled to this kind of luxury. 
 
   There was double sink with sleek chrome fixtures with large glass bowls. I splashed some water on my face to refresh me. I leaned against the white marble countertop. What was I doing here? I didn’t belong here. I patted my face dry on the softest towel I had ever felt. I was sure that I didn’t want to know the price tag. 
 
   I eased back into the room on my tip toes.
 
   Sloane, what are you doing?
 
   Oh, right. I’m supposed to be here. Everything was so perfect and museum like that I felt like I had to ease around everything. I was scared to sleep on the sheets.
 
   I had packed a few books and magazine’s so I picked one at random. 
 
   I was soon lost in another world one where knights in shining armor were real. Although, I was starting to think that Siva might just be that.
 
   A knock on the door pulled me away from the page.
 
   “Yes,” I said hesitantly.
 
   Siva stuck his head in and said, “Join me for dinner?” I hated that my heart skipped a beat.
 
   “Uh- yeah,” I said. I looked down at my jeans and sweater and decided that they were hardly appropriate for a dinner with Siva. He was such a formal guy that I doubted he would appreciate me coming to dinner in jeans. “I’ll be down in a minute,” I said.
 
   “Do not terry long,” said Siva as he closed the door.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
   “I won’t,” I said to the closed door. I figured if I didn’t get down there soon it would only serve to put Siva into a mood.
 
   I rummaged through my suitcase and pulled out a dark blue dress that I normally only wore to work. I shucked my jeans and sweater and then draped them over the desk chair. I pulled on the blue dress and fluffed my disastrous hair. My hair was long and black but had these weird orange and red highlights that were completely natural and my eyes were a golden honey color. I had high cheekbones and a wide mouth with pouty lips that I hated. I didn’t know why people found that collagen induced pout so appealing. My lips were completely natural and I hated them. My nose was small and narrow but unfortunately shaped like a button. 
 
   Sloane, pick up the pace. He’s waiting.
 
   My heart did a little pitter patter.
 
   Not again, Sloane. You are a bad girl. You can’t go falling for your dead boyfriend’s brother. Plus, he’s way out of your league.
 
   I smeared on some pale pink gloss and decided that I couldn’t dawdle any more. 
 
   I made my way out of the room, down the stairs and to the dining room. I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and took a deep breath before I plunged head on into the unknown. 
 
   “You’re late,” said a rough voice from beside me startling me. I grabbed my chest and tried to slow my breathing.
 
   “You startled me,” I gasped.
 
   Siva grinned wickedly. “I’m a scary guy,” he said.
 
   “You wish,” I said rolling my eyes.
 
   He narrowed his violet ones at me. “I am,” he said and his jaw clenched. He waved his arm motioning me into the dining room. I started forward and suddenly his large, warm, hand was cupping my waist. I jumped as electric currents ran up my body.
 
   Siva grinned rakishly at me. 
 
   He pulled out one of the elegant white chairs that looked better suited for an early King of France. The walls were painted in gold and cream stripes making the ceiling look even taller. 
 
   “Thank you,” I murmured.
 
   He pulled out the chair across from me. He still wore his navy slacks but he had ditched the jacket. The pale blue shirt looked stunning against his caramel skin. He had unbuttoned the first few buttons exposing a smooth chest and a light smattering of dark chest hair. I tore my eyes away as color flooded my cheeks. This man would be the end of me. 
 
   I stared at the plate in front of me. Steak, baked potato, spinach, and asparagus. 
 
   “Wine?” asked Siva.
 
   “Uh, no thank you,” I said and timidly avoided his intense gaze. “I don’t drink.”
 
   “Really?” he asked and grinned. 
 
   Moody, screamed my conscious at me. 
 
   Shut up, I told it.
 
   “Maybe you’ve been drinking the wrong kind,” he said but poured me a glass of water instead. 
 
   “Maybe,” I murmured. I was at a loss of words when it came to Siva. I knew he was way out of my league and I didn’t want to say the wrong thing and it seemed like I did every time I opened my mouth. 
 
   “Eat,” he commanded and I picked up my knife and fork. He was beyond intimidating. He waited for me to cut a bite of steak and taste it. “I promise it’s not poisoned.”
 
   I chewed and then smiled at him. “Delicious,” I said.
 
   He grinned. “Good, I’m glad you like it,” he said in that charming British accent. 
 
   I gave him a small smile and then he began eating his own meal.
 
   A he took a couple bites, sipped his red wine, and then said, “I never had a chance to apologize for what my father did to you.”
 
   I shrugged my shoulders and looked anywhere but at him. “You don’t need to apologize. You’re not the one that kicked me out.”
 
   He leaned towards me and my eyes drifted to my plate.
 
   “You’re intimidated by me,” he said.
 
   I looked up to meet his violet eyed stare. I noticed for the first time a small scar just above his lip.
 
   I took a sip of water and nodded.
 
   “Don’t be,” he said. “I want you to be comfortable here.”
 
   “That won’t be easy,” I said and took a bite of steak.
 
   “Why the bloody hell not?” he asked and the venom in his voice shocked me so that I sat back and a startled gasp escaped my lips. Stupid moody man! 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. 
 
   I put my fork down and fingered the soft white linen napkin in my hands. I waved 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 stopped myself before I could express the feelings I possessed for him.
 
   Dev hasn’t even been dead a week and you’re already picturing yourself living happily ever after with his brother. Tsk, tsk, Sloane.
 
   “It’s just-,” I said and swallowed, “Dev has only been gone a little over a week.” I looked up at him through my lashes. “I just wonder if I’m doing the right thing.”
 
   Siva’s hands knotted into fists and his jaw clenched. 
 
   “I need a cigarette and a scotch,” he said suddenly and disappeared.
 
   I looked at the empty seat in front of me and knew in the pit of my stomach that he wasn’t coming back to finish his dinner.
 
   My appetite disappeared as quickly as Siva had from the table. 
 
   Men, I thought venomously.
 
   I picked up my plate, leaving his behind just in case he returned, and proceeded to the kitchen to clean my plate. 
 
   I leaned over the industrial sized stainless steel sink and scrubbed ferociously at the plate in my hands. The water was scalding and the soap smelled like lemons. I flicked my head to the side to get a stray piece of hair out of my way. Satisfied that I had scrubbed the plate until it shimmered like a diamond, I put it in the drying rack, wiped my hands on the towel, and headed upstairs. Siva was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   Once I reached the guest room I collapsed on the bed. I covered my face with my hands as the tears finally poured out of my eyes.
 
   But the tears weren’t for Dev and that just made me cry harder. Didn’t the man that I had loved for the last three years deserve my tears and not the one I had just met?
 
   The sobs raked through my chest shaking the bed in the process. 
 
   Dev had been my life. My sun in a dark sky. He filled an aching void in my life. Dev had consumed my every thought. I wondered if he’d thought of me as often as I thought of him. I had loved Dev with all my heart. I had 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 had always wondered what he saw in me. I certainly didn’t see much in myself. 
 
   My thoughts circled back around to the fact that I apparently couldn’t shed a tear for the man I loved.
 
   All I wanted was to cry for Devak and instead I was crying because of his idiotic older brother. How was that fair? How did that do our love justice? 
 
   It was like some kind of sick joke. I begged and pleaded for tears and when I finally got them they were for the wrong person.
 
   Life’s like that though. 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 was pushing me at his moody, arrogant, confusing, older brother.
 
   If I wasn’t crying I would laugh.
 
   My tears continued to stream relentlessly down my face. The tears felt hot against my skin but as they dried they cooled and made me shiver. I wiped at my cheeks and my hands came away wet. 
 
   I swallowed thickly and took a deep, ragged, breath. My chest felt too tight. 
 
   Suddenly my clothes were too tight, too constricting, I had to get out of this dress now. My skin felt flushed with fire. The fire was licking my wounds setting me ablaze. I stripped out of the dress and flushed when it crossed my mind that the door was wide open and I was far from alone. This was not my house and Siva could walk by at any time. 
 
   I slammed the door closed with more force than necessary. The loud bang sounded like a gun shot and it made me flinch. I shook my head and my hair brushed my chest and shoulders making me itch. I squished my eyes closed. Everything was bothering me. I took a deep, steadying, breath and headed for the shower. A hot shower was what I needed. A shower always erased the pain of the day for me, calming and soothing like a lotion. 
 
   The water dripped down my shoulders and onto my stiff back muscles. I leaned my head back and let the water cascade over my face. I felt like a kid again standing in a rain storm. 
 
   “I’ll weather any storm with you,” Dev’s voice rang strong and clear in my mind. 
 
   My knees went weak and I collapsed into a helpless heap on the cold shower tiles.
 
   I clenched my stomach as a strange noise escaped my throat. Tremors shook through my body. I beat my fist against the defenseless tile. 
 
   I laid down on the cold wet tiles, brought my knees to my chest, and cradled my hands under my head.
 
   I didn’t care what happened to me. I hoped the water washed away my feelings, my very being. I was sick of existing. I wanted to fade. 
 
   Time became meaningless as the water washed over me. After a time the water went from hot to icy cold. At first it startled me but then my whole body went numb, turning punish, aging before my eyes. 
 
   I held one of my hands in front of my face while the other continued to cradle my head. My skin had turned a garish gray color and wrinkles covered my skin. I looked like a corpse.
 
   The water continued to beat down on me and still I did not find it in me to move. 
 
   Idly, I recalled the door to the bathroom opening and the surprised gasp.
 
   “Sloane,” said Siva.
 
   “Go… a…way,” I said in my strangled voice. Shivers rocked my body.
 
   My eyes followed Siva as he grabbed a towel from the warmer and opened the glass shower door.
 
   “I- I- I’m fine,” my teeth chattered.
 
   “No, you’re not,” he said and turned the water off. He bent down with the white fluffy towel held in his hands. Even from this distance my skin soaked up the heat coursing from it.
 
   “But- I’m… naked,” I said.
 
   He laughed. “I’m aware of that,” he said and wrapped the warm towel around me.
 
   I sighed in pleasure at the heat.
 
   Siva pulled me into his arms and cradled me like I was a small child.
 
   Siva pulled out his cellphone. “Dr. Fletcher? I have an emergency. Yes, I am aware of the time.” Siva growled into the phone, “I’ll pay you double! Just get here!”
 
   “Sloane,” sighed Siva looking at me as I clung to his soft long sleeved cotton shirt.  My eyes scanned his body and I saw that he had changed into a plain cotton shirt and baggy pajama pants. He had never looked so delectable before.  His scent of sandalwood swirled in the air around us hypnotizing me. I traced his collarbone with my index finger. I felt his muscles stiffen beneath me and pulled away as if electrocuted. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said pulling away and keeping a secure hold on the towel. I tried to stand but it was futile as I sank back down into Siva’s lap.
 
   His hand cupped my face and his thumb traced the shape of my cheek. His full lips parted slightly and pleasant sigh escaped. His lips hovered just out of reach of mine.
 
   Just when he was about to close that miniscule distance his phone rang. 
 
   The spell was broken.
 
   He jumped and answered it. He murmured a few words and then hung up. He sighed. “That was Dr. Fletcher. He’s almost here. We better get you dressed,” he said.
 
   He cradled me like a groom carrying his bride over the threshold. I envied the girl that would one day be Siva’s bride.
 
   He carried me into the bedroom and sat me on the soft cushiony bed.
 
   He saw my clothes still sitting in my suitcase and proceeded to rummage through my articles of clothing. I blushed but him going through my clothes was nothing compared to him seeing my naked form curled up on the shower floor. Now that was embarrassing. 
 
   He sauntered back over to me with a pale blue cami and matching cotton shorts.
 
   “Lift your arms,” he commanded.
 
   “I can dress myself, Siva,” I said and tried to snatch the piece of fabric from his hands. 
 
   “I don’t think so,” he said. “Up,” he commanded. When I didn’t comply with his demands he sighed, “Sloane, I have already seen all there is to see. Now is not the time to be modest.”
 
   I scrunched my nose at him but lifted my arms.
 
   “Good girl,” he chuckled. “All though this is not at all how I planned on seeing you naked but hey, I’ll take what I can get,” he smirked. As he helped me into the shorts he sobered, “What happened in there, Sloane?”
 
   I countered with a question of my own. “Why did you come in there?”
 
   He sighed and ran his caramel colored 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 gulped. “I thought you had done something drastic.”
 
   I swallowed thickly, “You mean-” I started.
 
   “I thought you had committed suicide. I thought maybe the stress of the last two weeks had finally caught up with you,” he looked away and when his gaze met mine again his violet eyes had darkened. “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 tangled in my damp hair and he pressed his smooth forehead to mine. “Never do that to me again, Sloane. What happened?” he asked again.
 
   I swallowed and looked away from his intense smoky violet gaze. 
 
   “Do you want the honest answer?” I asked and my voice was hoarse. No doubt I had given myself a cold.
 
   “Always,” he said.
 
   “I was upset when you stormed out on dinner. I just-” I looked away. “I have these feelings for you and I know I shouldn’t. You’re Dev’s brother and you’re way out of my league, anyway,” I laughed and sounded like a smoker. “I cried… I haven’t been able to cry since Dev died and finally my tears come but they’re for you!” I said and pointed to him. “I loved Dev, still do, for three years! How can I-” I choked up. “How can I have feelings for you? It’s wrong,” I said. “It’s like I’m betraying him.”
 
   “Sloane,” said Siva thickly. “Dev would want you to be happy.”
 
   “Do you think he’d want me to be happy with his messed up brother?” I laughed thickly.
 
   Siva abruptly stood up. He glared down at me. “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!” he snarled.
 
   Startled I scooted back on the bed. “Siva… that’s not what I meant.”
 
   He turned around and glared at the door. “Dr. Fletcher will be here to see you soon.”
 
   He stormed towards the door.
 
   “Siva!” I called before the door promptly slammed shut.
 
   I flinched. 
 
   * * *
 
   The doctor flashed the light back and forth between my eyes and made a noise in the back of his throat. Siva sulked in the corner with his arms mournfully crossed over his chest. He refused to meet my eye. 
 
   He clucked his tongue and pulled out his stethoscope to check my heartbeat. Assured that it was fine he moved on to my blood pressure.
 
   “All seems good,” he said. “You’ve just been under a lot of emotional stress is all,” said the gray headed man. He rubbed idly at his thick beard and began to run down a check list of questions.
 
   “When was your last period?” he asked.
 
   I blanched startled and looked at Siva. He was visibly grinding his teeth.
 
   “Uh-,” I said, “I don’t remember.”
 
   The doctor clucked his tongue. 
 
   “You’ve been under stress so I understand your lapse,” he dug in his bag and came up with a clear container. “I want you to go pee in this and then we’ll take a pregnancy test,” he said.
 
   Heat flushed my cheeks. “I’m on birth control,” I muttered.
 
   He shrugged his thin shoulders. “Accidents can still happen,” he said. “Better safe than sorry.”
 
   I snatched the offending cup from his hands and marched into the bathroom. I only hoped I could pee with an audience on the other side of the door. After a few tense moments I managed to fill the container.
 
   I could not be pregnant. I was not ready to be a parent. I didn’t think it was possible anyway but I would placate the doctor and the doubts now racing on a speedway through my mind. 
 
   “Here,” I shoved the container into the doctor’s waiting hands. He promptly stuck a white stick in it. 
 
   Siva eyed me from across the room. The atmosphere in the room seemed to grow dark. 
 
   A few tense moments passed before the doctor said, “You’re not pregnant.”
 
   “Thank God!” I said and threw my hands in the air. But suddenly I felt bad. I touched my empty womb. Dev’s child was not inside me, never would be. 
 
   “Well,” said the doctor, “you appear to be fine. You might get a bit of a cold but other than that I think you’re okay,” he said and smiled kindly. 
 
   Siva paid the doctor and he gathered his items and left. 
 
   “Siva,” I said quietly once the doctor left. 
 
   “Yes?” he asked turning to me. 
 
   I crossed my arms protectively over my chest. “Is it… Is it wrong of me to be relieved?”
 
   Siva gave me a small smile and when he saw that I was about to collapse he wrapped me into his arms. 
 
   “No,” he said with conviction. “It’s not wrong. Don’t beat yourself up about this.”
 
   I shook my head and sat down on the bed. Siva sat beside me but let go of me.
 
   I looked up at him emotion pooling in my gold eyes. “I’m sorry for what I said earlier. I honestly didn’t mean it the way it sounded.”
 
   “I know,” he sighed. “I overreacted. I tend to do that,” he added with a chuckle.
 
   I rubbed my face, my eyes, “I better get to sleep,” I said quietly. “I have work tomorrow.”
 
   “Of course,” he replied and his British accent made me want to melt. “I’ll see you for breakfast?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I said.
 
   He smiled a genuine smile. “Goodnight,” he said standing. He stooped low and planted a kiss on my cheek. With a laugh he disappeared out the door. I put my hand to my cheek. It tingled and I smiled to myself. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   I awoke before my alarm went off but I felt fully rested so I climbed out of the bed ready to begin my day. After my disastrous shower the night before I thought I’d be better suited to avoid that until later. I rummaged through my suitcase hoping to find my curling iron. 
 
   Aha! Found it. 
 
   I pulled the metal object out of my bag. Even in my haste to pack yesterday I had remembered it and my makeup bag. Hmm, maybe I could operate under stress. 
 
   I scurried into the bathroom and quickly curled my dark, red-hued, hair into soft waves that cascaded down my back. I dabbed on some makeup, enough to look professional, but not enough to look like a canvas.
 
   I pulled out my black pencil skirt and a white, crisp, button down shirt. I tucked the shirt into the skirt and rolled the sleeves up to my elbows. I slipped on a pair of black heels that buckled at the ankle.
 
   I grabbed my purse and realized that I didn’t have my messenger bag that contained my laptop. I put my head in my hands. This was bad. I needed my laptop for work. Maybe I could get a taxi and go by and get it before I left for work.
 
   Yeah, if Rajas hasn’t dumped all your stuff out the window yet.
 
   I scrunched my nose in disgust. Well, there was nothing I could do yet. 
 
   I ventured out into the hallway and down the steps.  I could hear the sounds of sizzling bacon coming from the kitchen so I headed there.
 
   Siva stood in front of the stove, his back to me, furiously cooking. He was tall and lean but not lacking in the muscle department.
 
   “Morning,” I said.
 
   Startled he turned, “Hey sunshine,” he said with a smile. “I hope eggs and bacon are okay?”
 
   “Of course,” I said and took a seat on one of the stools. 
 
   “Good,” he grinned turning back to me. 
 
   “I didn’t know you cooked,” I said.
 
   “I do,” he said. “Who did you think made your dinner last night?”
 
   “Not you,” I said and he chuckled.
 
   He grabbed the bacon out of the pan with a pair of tongs and put an equal amount of pieces on each of the two plates and then poured two glasses of orange juice.
 
   Siva set a plate down in front of me, handed me a glass, and then sat down beside me. 
 
    He dug into his eggs. “Ready for work?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I sighed, “but I don’t have my laptop.”
 
   “Oh?” he said quirking an inky brow. “Some of your stuff arrived this morning, the rest of your clothes and stuff like that, so your laptop should be with that. I had your furniture put into storage,” he said and sipped at his orange juice.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. “This is really good by the way,” I said indicating the breakfast.
 
   “Thanks,” he said and blushed. “My mom taught me to cook.”
 
   “Your mom?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” he sighed but didn’t continue. I was curious about Siva and Dev’s mom. She was a mystery I wanted to solve. 
 
   We finished our meal in companionable silence and I cleaned our plates while Siva dried. 
 
   Dev and I used to that. I’d wash and he’d dry. 
 
   “I have to go,” I said suddenly turning to leave. This was too hard. No, it was too easy, that was the problem. I shouldn’t feel this way about anyone so soon after Dev’s death. But his brother? I felt sick.
 
   Siva turned and gave me a peculiar look. “Why? I know I didn’t say anything stupid this time.”
 
   I gave him a tight lipped smile. “I just- I’m going to be late for work,” I lied.
 
   Siva glanced at his watch and swore under his breath. “I didn’t realize the time. I have a meeting I have to get to. We better hurry,” he said. 
 
   I noticed he wore a pair of black pants that hung delectably off of his narrow hips and an aqua colored button down shirt. I found myself licking my lips as I took in his appearance.
 
   “Come on,” he said and led me out to the foyer where many cardboard boxes sat. I saw my olive green messenger bag leaning against one of the boxes and sighed in relief. I grabbed it and slung it across my body. 
 
   Siva closed and locked the door behind us. 
 
   Siva pushed the button for the elevator and the doors promptly opened. I hurried in before the doors could close. 
 
   Once the doors closed the air around me sparkled with electricity. I glanced at Siva and saw that he was looking at me in a similar manner. I wanted to lean over and close the distance between us but just as I was about to move the elevator lurched to a stop in the garage.
 
   When the doors slid open the electricity immediately disappeared.
 
   I followed Siva to the Porsche. I had barely closed the car door before Siva was racing out of the garage and onto the London streets. 
 
   Siva stopped in front of Avid News. 
 
   I didn’t bother to ask how he knew where I worked. I was pretty sure I didn’t want to know the answer. 
 
   “Bye,” I called over my shoulder as I climbed out of the car. 
 
   I ran up the gray stone steps and into the building.
 
   “Hey Sloane,” said Mac as I slid into my seat.
 
   I smiled and said, “Hey,” to the smiling Irishman. 
 
   “How are you doing?” he asked leaning over the partition that separated our desks. 
 
   “As well as can be expected I suppose,” I said pulling out my computer and booting it up.
 
   He smiled. “Well, if you need anything, someone to talk to, a shoulder to cry on, whatever it is, I’m your man,” said Mac.
 
   “Thanks,” I said with a small smile.
 
   MacAuley “Mac” Grant had a thing for me. Ever since I started working here he had made his attraction known despite my relationship with Dev. He had finally accepted that we’d never have more than a friendship and had let it go. Now that Dev was gone I was sure Mac’s attentions would resurface. Yippee for me.
 
   It wasn’t that he was a bad guy or bad looking for that matter he just wasn’t my type. He had shaggy, soft colored, brown hair and soft green eyes.  He had a sweet smile and boyish charm. But I had never found myself having any feelings for him other than those of a friend.
 
   Mac winked at me and then settled back down at his desk. 
 
   My computer hummed to life and I quickly typed in my password. My wallpaper popped up and it was a picture of me and Dev on vacation in Rio. I sighed as I looked at our happy faces pressed lovingly together. 
 
   “Sloane,” said my boss stopping by my desk. 
 
   April Linwood was a slender, leggy, blonde and very good at her job. She was a kind boss and although she was critical of our work she always gave the best advice. 
 
   “Morning April,” I smiled pleasantly.
 
   “Here’s your assignment,” she said. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said taking the folder from her.
 
   She smiled and moved on. I opened the folder and sighed. April wanted me to write yet another article on some celebrity going to rehab. I wanted to write serious journalism not this celebrity trash. But you do what you have to do on your climb to the top. And this was the only job I could get.  
 
   I looked back at my computer and sighed at the picture. I just didn’t have the heart to change it. Dev had been so much a part of my life that it felt wrong to completely eradicate him. 
 
   I dove into writing the article with fervor. Celebrity gossip may not have been my forte but that didn’t mean I couldn’t make the best of it.
 
   When lunch rolled around I realized that I hadn’t packed anything which meant I’d have to go out. I grabbed my purse and leaned over the partition to Mac.
 
   “Hey,” I smiled. “I’m going out for lunch, be back soon.”
 
   “Later,” he grinned, putting his hands behind his head and leaning back in his chair.
 
   “Sloane,” called Franca, another writer. “Someone’s here for you,” she said and then waggled her eyebrows. 
 
   I looked back at Mac and gave him an apologetic smile. 
 
   Mac stood and made like he was going to the break room but I knew he really only wanted to see who was waiting for me. Quite honestly I did too. 
 
   I stopped when I reached the little seating area off the side of the break room.
 
   “Siva,” I gasped and he grinned like a little boy.
 
   Franca gasped from behind me. “Is that Siva Kapur?” she asked in an exaggerated stage whisper.
 
   I turned to glare at her. When I turned back Siva’s grin was only broader. 
 
   Mac gave me a reproachful look and stormed away. 
 
   “Hi,” I smiled at him going to his side. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “I thought we could do lunch?” he asked and for a moment he looked unsure of my answer. 
 
   “That would be lovely,” I said, color flooding my cheeks. 
 
   He smiled. “Good.”
 
   I followed him out into the cool spring air. The Porsche was parked on the street.
 
   Siva held the passenger door open for me and I slid in. He climbed in the driver’s side and pulled out into the traffic. I assumed he would be heading to one of the many restaurants in the area but instead he avoided all of them. 
 
   He finally came to a stop next to a park. He turned to me and grinned. 
 
   “I thought we could have a picnic.”
 
   “That sounds wonderful,” I said.
 
   He got out of the car, grabbed a green and blue plaid blanket, and a bag of food. I followed him through the park’s entrance while he looked for the perfect spot.
 
   After a few minutes he veered off the path, into the green grass, laid out the plaid blanket and plopped down. I joined him, tucking my knees under me. My skirt road up a bit, exposing a bit more leg than I was comfortable with, I promptly pulled it down but not before Siva got an eye full.
 
   I blushed from my neck up. 
 
   Siva turned away as if he too was embarrassed and began pulling out containers of food.
 
   “I hope you like Thai?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
   “I love it,” I said opening a container and inhaling the aroma. 
 
   He opened a couple more containers and handed me a plastic fork and a bottle of water. 
 
   He leaned back, his legs stretched out and crossed over each other, and asked, “How has your morning been?”
 
   “The usual,” I shrugged.
 
   “You don’t sound pleased,” he commented in a quiet, subdued, voice.
 
   I chuckled. “I want to be a serious writer not a gossip columnist.”
 
   “Then why don’t you?” he asked taking a bite of noodles. One sat on his lips and my fingers itched to reach out and grab it. 
 
   I sighed. “I have to be able to pay the bills.”
 
   “You should still try and live your dream,” he said softly.
 
   “Maybe one day,” I said and looked out at the park. A couple walked their dog. Some kids squealed in delight as their father chased them around. So many lives intertwined and yet we were all so separate stuck in our own little bubbles. 
 
   “I… I could help you,” he said so softly I wasn’t sure I had heard him.
 
   I glanced at Siva and saw that he was awaiting an answer. 
 
   “Siva,” I began. “I don’t think so. I can do this on my own.”
 
   “I have connections,” he said. 
 
   “I know,” I said. “That’s the problem.”
 
   Siva laughed. “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 shrugged nonchalantly.
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I said with a small smile and a quirk of my brow. 
 
   Satisfied he sat back. He took a sip of water and smiled to himself clearly pleased with my non-answer.
 
   “So, Siva,” I said. “Tell me about yourself.”
 
   He laughed harshly. “I don’t talk about myself.” 
 
   He promptly pulled out a cigarette stuck it between his lips and lit it. I reached over and snagged it from between his lips and put it out.
 
   I pointed my index finger at him. “You will not suck on this death stick in my presence,” I huffed.
 
   His violet eyes flashed black and I feared his dark mood would rear its ugly head but he surprised me by laughing. His booming laugh echoed off the bright green trees.
 
   “Got it,” he chuckled. “No smoking in front of you.”
 
   “Do you want to kill your lungs?”
 
   “Of course not,” he replied smoothly and laid down on his back.  “But doesn’t everyone have a guilty pleasure?” He winked at me and turned on his side to face me. He propped his head up on his hand. “What’s yours?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t have one,” I said. 
 
   “Oh come on,” he said, “I know you have one.”
 
   “Purses.”
 
   “Purses?” he clarified.
 
   “Yeah, you know, purses. Those things women carry around all the time full of all their crap. Yeah, that’s my guilty pleasure. It’s a lot healthier than your poisonous death stick,” I said pointing to the offensive white cylinder littering the ground beside the blanket.
 
   “You’re very opposed to cigarettes,” he commented.
 
   “My dad died of lung cancer,” I said.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Yeah, oh.”
 
   “I see now why you hate them,” he said softly.
 
   He pulled the pack of cigarettes from his pockets and tossed it into a nearby trashcan. I was surprised when it hit the mark. 
 
   “Now they’re gone,” he shrugged.
 
   The light caught his hair in that moment and it glowed with indigo highlights.
 
   “Thank you,” I whispered.
 
   His violet eyes smiled at me. “Shouldn’t I be thanking you?” he chuckled.
 
   “Yes you should,” I smiled.
 
   “My lungs thank you, Sloane,” he said and his British accent became more pronounced. His purple eyes glittered with mirth. The aqua color of his shirt made his skin look like molten honey. His teeth were a blinding white when he smiled. I found myself leaning closer to him. Taking in every beautiful detail of him. I was beginning to learn that despite him being Dev’s brother they were two completely different people. If not for their similar looks no one would know they were brothers. 
 
   Dev was always kind and caring whereas one minute Siva was happy go lucky and the next he walked out on you. Siva was unpredictable. Siva was not safe.
 
   But Dev was gone.
 
   And I couldn’t help but think that maybe fate was pushing Siva and me together.
 
   * * *
 
   “Oh no! I’ve got to get back,” I cried standing. “April is going to be so mad at me,” I smacked my hand to my forehead. 
 
   Siva began rapidly packing up our picnic and I bent down to help him.
 
   “I should’ve kept better track of the time,” he said angrily and venom dripped from every word.
 
   “Siva,” I said and put my hand on his shoulder. He flinched and I removed my hand. “This isn’t your fault.  I was enjoying myself and completely forgot about my responsibilities.”
 
   “Come on,” he growled. Suddenly the carefree Siva was gone replaced by mercurial Siva. Lovely.
 
   “Can you just chill for a second,” I said. 
 
   “No,” he growled.
 
   “What’s your problem?”
 
   His lip furrowed. “I’m a control freak. I don’t like the unexpected.”
 
   “It’s not like you didn’t know I had to go back to work,” I said putting my hands on my hips.
 
   “I need a fucking cigarette!” he yelled tossing the paper bag full of our trash forcefully into the trashcan where he had just dumped his cigarettes.
 
   My eyes grew wide. 
 
   “Siva,” I hissed. “There are other people here besides ourselves, like children. Can you keep the vulgar language to a minimum please?”
 
   “Sorry,” he muttered but he didn’t look sorry at all.
 
   “Sure you are,” I said storming behind him trying to catch up to his long legged stride. 
 
   He forcefully opened and then closed the driver’s side door. I heard the engine start but I was too pissed to climb inside the car with him. 
 
   I saw a taxi sitting empty by the curb.
 
   I strode up the Porsche, grabbed my purse from the passenger’s seat, and slammed it closed before heading to the empty taxi.
 
   “Sloane,” I heard behind me.
 
   “I don’t want to hear it, Siva,” I turned 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 called again.
 
   I got in the taxi, rattled off the street name for Avid News, and left behind a very angry Siva and I didn’t even know why he was angry.
 
   Stupid, moody, arrogant, man!
 
   * * *
 
   “Sloane, did you get lost?” joked Mac but there was a dark undercurrent to his normally happy green eyes.
 
   I glared at Mac as I took my seat. 
 
   I swirled the mouse around to wake up my computer and attacked the keyboard with a vengeance.
 
   “Whoa,” said Mac. “What did your keyboard ever do to you?” he asked leaning over the partition.
 
   I huffed and buried my head in my hands.
 
   “I take it lunch didn’t go according to plan?” he asked and his voice softened taking in my hurt feelings.
 
   I sighed and looked at the curly haired man. I pushed my dark hair out of my face and sighed. “It started out great actually but then he just flipped out and I don’t know why.”
 
   Mac laughed. 
 
   “Stop laughing,” I snarled sounding much like Siva. 
 
   Mac looked at me and his green eyes warmed. He put 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 later,” I said with a smile. 
 
   Mac may have possessed too much interest in me but he was a good friend and he could always make me feel better.
 
   “Do you want to go get a drink later?” he asked.
 
   Gone, was my friend.
 
   “Mac, I really can’t.” At the appearance of his crestfallen expression I held up a hand and said, “I’m not saying no. Just, not to tonight. I have a lot to get done.” 
 
   “Oh okay,” he said but he still looked forlorn. He settled back at his desk. 
 
   I finished the article and printed it out. I read it through to make sure there were no mistakes and headed to April’s office.
 
   I knocked quietly. 
 
   “Come on in,” she called.
 
   I opened the heavy wooden door and entered her airy office. Well, maybe clinical was the better word. Everything was stark white. From the walls, to the desk, to her bookshelves, everything was a bright, crisp, white. The only thing that wasn’t white was the beige carpet floors. It kind of reminded me of Rajas house. 
 
   “Just dropping this off,” I said handing her the article. 
 
   Her critical eye scanned it and she smiled. 
 
   “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 said failing to mask my disappointment. Home, or should I say Siva’s flat, was not a place I wanted to go. 
 
   “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she smiled.
 
   I gave her a small, forced, smile and closed her office door behind me. 
 
   “Bye Mac,” I said packing up my laptop.
 
   “You heading out?” he asked.
 
   “Yep,” I said. “April didn’t have anything else for me to do.”
 
   “You can finish my article,” he grinned.
 
   I laughed. “I think that 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 suggested.
 
   I clamped my lips shut tight so the groan I was suppressing wouldn’t emerge. 
 
   “Maybe,” I shrugged my half answer and skedaddled out of there before he added anything else to his endless list of, ‘things Mac wants to do with Sloane.’
 
   I slung my messenger bag across my body and put my purse on my shoulder. I strode out the double doors but paused when I saw the black Porsche parked by the curb.
 
   A man hopped out of the driver’s seat that was not Siva. I paused and the man smiled at me. He was tall, not as tall as Siva though, he was very muscular with blond hair. He wore a pair of nice dress pants and shirt. He was good looking with a nice smile and looked about Siva’s age. 
 
   “I’m Jacob,” he said, extending his hand. “I’m a friend and business partner of Siva’s.”
 
   “Where is Siva?” I asked taking his hand.
 
   Jacob helped me into the car and then climbed in himself. He started driving before he answered. 
 
   “Siva has to work late. He’s a busy man,” he said. His words were harsh but his grin softened his words. 
 
   “Oh,” I said quietly.
 
   Jacob eased out in the London traffic and navigated his way to Siva’s flat. I sat back into the plush leather seat and closed my eyes. I pinched the bridge of my nose. I could feel a headache coming on. Great.
 
   “We’re here, Sloane,” said Jacob. His deep voice startled me awake. I must have dozed off. Some company I was.
 
   “Oh sorry,” I mumbled climbing out of the car.
 
   He chuckled. “It’s no problem.”
 
   He followed me to the elevator.
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, “you can go.”
 
   He laughed. “You don’t have a key.”
 
   “Oh right,” I blushed an unhealthy shade of red.
 
   He laughed once more. “Plus, Siva asked me to stay until he gets home.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at Jacob. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
 
   He looked me up and down. “No, you certainly don’t.”
 
   Thankfully the doors slid open and Jacob opened the door to the apartment. Immediately I noticed that my boxes no longer covered the floor. For a moment I was worried that someone had taken my stuff but then I figured that Siva probably had a maid and she’d moved my stuff. Jacob walked down the hall to the family room and a moment later I heard the TV come on. 
 
   “Don’t mind me,” he hollered, “pretend I’m not even here.”
 
   I let out an undignified sound and went upstairs to my room. 
 
   I opened the door to find that all my stuff had been moved up here but I didn’t see the point in unpacking anything. I’d live out of my boxes for now. I didn’t plan to stay here long.
 
   I set my purse and messenger bag on the bed.
 
   I headed into the bathroom for a shower. This time I did not collapse on the floor in a useless heap of nothingness.
 
   I dried my hair with a blow dryer I found under the sink. The normalcy of the motion helped to calm and soothe me. I pulled my tooth brush and toothpaste out of my makeup bag and scrubbed furiously at my teeth until they glowed like little pearls. I had tired circles under my eyes and my skin had a sallow tone to it. 
 
   I put my head in my hands in frustration. Siva Kapur was the most frustrating man alive and I barely knew him. He was going to kill me. I just knew it.
 
   I already was starting to resemble a walking corpse.
 
   I pulled on a pair of blue and white striped pajama pants and a plain white short sleeved shirt and padded quietly down the stairs. I didn’t know if Siva was home and if he was I wanted to avoid him like the plague.
 
   The downstairs level of the flat was quiet. I tiptoed into the kitchen and began rummaging in the cabinets for something to eat for dinner. I didn’t think my stomach could handle much so I opted to eat a bowl of cereal. That seemed safe enough. 
 
   I finished and washed the bowl and wiped down the countertops. I didn’t feel like going back upstairs and sitting in my room for hours so I ventured down the hall from the kitchen to the family room. At this point I didn’t care if Jacob was in there. I just couldn’t stay in that bedroom one more minute. I hoped some TV could calm me down. Watching TV seemed a normal, innocent enough activity. 
 
   When I opened the door Jacob wasn’t in there. I wondered where he had disappeared to but then I heard the sounds of PlayStation coming from across the hall. 
 
   The family room had light brown walls, a comfy looking dark brown couch, shag carpets, a fireplace and a large TV.  
 
   I was immediately intimidated by all the remotes and blinking lights. I may have been irritated with Siva but that didn’t mean I wanted to break his very expensive TV. I studied all the remotes and finally figured out which one went to the TV. I changed the channel until I found something I could halfway enjoy. I settled on some kind of pop idol show. 
 
   I curled my legs under me and wrapped myself in a purple blanket that was slung across the back of the couch. I snuggled under the blanket. It smelled like Siva, sandalwood. I found myself inhaling the scent like I needed it to live and instantly got mad at myself. I slung the blanket off of me and resolved to be cold. 
 
   The show went off and I changed the channel to some home decorating show.  I grabbed one of the decorative pillows and laid down. It was getting late but I wasn’t ready to go to bed. My eyes became heavy and I finally fell asleep to the sounds of someone telling me how to build a bookcase.
 
   “Fuck!” someone yelled followed by the sound of something heavy crashing to the floor. “Ow! That hurt!”
 
   I sat up startled. I tried to stand up but fell to the floor. Somehow in my sleep, I had wrapped the Siva scented blanket around my body. I quickly turned the TV off and tossed the blanket back onto the couch.
 
   “Oh shit, I think I’m bleeding.”
 
   I ran out into the hall looking for the source of all the commotion.
 
   A slumped form leaned against the door. 
 
   “Siva!” I exclaimed. 
 
   Jacob came running from the downstairs bedroom. He was only wearing a pair of sweatpants. His body was extremely muscular and well built. But my concern was all for Siva.
 
   “Siva?” asked Jacob. From the expression on his face I assumed he had never seen Siva like this before. I certainly hoped this wasn’t a regular habit.
 
   Siva began to laugh. “’What would you think if I sang out of tune. Would you stand up and walk out on me? Lend me your ears and I'll sing you a song. And I'll try not to sing out of key. Oh I get by with a little help from my friends. Mm I get high with a little help from my friends. Mm going to try with a little help from my friends,’” Siva sang. He began to laugh again. “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 said getting to his knees. He put his arms around my waist and buried his head in my stomach. I gently stroked his soft black hair. Moisture began to soak my shirt. “Nobody’s ever cared about me. I try so hard to be good, to work hard, I just want someone to be proud of me,” he cried like a small child. “I’m never good enough.”
 
   “Siva, you’re drunk,” I said.
 
   He rubbed his head against my white cotton shirt. 
 
   “I know,” he said softly, “and I need a cigarette. But I promised myself I would stop for you.”
 
   I looked pleadingly at Jacob. 
 
   “Can you help me get him to his room?”
 
   “Certainly,” said the clearly shocked man. “Come on Siva,” he said pulling Siva’s arms from around my torso. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”
 
   Jacob and I managed to get Siva up the stairs and into his room. 
 
   His bedroom screamed luxury but with the very drunk man passed out on the bed I didn’t have the time to take in the details. I pulled off his shoes and turned to Jacob.
 
   “Did you know about this?” I snapped at Jacob. 
 
   He looked at Siva and then at me. “No,” he said softly.  Jacob sighed and rubbed 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 said putting my hands on my hips, “he didn’t go to a meeting.”
 
   “Clearly,” said Jacob eyeing my shirt.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “There’s blood on your shirt,” he stated.
 
   “Blood?” I asked and looked down at my white shirt. There was indeed blood on my shirt where Siva had rubbed his face.
 
   “Siva,” I said. 
 
   He moaned drunkenly. 
 
   I turned on the light beside his bed so that I could see his face. 
 
   Several cuts lacerated his face.
 
   “Siva,” I said softly. I turned to Jacob. “Help me get him to the shower?”
 
   Jacob draped Siva’s arm across his shoulder and dragged him into the bathroom. His bathroom was much like mine, only bigger, and beige. Jacob deposited Siva on the bench seat in the shower. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said turning to the man. “I’ve got it from here.”
 
   “You sure?”
 
   “If I need you I’ll yell,” I smiled kindly at him.
 
   He lingered a moment longer before disappearing. 
 
   Siva leaned his head back against the beige tile. 
 
   “What have you done?” I asked taking in his ragged appearance.
 
   He moaned in answer. His eyes were closed and he looked miserable.
 
   I grabbed a washcloth before I climbed in the shower and unbuttoned his shirt tossing it onto the bathroom floor.
 
   I gasped at what met my gaze.
 
   Siva’s perfect body was riddled and marred by many, many, little white scars. 
 
   I put my hand to my mouth to stifle my gasp of surprise.
 
   “Oh Siva,” I whispered into my hand.
 
   He did not stir.
 
   I unbuckled his belt and slid his black slacks off and tossed them onto the floor with his shirt. I left him in his underwear and turned the water on. Cold.
 
   “What the fuck?” he said coming awake.
 
   “Language Siva,” I scolded.
 
   “That’s fucking cold!” he cried.
 
   “I’m aware of that,” I said, “I am in here with you.” I was also aware that my white shirt was now drenched. I crossed my arms over my chest.
 
   “What happened to your face Siva?”
 
   He groaned.
 
   “Tell me,” I said. The cold water of the shower was beginning to make me shiver but I was scared to leave him in here by himself.
 
   “Can you turn the hot water on at least?” he asked.
 
   I gladly complied.
 
   “So what happened?” I prompted.
 
   Siva rubbed his face. “I was pissed.” He said. “At myself, at you, at the world,” he laughed 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 asked.
 
   “I don’t bloody know,” he hissed. “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 said motioning to his face. He suddenly grinned. “On the bright side he looks a whole lot worse.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “So, you were what? Defending my honor?” I asked.
 
   “Exactly,” he said.
 
   “Siva, you don’t need to that,” I said. 
 
   “You didn’t hear what he said,” growled Siva.
 
   “He’s still my co-worker,” I whispered. “I have to see him every day.”
 
    “I’m sorry,” he mumbled.
 
   “Are you?” I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “I didn’t think so,” I whispered.
 
   Siva rubbed at his face and the dried blood.
 
   “Here let me help you,” I grabbed the washcloth and wetted it before dabbing gently at his face,
 
   “Are you mad at me?” he asked softly.
 
   “Furious,” I said but I couldn’t help my smile. 
 
   He laughed gruffly. “I really shouldn’t drink. Or smoke. Or breathe for that matter.”
 
   “Siva,” I scolded. “How could you say something like that?”
 
   “Sloane,” he said. “You know those stories that 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 said wondering where he was going with this. 
 
   “I’m not the handsome prince. I’m the bad guy.”
 
   “I don’t think that. I think that you, Siva, are the handsome prince. After all, you did rescue me from the bad guy,” I laughed lightly.
 
   “I’ve never been the good guy. Why would I start now?” He suddenly bent over at the hips and put his head in his hands. “Ugh, my head hurts,” he moaned.
 
   “Let me finish cleaning you up and then we’ll get some medicine in your system, deal?”
 
   “You don’t have to do this, Sloane,” he said quietly.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Then why are you?” he asked.
 
   “Because Siva,” I said staring into his violet eyes, “sometimes people do things because they want to.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Yeah, oh,” I said wiping the dried blood from his face. 
 
   He closed his eyes and his tense muscles relaxed.
 
   “What is it with us and showers?” he suddenly grinned. 
 
   I laughed. “This has been a very eventful two days. But Siva,” I said and he opened his violet eyes to meet my gold ones. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   “Good,” he smiled and closed his eyes again. 
 
   I added some sort of fancy body wash to the cloth and began to scrub his body. Seeing all those scars crisscrossing his body broke my heart. I wanted to ask him about them but I figured I could wait. I didn’t want to push him too far.
 
   I was scrubbing his very, muscular, chest when I noticed a tattoo over his breast bone. 
 
   Saia. 
 
   Jealousy bubbled like a hideous monster in my chest. I was thankful that he had his eyes closed so he couldn’t see my face. I was sure it was contorted in some form of jealousy.What could this girl have meant to him if he had her name tattooed on his chest? She had to mean something to him. 
 
   I knew then that I wanted to mean something to him. I wanted to hold a special place in his heart. Even after only two days he already held a special place in mine.
 
   “Do you want me to wash your hair?” I asked.
 
   “Please,” he said. 
 
   I grabbed the bottle of shampoo and lathered it onto my hands. I dug my fingernails into his scalp and gently massaged.
 
   He moaned. “That feels great.”
 
   I smiled. I scrubbed his scalp for a couple more minutes and he hummed pleasantly in the back of his throat.
 
   “Can you stand so I can rinse the soap out?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” he said and stood up from the bench. 
 
   His muscular chest was suddenly directly in front of my face and I swallowed thickly. He was gorgeous. Model gorgeous. Siva had to be the most handsome man alive. I wanted to run my fingers over the contour of his abs, over his muscular arms. 
 
   Siva was tall. Really tall compared to my five foot three inches. He had to be six foot four of tall, lean, perfect, man.
 
   Sloane, scolded my conscious.
 
   I swallowed and climbed up on the bench so that I could reach his head better.
 
   He smiled at me, his perfect white teeth gleaming. 
 
   “I’m short,” I shrugged.
 
   The soap suds gradually disappeared from his thick, black, hair. 
 
   “All done,” I smiled.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. 
 
   I turned the shower off and opened the glass door. I grabbed a towel and tossed it to Siva and then grabbed one for myself. 
 
   “Aspirin, and antibacterial ointment?” I asked him.
 
   He grinned and pointed to a closet door. I opened it up and found a little mini pharmacy inside. He had a surplus supplies of everything. I grabbed the bottle of aspirin and ointment. He had a cup beside his sink and I filled it with water and handed him two pills. He chugged them down and handed the cup back to me.
 
   “Anything else Dr. Campbell?” he joked.
 
   “Sit,” I said motioning to the toilet. 
 
   He put the lid down and sat eyeing me.
 
   I squirted some of the ointment onto my finger and gently dabbed at his cuts. 
 
   “I don’t like seeing you hurt,” I whispered.
 
   He jumped as if startled. 
 
   “Really?” he asked.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. “I worry about you. Even more so now,” I said motioning to his face as I put the cap back on the ointment. 
 
   “No one’s ever worried about me before,” he said and sounded like a lost little boy.
 
   “I don’t believe that,” I said.
 
   “It’s true,” he laughed cynically.
 
   I put the ointment and medicine away and turned back to him. 
 
   “I think you can manage to get your own clothes on,” I said and started to shiver from the cold. 
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want to help me?” he grinned.
 
   “I’m sure,” I said shaking with cold.
 
   His face turned concerned. “You better get some dry clothes on before you get sick.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said turning to leave. I looked back. “You’ll be okay?” I asked.
 
   “I’m not as drunk as I looked,” he said softly. 
 
   “Really?” I asked with a quirked eyebrow.
 
   “No,” he grinned. “I’m completely wasted but unlike most people I can hold my liquor.”
 
   “Sure,” I said not sure if I believed him. Had it all been an act? I didn’t know.
 
   I left his room and headed down the hall to mine. I stripped myself of my dripping wet clothes and pulled on a pair of lavender shorts and a white button down shirt that had once belonged to Dev before I claimed it as my own.
 
   Exhausted I climbed in the bed and turned off the light.
 
   Just as I was about to drift off asleep the door to my room opened.
 
   Siva stood there in gray pajama pants and a white long sleeved shirt. His caramel skin and black hair looked striking against the white shirt.
 
   “Siva?” I asked.
 
   I could see his ears turn red and then it spread to his cheeks.
 
   He looked like a little boy.
 
   “Sloane, I was… uh… wondering… can I sleep in here tonight?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   I gaped openly at the hunky man standing in the doorway looking like a lost child. I was at a loss for words.
 
   But my mind was screaming, yes, yes, yes!
 
   Hell no, said my conscious. 
 
   Oh what was I to do? 
 
   The only reasonable thing of course.
 
   “Yes,” I whispered.
 
   He smiled shyly and came around the other side of the bed and climbed under the covers.
 
   “Thanks,” he said. “I’ve uh… never actually slept with someone before,” he said.
 
   “What?” I gasped in disbelief.
 
   “I’m no virgin,” he said with a mocking laugh, “but I’ve never slept with someone. This is new for me.”
 
   “Then why?” I asked.
 
   “I… I don’t know,” he answered honestly.
 
   “Well, I’m exhausted,” I said.
 
   “Me too,” he said scooting under the covers.
 
   “Goodnight,” I said.
 
   “Goodnight Sloane,” he said softly.
 
   * * *
 
   I awoke the next morning with my body draped over top of Siva. Sandalwood invaded my lungs where my nose was pressed against his neck. He looked so peaceful and uncomplicated in his sleep. His lips turned up in a small smile while he slept. He looked like a completely different person.
 
   I gently extracted myself from his arms, which were wrapped around my body, and climbed from the bed. I instantly missed his warmth. I looked longingly at him for a moment before I forced myself into action. I grabbed some clothes and headed into the posh bathroom. 
 
   The hot water felt like heaven against my skin. I scrubbed my skin until it turned a pale pink and then turned my attention to my scalp. I rinsed away last night’s stress and hoped and prayed that today would be much, much, better.
 
   I turned the water off and dried my body before wrapping the towel around my torso. 
 
   The bathroom door opened suddenly and I paled.
 
   “Oh,” said Siva. “Sorry.”
 
   I held the towel tighter to my body. I couldn’t believe I had forgotten to lock the door. When I had lived with Dev we never locked the doors so I guessed it was just a leftover habit. I hoped.
 
   “I- it’s not a problem,” I said.
 
   He motioned behind him. “I’ll just head back to my room,” he said.
 
   “Yeah,” I said nodding my head. I didn’t understand why I was suddenly filled with sadness at his absence. What was wrong with me?
 
   The door closed behind him and I turned to face the mirror. I braced myself against the white marble countertop and took several deep breaths. I turned the water on and splashed my face.
 
   “Get yourself together, Sloane,” I scolded myself. 
 
   My golden eyes gazed back at me. I could see the panic shimmering in their depths. 
 
   Three days. 
 
   Three days was all it took for Siva Kapur to burrow himself underneath my skin. 
 
   * * *
 
   “Scrambled eggs?” asked Siva as I slid onto the stool. 
 
   “Please,” I said and he slid them onto the plate. 
 
   Siva wore a dark green suit with a white shirt underneath. He always looked so handsome. His dark black hair was still slightly damp and brushed away from his face. 
 
   Siva sat down beside me and poured some syrup onto his eggs. I laughed.
 
   “You do that, too?” I asked.
 
   “What?” 
 
   “The syrup thing,” I clarified. “Dev always used to do that.”
 
   Siva shrugged. “Our mom did it,” he said.  “Want to try?”
 
   “Sure,” I said and he dumped a generous amount of syrup onto my eggs. 
 
   “Whoa, that’s enough,” I commanded and he chuckled. 
 
   “Sloane uh-,” he said clearing his throat. “About last night…” He looked like a lost little boy.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” I said. 
 
   “I just- I’m not normally like that.” He ran his hands through his hair in frustration but it stayed perfectly in place. “I feel very protective of you,” he whispered so softly it was no more than a breath.
 
   “I have a question for you,” I said hesitantly gaging his reaction.
 
   He stiffened and tugged on his green suit jacket. “Go ahead.”
 
   “Why do you always wear long sleeved shirts?” I asked.
 
   He swallowed thickly and squirmed in his seat. 
 
   “You know why,” he said.
 
   I nodded my head.  “Your scars, I know. But… how did you get them?”
 
   He slammed his hand against the counter. His jaw tightened and his teeth clenched. He turned to me and his violet eyes burned fire. “Do you really want to know?”
 
   “Yes?” I said hesitantly but it came out sounding like a question.
 
   His face softened at my hesitance. He took a breath to prepare himself and then plunged. “My father threw me through a window,” he whispered.
 
   I gasped. “No.”
 
   “Yes, he did. That was ten years ago,” Siva took 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 rebellious stage. Well, rebellious is a bit of an understatement,” he conceded. “It’s funny now… Rajas disowned me but I’m the one that 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 that I had no respect for my father.”
 
   “Sister? I didn’t know you had a sister,” I breathed.
 
   He nodded his head. “Her name was Saia. She killed herself when she was only fourteen,” he whispered.
 
   Saia. The name tattooed on his chest. I breathed a sigh of relief and immediately felt ridiculous. 
 
   “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 hung his head. 
 
   “That’s horrible,” I said and meant it. 
 
   “What’s done is done. You can’t change the past.” He cleared his throat and grabbed our plates. “We better get to work,” he said.
 
   “Oh right,” I said startled. 
 
   I stood and smoothed the skirt of my dress down. 
 
   “Where’s Jacob?” I asked looking around.
 
   “He left already,” said Siva, grabbing his stuff and heading for the door. 
 
   “I’m sure Mac will be awesome today,” I said sarcastically.
 
   “That guy is a jerk,” said Siva and his fists clenched. “You should stay away from him.”
 
   “Thanks for the advice but I think I can decide that for myself,” I said.
 
   “Of course,” said Siva and his violet eyes flashed dark.
 
   I strapped my messenger bag across my shoulder and grabbed my purse before climbing into the elevator which Siva kept open. The ride down to the garage was silent.
 
   Siva unlocked the Porsche and I climbed in. 
 
   The ride to Avid News was a silent one. I kept wringing my hands together imagining five hundred different scenarios for my day. I hoped Mac wouldn’t bother coming in but I was sure my luck wasn’t that good. Siva parked at the front of the building. I opened the car door and started out but was pulled roughly back inside by Siva.
 
   “Sloane,” he said and cleared his throat. “I sincerely hope that I did not cause a problem for you.”
 
   I tried to smile. “It’ll be fine,” I said with a wave of my hand.
 
   “Still,” he said. “My behavior was careless and I put you in a difficult situation with your job.”
 
   “Siva, I really have to go,” I said pointing to the building and trying to untangle myself from his grip.
 
   “Right,” he said and let go.
 
   “I’ll see you for dinner?” I asked.
 
   “Certainly,” he said and straightened in his seat tugging on his suit jacket. 
 
   I closed the car door and waved. I didn’t know if Siva waved back. The windows were far to tinted. 
 
   I scurried up the cement gray steps and hustled into the building. I could hear fingers clacking on keyboards and the sound of the coffee maker percolating. I made my way to my desk bracing myself for Mac’s wrath. I knew he’d be mad about the scuffle with Siva. 
 
   He wasn’t at his desk and I sent up a silent prayer. I slid into my chair, pulled out my computer, and read over the assignment April had left on my desk. 
 
   I had just started typing when a dark, ominous, shadow crept over me. I shivered.
 
   “Sloane.”
 
   So much for my luck.
 
   “Mac,” I said, saving my document and sliding my chair around so that I could lean back and look up at him. 
 
   His right eye was an ugly purple and green. Like Siva, cuts littered his face. His lip was split and he all around looked like hell.
 
   “Whew, you look terrible,” I said lightly.
 
   He laughed but it wasn’t his normal laugh. For some reason the sound frightened me. My grip tightened on my chair.
 
   “I’m sure you already know what happened. That pyscho boyfriend of yours attacked me,” Mac said.
 
   “He’s not my boyfriend,” I defended bristling. 
 
   Mac leered down at me. “I don’t care what he is. The guy is crazy and I think you owe me.”
 
   I gulped. This was bad.
 
   “A drink. One. That’s all I ask,” he said flipping his shaggy curls over his eye so he could leer at me better.
 
   “One?” I swallowed thickly.
 
   “One,” he grinned realizing he was winning.
 
   “Fine,” I whispered.
 
   “Tonight,” he said. “Across the road. We can just walk over after work,” he said smiling like the Cheshire cat. 
 
   I nodded my head and he took that as the affirmative and bounced over to his desk.
 
   At least someone was happy.
 
   * * *
 
   Whenever you’re dreading something the time beforehand always flies by and that’s what happened to me as the minutes ticked by until I had to share a drink with Mac. Just one. Only one. One. 
 
   I hoped.
 
   I buried my head in my hands. Was I never allowed one day of peace?
 
   I pulled out my blackberry and sent Siva a quick email telling him that I was working late and I would take a taxi home. There was no way in hell that I was going to tell him that 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 would only finagle me into it at another time. It was best to do it and get it over with. 
 
   I shoved my hair back and grabbed a hair tie from my desk drawer. I tightened the band around my hair until it was almost painful. 
 
   My phone dinged with a return email from Siva. He said not to bother with a taxi that he’d come get me when I was done. I wrote back and said that was fine. At least I wouldn’t have to pay for a taxi. 
 
   I finished my article and turned it into April. Mac was right behind me. His creepy hands touched me briefly on my back startling me. 
 
   It’s  going to be a long evening.
 
   I went back to my desk, turned my computer off, and gathered up my bags. 
 
   Mac came back grinning.
 
   “Ready for that drink?”
 
   No.
 
   “Yes,” I said instead.
 
   “Great,” he grinned.
 
   “As friends,” I said. “Just two friends getting a drink and hanging out,” I clarified for him before he got any ideas.
 
   “Of course,” he said but his smile dimmed. “Just friends.”
 
   I smiled in a friendly manner, I didn’t want to hurt the guy after all, “Well, let’s go,” I said motioning to the door.
 
   He instantly brightened again for which I was thankful. 
 
   We went out and across the street to the bar. TV’s blared with some sport, sports held no interest for me, and men yelled loudly while swinging their beers around. Lovely, just lovely.
 
   Everything in the bar was dark blue and dark wood tones. Very manly.
 
   Mac sidled up to the bar where there were two empty seats. He pulled one of the leather stools out for me.
 
   “Thanks,” I said taking the seat. I put my messenger bag and purse on the floor at my feet. 
 
   Mac slid onto the seat next to me and motioned for the bar tender. 
 
   “What can I get you?” asked the heavily tattooed man. 
 
   Mac rattled off what he wanted and then pointed to me. 
 
   “Uh- I’ll have water,” I said.
 
   The bar tender disappeared to get our drinks.
 
   “Water? That’s it?” asked Mac.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “I don’t drink.”
 
   “We didn’t have to come to a bar,” Mac said.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. “I have no problem with other people drinking. I just don’t partake myself,” I said with a shrug of my shoulders.
 
   “Hmm,” he said taking a sip of his beer that the bartender sat down.
 
   I stared idly at the condensation forming on the glass of water. The tiny droplets beaded and bled 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 didn’t think so,” said Mac. After a pause he asked, “Is it because of the money?”
 
   “What?” I said 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 seemed to pale. 
 
   I gasped offended. “How dare you say such a thing,” I spat. “I loved Dev with all my heart. How dare you- how dare you question that,” I choked. “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 that you would think that I was that shallow.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Mac.
 
   “I should go,” I said grabbing my stuff.
 
   “No, please stay. I’ll be on my best behavior,” said Mac putting his hand over mine.
 
   “Alright,” I said reluctantly.
 
   “Thanks for coming,” said Mac.
 
   “No problem,” I said. “We’re friends,” I reminded him. We weren’t good friends, more like work buddies, but I felt it important to remind him of that.
 
   He nursed his beer and kept an eye on the TV. I took a sip of water and risked a glance at my watch. How much longer would I have to stay in order not to seem rude?
 
   “So,” said Mac turning to me and away from the big screen, “any big plans for the weekend?” he asked.
 
   “None that I know of,” I shrugged. “I’ll probably just hang around in the house, watching bad movies, and eating way too many chocolate chip cookies. What about you?” I asked.
 
   Mac chuckled and signaled the bar tender to bring him another beer. My water was 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 said and nursed his second beer.
 
   “You’re not a failure, Mac,” I said.
 
   “Aren’t I?” he asked. “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 said spreading his arms wide. “My dad’s never quite gotten over it.”
 
   “I think kids are made to disappoint their parents,” I said. “Do you think my mom wanted me to come here?”
 
   Mac shook his head. “Sloane, you could never be a disappointment.”
 
   “Whatever you say,” I shrugged and sipped my cold water. The glass was slippery with condensation.
 
   We lapsed into easy conversation from there. 
 
   That was until Mac was halfway through his third beer.
 
   His hand crept up my calf, to my knee, and then under my skirt to the top of my thigh. Every muscle in my body tightened. My pulse pounded in my ears like the roar of an ocean. His hand crept even higher and sweat beaded on my forehead.
 
   “I need some air,” I said suddenly jumping up from my seat. I grabbed my bags and ran out the door. I could still feel his fingers creeping over my skin despite their absence.
 
   Fresh spring air flooded my lungs as I exited the bar. I ducked around the corner of the building, out of sight of the window, but in sight of the street, and pulled out my blackberry. I quickly called Siva. He had programed all of his information into my phone.
 
   “Kapur,” he said.
 
   “Siva it’s me,” I said breathlessly.
 
   “Sloane, what’s wrong?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing,” I tried 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 said.
 
   “Thank you,” I said but he had already hung up.
 
   I tried to blend into the shadows and draw as little attention to myself as possible. Despite it being spring the air was quite nippy. I wished desperately that I had a sweater. I wrapped my arms around myself and leaned against the building. Time seemed to slow down. I hummed a tune to myself to fill the never ending silence and wished that I could just twitch my nose and be at Siva’s flat.
 
   A man exited the bar and looked both ways before pausing when his glance landed in my direction. I sank further into the shadows wishing I could melt into the wall. He sauntered towards me at a slightly awkward gait. I recognized his shoulders. 
 
   Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.
 
   “Sloane,” he said. “I believe you’ve had quite enough fresh air.”
 
   “No, not quite,” I squeaked in fear.
 
   “Sloane, Sloane, Sloane,” he breathed and his beer ridden breath engulfed me. He shoved me forcefully against the wall. Both of his hands rested on either side of my body blocking any sort of retreat. Fear ensnared me like a vicious drug. He spread my legs with his thigh. “Sloane,” he breathed into my hair. Tears threatened to leak out of my eyes. His hands moved down to my legs, lifting my skirt, while his body pressed me forcefully into the wall. The bulge in his pants rubbed against my leg.
 
   “Mac, please don’t do this. MacAuley!” I said trying to push him away but he was too strong.
 
   “Come on baby, I know you want me. You always have,” he rasped in my ear.
 
   His tongue roamed from the dip in the top of my dress, up my neck, to my chin, before he settled his mouth forcefully on mine. Air could not breach my lungs. Panic ebbed and flowed through my veins. I hoped I had an adrenaline spike or whatever it was that people had that gave them the strength to lift cars. His lips locked on mine. One hand disappeared from my body while the other kept me forcefully pinned to the wall. I tried to wiggle away from him but it didn’t work. I tried to scream but his lips quieted the sound. I heard the sound of the zipper on his pants and my blood went cold. 
 
   I closed my eyes as the tears started to fall. I couldn’t believe this was about to happen. 
 
   “Please, please, don’t do this,” I cried into his mouth.
 
   He groaned in the back of his throat. The hand that had me pinned to the wall was suddenly around my neck closing off any form of oxygen. 
 
   “Shut up, bitch,” he growled.
 
   Tears leaked out of my eyes. I knew I was a wet sobbing mess. Could no one see us? Hear us? 
 
   I had never been so scared in my entire life.
 
   His lips were back on mine and his tongue in my mouth. I bit down sharply on his tongue and he howled. 
 
   He pulled away but before I could move he slapped me hard across the face. Blinking, white lights flooded my vision. I was disoriented.
 
   “Don’t do that again,” he growled pushing me against the wall again and hiking my skirt up. He fingered my panties and began to slide them down my waist.
 
   “Help!” I screamed. 
 
   “Bitch,” he said and shoved me into the brick wall so that my skull clacked roughly against it. 
 
   Oh Sloane, what have you gotten yourself into now? Fight the bastard!
 
   “Get off of me!” I cried shoving futilely at him. I was short and small. No match to his height and strength. My only hope was of someone hearing us.
 
   “Sloane baby-” Mac said stroking the side of my face.
 
   “Don’t touch me!” I screamed and spit on him.
 
   “Ugh,” he said and pushed me more firmly against the wall.
 
   His hands pinned my wrists but that didn’t stop me from wiggling around like a fish. 
 
   “Let go of me,” I spat.
 
   “You’re a tease,” he growled into my ear.
 
   My tears kept falling even as the old ones dried cold on my cheeks. 
 
   He slid my panties further down and positioned himself.
 
   “Please,” I begged. “Please, don’t do this,” I sobbed.
 
   “Sloane,” he rasped wiggling his hips, preparing himself.
 
   Sobs coursed through my body so that I shook with them.
 
   Someone lit a cigarette.
 
   “Siva!” I screamed recognizing the form. I saw him turn looking for me. He dropped the cigarette on the ground.
 
   “Sorry, I know I promised I would stop,” he said.
 
   “Siva! Help!” I screamed again before Mac slapped me. His hand covered my mouth making further noise impossible. I choked on my sobs.
 
   “Sloane?” he said peering into the shadows. “Sloane!” he cried in horror. 
 
   Something hard and heavy slammed into Mac knocking him over.
 
   “You goddamn son of a bitch,” Siva said and punched Mac in the face. I heard a sickening crunch as I dropped to the ground, my panties around my ankles.
 
   Tears streaked down my face and my chest heaved.
 
   Another punch followed by a whimper.
 
   “Didn’t I teach you a fucking lesson last night?” growled Siva. He punched again. “You just don’t learn do you, bastard?”
 
   I let out a loud sob and this seemed to snap Siva’s attention to me. 
 
   Mac moaned on the ground before going quiet.
 
   “Sloane?” asked Siva quietly.
 
   Sobs were the only noise I was able to produce. When he tried to touch me I flinched and a look of pain clouded his face. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. After a pause, “Dumb question.”
 
   He pulled a phone out of his pocket. “Jacob,” he said 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 have asked something because Siva huffed into the phone.
 
   “Yes, I took the damn Porsche. Take the fucking NSX and get your ass down here now! Understand?” he asked and hung up.
 
   “Sloane,” said Siva reaching out to me.
 
   “Don’t touch me!” I cried.
 
   “I won’t hurt you,” Siva sighed quietly into the wind.
 
   Tears soaked my face, my dress, probably the ground by now.
 
   “Siva I-” I started and then collapsed onto him. His arms came around me and held me close. “He… he was… he was going to…”
 
   “I know,” said Siva. “I know. But I’m here now. You’re safe. I won’t let him hurt you,” he stroked my back. 
 
   The two of us lay there, on the ground, while Siva softly stroked my back and my tears soaked his shirt. 
 
   The hum of a car pulling up startled me. 
 
   “Hush, it’s okay,” said Siva. “It’s just Jacob.”
 
   “Siva?” asked 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,” growled Siva over my quiet sobs. 
 
   “What did he do?” asked Jacob. “I’ll need to tell the police.” He still looked skeptical. Maybe he thought Siva was off the deep end like he was last night. 
 
   Siva looked at me and back at Jacob clearing his throat. 
 
   “Mr. MacAuley Grant attempted to rape Ms. Campbell. I got here in time right?” he asked me suddenly looking panicked. I saw Jacob pale at Siva’s words. 
 
   I nodded my head and he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
   He shook his head. “I shudder to think if I had gotten here a moment later.”
 
   Jacob glanced at my pitiful form and compassion flooded his eyes. 
 
   Siva gently kissed the top of my head. “I’m going to take Sloane home,” said Siva standing and pulling me up in his arms in the process. He didn’t dip under my weight.
 
   “I’ll stay with-” Jacob glanced angrily at Mac’s prone form, “this,” he spat.
 
   “Thank you,” said Siva.
 
   Siva carried me to the Porsche and sat me inside. My panties were still wrapped around my ankles.
 
   “May I?” he pointed. I nodded my head and he removed them. He buckled my seat belt and leaned his forehead against mine. “Sloane,” he breathed my name. “I’ve never been more scared in my entire life. What are you doing to me?”
 
   Tears poured fresh and vigorous down my cheeks. He closed the car door and climbed in the driver’s side.
 
   As he drove down the dark London streets my sobs and sniffles were the only noise that filled the car. 
 
   My mind couldn’t wrap around what had just happened; it didn’t want too. Panic and fear still sat heavy in my chest. I had never been afraid like I was in that moment. I had felt so helpless. So alone. I felt shaken to my core. I wanted to shut out what had just happened but instead it kept replaying over and over again. His hands, his breath, his strength. It wouldn’t go away. It was like I could still feel his hands on me. I felt dirty and raw. Ravaged, even. I wanted to scrub my body to the bone. 
 
   I shivered and Siva turned the heat up in the car thinking I was cold. 
 
   But I wasn’t cold. 
 
   I wasn’t hot.
 
   I wasn’t anything except for numb.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   “Sloane, we’re here,” said Siva parking the car.
 
   I stared listlessly ahead. My sobs had stopped and were replaced by silence. I never felt like speaking again. Ever.
 
   “Sloane,” Siva spoke softly like he was talking to a frightened bird. 
 
   I didn’t move. 
 
   He got out of the car and came to my side opening the door. He undid the seatbelt and I all but fell into his arms. 
 
   He lifted me into his arms, closed the car door with a shove of his back, and pressed the button to lock it. He carried me to the elevator, adjusted his hold on me, and pressed the up button. I wrapped my arms around his neck, it took all my strength. 
 
   “Sloane,” said Siva nuzzling my neck. “You will be okay,” he climbed in the elevator.
 
   At least one of us was sure.
 
   The doors opened and Siva’s apartment appeared before us.
 
   He struggled to keep his grip on me and open the door. But finally he managed.
 
   “Oh Sloane,” said Siva mournfully as he carried my gelatin body up the stairs. “Why has this had to happen to you?”
 
   I clung to his dark blue sweater like it was the only thing keeping me tethered to the earth. I felt safe in Siva’s arms. I had felt safe with Dev too but for different reasons. 
 
   Siva pushed the door to my room open and carried me inside. He sat down on the bed with me in his lap.
 
   “Sloane?” he asked.
 
   I didn’t answer. It was like I was locked inside my own mind. I was aware of everything around me but I could not partake. I was locked inside a dark closet, hearing voices, but I could not answer. The darkness was consuming me. Eating me inside out. My mind was a rollercoaster. Clear glass shards poked painfully inside my head. I wanted to answer him… to reassure him… but my lips could not form words. It was like my vocal chords had frozen. It was like every part of me had frozen. Frozen in time. 
 
   “Sloane, please answer me,” he cradled me to his chest like a small child. “Do I need to call Dr. Fletcher? Are you sure he didn’t hurt you?”
 
   Silence greeted him. 
 
   “Damn it Sloane! Answer me!”
 
   “Don’t yell at me,” I choked on sobs as my tears started up again. 
 
   “Fuck. I’m sorry Sloane,” he whispered. “I thought you had gone catatonic on me.”
 
   His Indian and Spanish looks seemed intensified in the muted glow of the bedroom. “Siva… just hold me,” I sobbed.
 
   “I’ll never let go,” he said.
 
   * * * 
 
   I cracked my eyes open and the bedroom glowed dully. It had to be very early in the morning. My sleep had been restless. I kept having nightmares about what had transpired. And what would have happened if Siva hadn’t shown up… 
 
   Tears threatened to leak out of my eyes again. 
 
   Siva’s arms were wrapped comfortingly around me and he snored softly. His chest steadily rose and fell. His body was warm against mine almost too warm. He still wore his dark blue sweater and jeans. The sweater had ridden up a bit showing off his caramel stomach and smooth muscles. His full, black, lashes grazed his cheeks like a lover’s caress. His lips were full and perfectly shaped. 
 
   I rolled onto my side trying to get comfortable in order to go back to sleep. But my mind wouldn’t shut up and my eyes wouldn’t close. I tried to deepen my breathing hoping that would help. Nothing. 
 
   “Sloane,” sounded a sleepy voice near my ear.
 
   I turned back over and was greeted by sleep ridden violet eyes.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   I nodded my head but then the sniffles and tears leaked out from my carefully constructed dam.
 
   “Oh Sloane,” he said and pulled me into his arms. “Hush little bird, I’m here now. You’re safe.” His large thumb wiped away my tears. “Hush now,” he rocked me. I clung to his shirt like it was a life preserver. He kissed 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,” I didn’t have the energy to make a comment on his language anymore, “goes to jail for as long as possible.” His fingers played in my hair. “I’ll take a bullet to make sure he never hurts you again.”
 
   “Don’t say that,” I said shaking my head. “Don’t talk about him,” I sobbed.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sloane, so sorry. This shouldn’t have happened to you.”
 
   “But it did,” my voice broke.
 
   “Hush,” he said and began to hum under his breath. Before I knew it my eyes were growing heavy once again.
 
   * * *
 
   “Feeling better?” asked Siva, startling me, when my eyes cracked open.
 
   I gave him an incredulous look. Was I feeling better? I didn’t know. My body didn’t hurt but my mind… My mind was in shambles. I felt like someone had invaded my mind and completely ransacked it. I couldn’t form a coherent thought and I felt like that was a defense mechanism. 
 
   “Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that,” he said. He handed me a steaming mug of coffee. I blew on it to cool it down. I noticed that he had changed his clothes. He was in a different pair of jeans, with artful rips and tears, and a long sleeved purple shirt. I brought my knees up to my chest and placed the mug on top. 
 
   “Sloane,” he said sliding onto the bed beside me. I noticed he had brought us breakfast. “You’re going to be okay, right?” he sounded so much like a small child. Gone was the moody, arrogant, stubborn man and in his place was a man clearly confused and worried. 
 
   “Siva,” I said and my voice didn’t sound like my own. My hand shook the cup of coffee. “I was almost raped last night,” my voice broke. “Do you think I’m okay?” I all but growled at him. 
 
   “No,” he said. “But I want you to know that I’m here to help you. My-” he seemed undecided about something, his face steely. He nodded his head once like he was conferring with his thoughts. “My sister was raped,” he said 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, Sloane,” he met my eyes. 
 
   “I- Siva… I don’t know what to say.”
 
   He waved his hand dismissing 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 hardened, turning more gray than violet. “Eat,” he commanded 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 said and moved the coffee to the end table and out of firing range. 
 
   I picked up the fork and bit into the rubbery egg. I wasn’t hungry. Not one bit. But the look in Siva’s eye told me that I better eat. I bit into the toast. It was dry and flaky on my tongue like sandpaper. I swallowed it reluctantly and was sure I made a face of disgust. My stomach churned as the dry toast settled. 
 
   We ate our food in silence. Neither one of us having anything to say. I could feel Siva building a wall between us, a wall that I felt had just recently begun to crumble, and I knew that soon he would no longer be thoughtful and caring but cold and clinical. 
 
   He finished his plate and stood. “Do you need anything?”
 
   “No,” I said. One word. No emotion. I was still locked inside my head, buried six feet under, and trying to claw my way out. 
 
   I handed him my plate and he left me alone. 
 
   I didn’t want to be left alone.
 
   Being alone brought all my fears back.
 
   His face.
 
   His breath.
 
   His hands.
 
   His lips.
 
   His tongue.
 
   His…
 
   I closed my eyes and began to hyperventilate. All I could see though, when I closed my eyes, was his face. I opened them and he was there too. 
 
   Green eyes, shaggy hair, and his body pressing forcefully against mine. I clutched at my chest as my breathing spiked. Was this what it felt like to have a heart attack?
 
   All feeling went out of my limbs and I fell listlessly out of the bed with a loud thump that had to have been heard through the entire flat.
 
   I couldn’t breathe and my chest constricted painfully. Sounds of a dying animal escaped my mouth as I struggled for air. 
 
   I heard the sounds of quick footsteps, a muttered, “Holy fuck,” and then nothing.
 
   * * *
 
   Whiteness. Blinding white. Too bright. The sounds of rushing. Clatter. Chatter. Metal clacking. Wheels turning. 
 
   My mouth felt dry, full of cotton. Someone held my hand. I wanted to turn my head, open my eyes, but I couldn’t move. 
 
   I drifted in and out of partial consciousness.
 
   In.
 
   Out.
 
   Up.
 
   Down.
 
   I was on a boat drifting out at sea. Floating. I was relaxed. Languid. Nothing could touch me. Nothing could hurt me. I was safe from life. I was safe from thoughts. I existed but I was unaware. Time slowed to a stop. I wasn’t aware of what was real and what wasn’t. I never opened my eyes but at times I heard voices. 
 
   One voice stood out among the others. 
 
   The voice of an angel.
 
   A very angry, grumpy, angel. But it was an angel, I knew.
 
   But then the voices would disappear and I was left with the blankness of my mind and the never ending whiteness. I turned in circles and all there was, was white and silence to greet me.
 
   “She should be waking up!” growled the angel. “It’s been a whole day!”
 
   “I’m sorry Mr. Kapur. This is just her mind’s way of healing itself,” said a pleasant female voice that I did not 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 spat.
 
   Whiteness. Whirling, blank, stark, white. 
 
   And then with a rush… Light.
 
   * * *
 
   My eyes cracked open. They felt like they were glued together. 
 
   “Hey,” said the voice of the angel, clearly relieved.
 
   “Water,” I croaked.
 
   A straw was promptly inserted between my chapped lips. I tried to make a sucking motion but my lips and throat were so dry it was nearly impossible. But finally, somehow, the liquid trickled down my throat. It was cold and so deliciously wet. I sucked greedily now. Nothing had ever tasted so good. Did water even have a taste? It didn’t matter. It was delicious.
 
   “Slow down,” he commanded but it wasn’t harsh, the words were almost… sweet.
 
   Sweet like nectar.
 
   Hands brushed lank hair out of my face. 
 
   My eyes finally fully opened to the strange surrounding.
 
   “Where am I?” I croaked but I didn’t sound as much like a frog as I had before.
 
   His hand massaged my scalp. “The hospital,” he said. “You had a panic attack and it resulted in a seizure.” He pressed his smooth forehead to mine. His normally brushed back, black hair, now hung over his eyes like a thick curtain. It was soft where it touched my face. One of his hands rubbed my cheek while the other held my hand. “I’ve been so worried about you.”
 
   I felt his soft, warm, lips press against my forehead. It felt heavenly. 
 
   “Don’t ever do anything like that to me again,” he sighed. “I’m going to get you help,” he said. “The best therapist in London. I should probably go too…” he mused. “I have a shit load of problems. I’m a fucking therapist’s dream.”
 
   “Siva,” I admonished. “Language.”
 
   He chuckled. It was such a wonderful sound he should do it more often. 
 
   “Glad to know you’re feeling well enough to critique my use of language. It’s nice to hear your voice,” he said in that buttery British accent. 
 
   “We are in a hospital,” I said. “You should watch what you say.”
 
   “I like to express myself,” he grinned. His teeth were so white against his dark skin. He was wearing the same outfit from… from when?
 
   “How long have I been out?” I asked.
 
   “Almost two days. The fucking longest two days of my life.”
 
   “Siva,” I said and he just grinned like a delighted little monster.
 
   “Do you need anything else?” he said going into doctor mode. “Food? More water? A pillow? Blanket?”
 
   “No,” I said. “I just want to get out of here.”
 
   “I can do that,” he smiled.
 
   He disappeared out the door leaving me alone in the hospital room. Flowers covered practically every surface. The smell was overwhelming. How come people always sent flowers to the sick or the dying or the already dead? It wasn’t like they could appreciate it.
 
   Siva came back into the room with an older, female, doctor.
 
   “Nice to see you awake,” she said. “Does your head hurt?” she asked.
 
   “I feel fine,” I said. “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, alright 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 said like she was reading off a script. “Let’s get this IV out of you,” she said coming to my side. 
 
   For the first time I noticed the needle in my hand and paled. I hated needles. She undid the tape and slid the IV out.  She then handed me a paper that went over the do’s and do not’s of the medication she was prescribing me. She kept giving me pitiful glances and it irked me. 
 
   “Alright dear,” she said for the tenth time. “Be sure and drink lots of fluids and don’t engage in anything too stressful.”
 
   “Okeydokey,” I said. 
 
   She disappeared out the door and I breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   Siva held up a bag. “Here are your clothes,” he said.
 
   “Thanks,” I said taking them from him.
 
   “I’ll be right outside the door,” he pointed with this thumb. “Just come on out when you’re done.”
 
   “Will do,” I said sitting up. My body felt weak but I thought I would be fine. He left and closed the door behind him. I swung my legs out of the bed and had to steady myself. “Whoa,” I said as a sudden wave of dizziness over took me. I steadied myself against the bed and waited for the vertigo to pass. 
 
   I slipped on a pair of jeans and white tank top that Siva had brought. It felt good to have my own clothes against my body instead of the itchy hospital gown.
 
   I tied my pair of converse sneakers and opened the door. As promised, Siva was waiting.
 
   “Let’s go,” I said, ready to get out of the dreadful facility. I had always hated hospitals. I don’t know what I would’ve done if I had been conscious for the last forty-eight hours. 
 
   Siva smiled. “Well, aren’t you just the eager beaver,” his accent made the words sound so much more appealing. He nodded his head in the direction that I assumed was the exit. I followed Siva through the maze of the hospital. The smell of rubbing alcohol made my sinuses hurt for whatever reason. We climbed in the elevator heading for the main level. Once the doors finally opened on the right level, after stopping at five others to pick up hitchhikers, Siva made a sharp right and then we stepped out onto the streets. I followed him out into the parking lot and to the Porsche. He opened the door and helped me in. My muscles were still weak. 
 
   “Do you want anything to eat before we arrive at the flat?” asked Siva.
 
   I shook my head and put my hand to my stomach. 
 
   “I don’t think so,” I said softly. “I don’t think my stomach can handle much.”
 
   “Fair enough,” he said tugging on his jeans.
 
   I grabbed his hand. “Siva,” I gulped. “I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t shown up that night.”
 
   “I know what would’ve happened,” he growled but he didn’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 tightened, 
 
   “Where?” I asked hesitantly. His posture and the set of his jaw frightened me.
 
   “The police station. You have to give a statement.”
 
   “Fuck,” I sighed.
 
   Suddenly Siva grinned. “Language Sloane.”
 
   * * *
 
   Siva held my hand all through the questioning by the police. His solid presence comforted me but I had a feeling he was even more uncomfortable than me. He kept glancing around like a nervous fugitive ready to run. But he didn’t. He stayed by my side and comforted me. 
 
   “That’s all I need,” said the officer. He was bald with a thick mustache.
 
   Siva’s grip on my hand tightened. “The bastard will go to jail, right?” asked Siva his teeth gritted. I was surprised his jaw didn’t snap from the pressure.
 
   The officer shrugged his shoulders. “There’s not much we can do. He’s a first time offender.” He glanced nervously at me. “Most likely he’ll be out within the week.”
 
   “No,” growled Siva standing. He all but pulled me up with him. He didn’t let go of my hand.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said the officer. “I’ll do what I can but it’s really out of my hands,” he said.
 
   “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 that Siva strode from the police station dragging me along behind him. “I will ruin him!” screamed Siva angrily as he opened the car door. I climbed in and closed it. His hands clenched and unclenched. His violet eyes were roaring. “MacAuley Grant deserves to pay!” 
 
   “Siva, calm down,” I said. 
 
   “I will not!”
 
   “It’s okay, Siva,” I said.
 
   “How can you say that!” he glared at me. 
 
   “Because I have too,” I said and tears began to pool in my eyes. “I can’t live my life looking over my shoulder for Mac! I can’t Siva. I just can’t!”
 
   He seemed at a loss for words. His mouth opened and closed like a fish. His lips finally settled into a thin line making the scar just above them stand out. 
 
   Finally he said, “That’s why I want him to pay. I want him to stay behind bars so that you feel safe. I don’t want you to feel the need to look over your shoulder.”
 
   “Siva, be realistic,” I said 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 growled at me.
 
   “Cavalier!” I cried. “I am being realistic!” 
 
   He narrowed his black eyebrows at me to the point that it looked like a unibrow. I hated to admit but he could rock it. Was there nothing this man couldn’t look good with?
 
   “I just don’t want you to get hurt,” said Siva.
 
   I sighed. “Even if Mac stayed 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?” I asked.
 
   “You’re right,” he said, rubbing the knees of his jeans. I was surprised he hadn’t worn a hole through them yet. 
 
   He parked the car and then turned to me. 
 
   “Come on, let’s get you inside,” Siva put a guiding hand on my back. His hand was solid and reassuring. I followed him into the kitchen once we reached the flat. He rolled the sleeves of his purple shirt up his forearms. It was the first time he had ever exposed any of his scarred skin to me. He always wanted to keep it covered. I was sure that it could be ninety degrees outside and he’d wear long sleeves, jeans, or a suit. His black hair hung in his violet eyes. “I’m sure you want to shower. I’ll make you some toast and tea? Do you think you could eat that?” he asked.
 
   He looked like a lost little boy, desperate to do anything to help, so I said, “Sure, that would be great.”
 
   “Good.” He nodded his head. 
 
   I gave him a reassuring smile because I thought he needed it. 
 
   Shouldn’t he be the one reassuring you, Sloane? Huh?
 
   I told my conscious to take a much needed hike.
 
   I went upstairs and stripped my clothes. I turned the shower up so hot it scalded my skin. I scrubbed myself with some kind of lavender salt scrub that had been placed in the shower. The scent calmed and soothed me. I took time scrubbing my scalp. I probably scraped off a layer of skin. When my skin was a nice rosy pink I turned the shower off and dried myself. I put on a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt. I didn’t care what Siva thought. I pulled my hair back into a wet bun to keep it from dripping down my back. I padded down the steps. 
 
   “You look better,” said Siva. He was leaned against the dark gray granite countertops. His legs were crossed and his feet were bare. If feet could be sexy then Siva’s were definitely sexy. He held a mug of coffee to his lips. 
 
   “Should I be offended?” I asked with a smile. 
 
   “No,” he said. “You shouldn’t.”
 
   I sat down and he slid a plate of toast in front of me slathered in strawberry jelly. 
 
   “Thanks for doing this,” I said taking a bite of the toast. 
 
   “No problem,” he said sitting down beside me. He sipped at his coffee, cringed, and added more sugar and creamer. “What?” he asked noticing my glance.
 
   I put my hand to my mouth and swallowed my bite of toast. “Would you like some coffee with your sugar?” I asked with a laugh.
 
   He smiled. “This is the way I like it.”
 
   “Do you want to rot your teeth?” I asked.
 
   “It makes me sweeter,” he shrugged his shoulders. 
 
   “It’s not working,” I said. 
 
   “Eat your toast, Sloane,” he said. 
 
   I took a bite a looked at him. “Eating,” I said around a mouthful. “See,” I pointed. 
 
   He shook his head and his lips quirked. “You amuse me.”
 
   “Glad to hear it,” I said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   Two months had passed since Mac tried to rape me. Two whole months. It felt like two years. Siva was kind to me but he had closed himself off from me. I hadn’t felt this alone since I first moved to London. I wasn’t sure what had caused Siva’s change. I figured he wasn’t used to confiding in someone. At least that’s what I told myself. But I think it was something to do with me. 
 
   Mac was out of jail, had been for a while, but he lost his job. It was a relief not having to see him every day but I kept expecting to run into him around every turn.  I had told Siva once, that I couldn’t live my life looking over my shoulder, but that’s what I was doing. When I went into a store I scanned the face of every person in the building before I could relax. When I walked down the street I looked at every face, searching. So finally, I just stopped going out. 
 
   Most of my time was spent at work, but when I wasn’t… Well, it left a lot of time for me to think and dwell on things best left forgotten. I was still taking meds and I was going to see a therapist once a week. I didn’t think it was helping.
 
   I wasn’t sleeping much. I would find myself exhausted, to the point of falling over, and I’d climb in bed and end up laying there for hours in the dark. It wasn’t healthy. I’d lost fifteen pounds since the incident, as I liked to call it, took place. Bags were etched under my eyes along with bruise like shadows. It wasn’t healthy. But it wasn’t like I wasn’t trying. I did try… really hard. But nothing seemed to work. I had no appetite and I couldn’t sleep. I was withering away. Turning into a zombie.
 
   I opened the door to my therapist’s office. Commercial grade blue carpet covered the floors and the walls were painted a soft blue. Standard paintings of flowers and landscapes decorated the walls. It smelled kind of funky too. I wrinkled my nose. 
 
   The mousy haired receptionist smiled at me. 
 
   “Good evening, Ms. Campbell,” she said. It was Friday evening after work. I took a seat on one of the uncomfortable dark blue chairs. I sat my purse in my lap and wiggled my butt trying to find a more comfortable position. It didn’t work. I glanced at my watch. I was five minutes early and then I had to spend an hour talking to the stupid doctor. I was sure Dr. Bernard was smart and knew what she was doing but so far she hadn’t been able to help me. Maybe I was a lost cause. I knew Siva was paying her good money and it made me sick. If she couldn’t help me he shouldn’t waste his money but he wouldn’t let me stop coming. I huffed a sigh and wiggled again.
 
   “Is there anything I can get you?” asked the receptionist.
 
   “No, I’m good.” I said.
 
   She went back to typing.
 
   “Sloane, come on back,” said Dr. Bernard opening the door. 
 
   I stood and put my purse on my shoulder. 
 
   Dr. Bernard’s office had dark wood wainscoting halfway up the wall. The rest of the walls were 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 wasn’t the case. Instead I sat on a brown couch that was actually quite comfortable and Dr. Bernard sat in a chair across from me. She had a desk and book shelves. 
 
   Dr. Bernard was in her fifties. She had few wrinkles but her hair was already gray. She had some crinkles around her mouth like she smiled or laughed a lot. She never smiled at me though. Today she wore a black pantsuit. She sat down in the chair, crossed her legs, and rested her notebook and pen on her lap. I never saw her take any notes. 
 
   “How has this week been for you?” she asked, peering at me through silver wired glasses.
 
   “Okay, I guess,” I said with a shrug.
 
   “You guess?”
 
   “I’m still not sleeping or eating much,” I said, settling into the couch for the next… fifty-eight minutes and counting.
 
   “Why do you think that is?”
 
   Dr. Bernard always answered everything with a question. I wanted 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 added sarcastically in my mind.
 
   She pushed her wire rimmed glasses up her nose and studied me like a scientist studies something particularly fascinating. 
 
   “How do you think you’re handling your ordeal?” Dr. Bernard asked.
 
   And that’s how the next fifty-four minutes and thirty-one seconds went.
 
   * * *
 
   Jacob was waiting with the Porsche when I left Dr. Bernard’s office. This wasn’t unusual. Whenever Siva had to go somewhere he always managed to finagle Jacob into ‘babysitting’ me. I thought it was stupid. 
 
   “Hey,” I said to Jacob. “Where’s Siva?” I hated that Jacob was picking me up at Dr. Bernard’s office. It made me look mentally unstable. 
 
   “He had to leave unexpectedly,” said Jacob pulling into traffic. 
 
   Hmm, I thought, could he not have told me he was leaving himself?
 
   Stupid, arrogant, moody, man!
 
   I thumped my hand against the leather seat and pouted. Jacob eyed me but I didn’t care.
 
   Once back at the apartment I made myself dinner, spaghetti, and settled into Siva’s family room to watch TV. I didn’t get to watch much TV when he was here. I spent most of my time in my room.
 
   I pulled out my laptop and checked my email. My mom had 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 felt bad. I loved my mom. She was the greatest person in the world. But sometimes she didn’t understand me. She had never understood my passion for journalism or my desire to move to London. But she was my mom and she accepted it because she loved me. I knew it was hard on her with dad being gone and I felt like such a horrible person for ignoring her. Some daughter I am. But after Dev died I had felt closed off and then Mac attempted to rape me and I felt like it was easier to keep my mom ignorant. I hadn’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 hit the reply button and sat there thinking of what to say. 
 
   Hi mom,
 
   I apologize 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 hit send.
 
   There was nothing on TV so I read a book instead. My eyes became heavy so I made my way upstairs and collapsed on the bed. I rolled onto my side. But sleep would not come.
 
   I woke up in the morning with a pounding headache and three hours’ worth of sleep. Not nearly enough. I scurried down the stairs and to the coffee maker. I needed some caffeine like… yesterday. 
 
   I smacked into a wall.
 
   “Ow,” I said.
 
   “What are you doing?” growled a voice. “And what’s with your hair?”
 
   I looked up into Siva’s livid face. 
 
   “I thought you were gone for business?” I said.
 
   “I was. Now I’m back,” he said.
 
   “Oh. Right,” I said. 
 
   “And there’s nothing wrong with my hair,” I pouted stomping into the kitchen.
 
   “Tell that to the birds nest living in your hair,” he followed me. Was he looking to pick a fight? With so little sleep it wouldn’t take much to set me off. 
 
   I went to the coffee maker and pressed the button. The machine whirled as it came to life. 
 
   I patted my hair. Sure enough my hair was a mess.
 
   “Coffee?” I asked him, picking up a mug.
 
   “Sure,” he said sliding onto a stool.
 
   The coffee finished brewing and I poured us each a mug and added sugar and creamer. In order for me to drink the bitter stuff I had to drink it the way Siva did. 
 
   He smiled slightly when I put the mug in front of him.
 
   I sat down beside him not caring that I was wearing holey boxers that once belonged to Dev and a baggy t-shirt while he was dressed impeccably. He wore an expensive pair of jeans and a light green sweater made of a thin material. Siva refused to wear anything short sleeved because it showed his scars. 
 
   “Just the way I like it,” he said taking a sip. 
 
   I took a sip as well and silence followed.
 
   He cleared his throat.
 
   “I know I haven’t been exactly… the best companion lately,” he ran his hands through his hair.
 
   “You haven’t been,” I said.
 
   He flinched. “I’m sorry for that. It’s just- I’m really confused right now. About a lot of things. You in particular.”
 
   “Me?” I asked and coffee dribbled down my chin. I wiped it away with my hand since I couldn’t find a napkin.
 
   “There’s just something about you,” he said. “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 asked.
 
   “Uh… yeah,” he said and flinched again like he was expecting pain.
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   He shrugged his shoulders. “Would you? Please,” he said and looked like a little boy.
 
   “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 said, abandoning my coffee.
 
   “Because I want you to,” he said,
 
   * * *
 
   I finished packing my bag for the weekend. I had called April and she said it was fine to miss work on Monday. I think she felt like she owed me after the whole Mac debacle.
 
   Those five words Siva had said kept running through my mind. Because I want you to.
 
   Because he probably wants to kill you where there will be less evidence. My conscious sneered at me.
 
   I zipped the suitcase and dragged it down the steps.
 
   “Ready?” asked Siva.
 
   “Yep,” I said following him into the elevator. He had an expensive looking duffel bag thrown over his shoulder. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going, now? I promise not to run away,” I smiled as we climbed out of the elevator into the garage. 
 
   “Brighton,” he said, “to the beach. I have a place there.” He clicked a button and a sleek sports car hummed to life. He pushed another button and the trunk popped open. The car was sleek and obviously expensive. I tried to figure out what it was.
 
   “Siva, that’s a concept car,” I said pointing to the Acura NSX.
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   “They aren’t available yet,” I pointed out.
 
   He grinned and his violet eyes glowed.
 
   Stupid, moody, man! Don’t ignore me for two months and then smile at me like that! It’s not good for my heart.
 
   “I have connections,” he shrugged, “and money.”
 
    The car was a smoky gray color and the shape of it was sleek. I wanted to run my fingers down it but I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. I sat my suitcase beside his duffel bag and he closed the trunk. 
 
   He hopped into the car. I shook my head and climbed in. I had never been inside a sports car before. It sat so low to the ground that I thought my butt might touch asphalt. 
 
   “Ready?” asked Siva but he was already racing out of the garage. The NSX hummed pleasantly as it raced down the streets.
 
   “You do realize that it’s June and Brighton will be busy?” I asked.
 
   “I am aware of that,” he said. “But I have a place there and I want to go to the beach.”
 
   “Okay,” I said, pulling out my sunglasses. I didn’t really need them though, with the tinted windows, but it added a layer of protection from Siva. 
 
   “At least you fixed your hair,” he muttered.
 
   Oh dear, what have you gotten yourself into Sloane?
 
   * * *
 
   With traffic it took almost two hours to reach Brighton. I was ready to crawl out of my skin at this point. Siva pulled in the driveway of a white townhouse on the end. It had a bay window on both levels and molding all around it. It kind of reminded me of the row houses in San Francisco. 
 
   “We’re here,” he said. 
 
   “It’s nice,” I said. 
 
   “Thanks,” he climbed out of the car.
 
   I followed. “You didn’t strike me as a beach dweller. What with the whole…” I motioned to his long sleeves and jeans. 
 
   “I’m not. I bought this place as an investment. But I thought that- I thought you may enjoy it,” he ran his fingers through his hair.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   He grabbed his bag and I grabbed mine. I followed him up the steps to the front door. He put in a key and swung the door open. 
 
   The floors were a light, beached, wood. A staircase led upstairs directly in front of me. The family room to the left was painted a pale yellow as were the walls in the small foyer. I could see the kitchen from here and the walls there were painted a pale blue. Out back I could see a white pale stretch of beach. 
 
   Siva closed the door and flicked a light switch. I looked above me at the sudden light. It looked like an old fashioned lantern. 
 
   “Do you like it?” asked Siva, almost shyly.
 
   “It’s great,” I said. “Homey,” I added.
 
   Siva put his bag down by the step and I put mine beside it. 
 
   He put his hands on his hips and glanced around the place. He rubbed his neck and sighed. “I used to love the beach. Before…” he said quietly and tugged on his long sleeves. 
 
   “You shouldn’t be self-conscious,” I said. “Everyone has scars. Some you can see… and some you can’t,” I said looking at the floor. 
 
   “Still,” he said, “it bothers me. I can’t help it.”
 
   “You don’t have to hide yourself with me,” I said.
 
   He looked up at me, startled.
 
   I wrung my hands together, my cheeks flooding with color. My heart was beating a mile a minute. “I want to get to know you,” I said, “The real you. Not the businessman. Scars and all,” I said.
 
   “Scars and all,” he repeated as if in a trance. “No one’s ever wanted to get to know me before.”
 
   “I do,” I said. 
 
   “What if I’m not the person you think or want me to be? I’ve done some bad, crazy, shit in my life,” he asked.
 
   “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,” I said.
 
   He came towards me, hope in his eyes. “Do you mean that?” he asked.
 
   “I never say anything unless I mean it,” I swallowed and my heart beat like a twitchy little hummingbird in my chest. His inquisitive violet eyes bore into mine.
 
   I suddenly found myself pushed against the wall by the steps. His arms were suddenly around me. His lips hovered a breath away from mine. 
 
   “You confound me,” he breathed.  My heart fluttered and my eyes lowered. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe. He confounded me, not the other way around.
 
   “I-” I tried to say something, anything. 
 
   “It’s killing me, Sloane.”
 
   And then his glorious lips were on mine.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   I felt light headed.
 
   “Sloane,” he said pulling away when I started to fall out of his arms. “It’s killing me to fight this. I can’t. I don’t want to. Not anymore.”
 
   I swayed and his arms steadied me.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked. His lips quirked. “I might have to refrain from kissing you if you’re going to faint.”
 
   “No, don’t,” I found my voice and twisted my fingers into his light green sweater plastering my body against his. He bent his lips to mine once more. 
 
   I thought my heart was going to beat out of my chest. My knees were weak. My toes were curled. And my lips… oh my lips. Nothing had ever felt this good before. I felt tingly all over. I had never been kissed like this. I could feel passion rolling off of him in waves and I was sure he could feel my desire. 
 
   “Siva,” I moaned and my fingers moved from his shirt to tangle in his hair. The scent of sandalwood, of Siva, invaded my airways rendering my brain useless. 
 
    He groaned in the back of his throat and desire pooled in my belly.
 
   He pulled away, his lips lifting, and his scar standing out prominently.
 
   “I’ve wanted to do that for a long time,” he said.
 
   “I’m glad you finally did,” I said breathless. 
 
   He kept me there, against the wall, staring into my eyes. 
 
   “Let’s go to beach,” Siva said.
 
   “Scars and all?” I asked.
 
   “Scars and all.”
 
   * * *
 
   We carried our bags upstairs. There were three rooms. Siva took the master and I picked the yellow room. I was noticing a reoccurring theme of yellow and blue. Siva gave me a peculiar look when I went into the room but didn’t comment.
 
   I closed the door, put my suitcase on the bed, and looked for my bikini. When Siva told me to pack he had told me to be sure and have a swimsuit. 
 
   The orange bikini was the only one that I currently owned. 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 was I going to do? I was falling hard for Siva. In fact I had never felt like this before. But was it fair to Dev? Was it fair to me? How could I give up on this fledgling relationship I had with Siva because Dev might not approve? 
 
   Sloane, 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 that you found something in his brother. 
 
   My conscious had never made so much sense before. It was mystifying. 
 
   I fingered the orange material. I could see Dev. His dark wavy locks and dark brown almost black eyes. He smiled at me.
 
   “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,” said Dev standing outside the door. 
 
   I opened it, blushing.
 
   He whistled. “You look amazing. I’ll buy it for you,” he leaned towards my ear 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 snapped back into reality. I dropped the bikini onto the bed. I couldn’t wear it. I just couldn’t. I couldn’t wear something that Dev bought me around Siva.
 
   “Hey Siva?” I called. 
 
   “Yes?” he said 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 said softly.
 
   His eyes flashed from violet to gray. 
 
   “I thought you had one,” he said.
 
   I scrambled my brain for a plausible lie. “Uh… it has a stain on it.”
 
   “Sure,” he said. “There’s a place right down the road.”
 
   At least he didn’t seem angry. 
 
   He had on a pair of black flip flops and sunglasses stuck to his shirt. He padded down the steps and I followed along. 
 
   Right down the road turned out to be two miles so we took the NSX. That was fine by me. The car was a dream. Siva pulled up outside the store. It was exploding with hot pink and green. 
 
   “You can wait here,” I said.
 
   “I think I’ll join you,” he said climbing out of the car.
 
   “Oookay,” I said to the empty car. 
 
   I climbed out of the car and followed him into the store. Some kind of pop music played over the speakers. The girl behind the counter moved with the music while she checked someone out and obnoxiously popped her gum. The store was full of beach clothes, swimsuits, sunglasses, hats, anything you needed for the beach could be found here. I headed for the rack that was full of swim suits and scanned it. I pulled out a gold colored bikini that reminded me of my eyes.
 
   “That will look great on you,” said a voice over my shoulder. Startled I jumped.
 
   “Siva! Don’t do that! You scared me!” I hadn’t been this jumpy before Mac tried to rape me. Now everything scared me.
 
   “Sorry,” he said and his eyes darkened. No doubt, he knew why he had scared me.
 
   I didn’t bother trying it on. I knew it would fit. I plopped 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 snapped her gum.  I waved my hand in a ‘can we speed up the process’ way. She blew a bubble with her gum and scanned the items. I paid her and she handed me the bag. 
 
   We drove back to the house and I changed into my new swimsuit. I looked at the orange one that I held in my hands. 
 
   “I’m sorry Dev,” I said and tossed it in the trashcan.
 
   * * *
 
   Siva was standing in the kitchen sipping a beer. “Ready?” he asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” I said tugging on the loose bikini. I guessed I should have tried it on. I had lost weight since the incident and I hadn’t factored that in. But hopefully I would start eating again and get back to my normal weight.
 
   Siva slid open the back glass doors and we stepped out on a deck and then down onto the beach. A family played nearby with their dog. A couple of teenagers were setting up a volleyball game. Many people splashed in the water. Siva picked out a spot and laid down a couple of beach blankets. He plopped down on one and I sat down beside him. It was hot out. But not Georgia humid hot. I put on my sunglasses so I wouldn’t have to squint and stuck my floppy hat on to keep the sun from burning my face.
 
   I tugged on the sleeve of Siva’s white shirt. “Scars and all,” I smiled.
 
   He sighed and began to tug off his shirt. His gloriously toned chest greeted my starved eyes. Siva was tall and lean but not bulky. But there was a current than ran over his skin that would make me very afraid to get in a fight with him. I didn’t know how he had the time to work out. All he did was work. He’d usually finish dinner and then disappear into his office where I could hear him in a shouting match with someone on the phone. His scars speckled his arms and chest, his legs and feet, he was riddled with them. 
 
   “You’re beautiful.”
 
   He laughed harshly. “Hardly. I’m flawed Sloane. Inside and out. For you to understand that you’re going to have to know my past.”
 
   Siva had never volunteered any information about his past. He never asked about mine either. I had a feeling that Siva wasn’t one to live in the past but more one to move forward and strive for the future. 
 
   “So tell me,” I said. “Make me understand.” I lifted a handful of sand and then let it fall back down through my fingers. I didn’t want to push him but I was immensely curious. I had picked up on bits and pieces here. Like when he told me about being pushed through the window and about his sister but that was it. 
 
   He seemed to be gathering his thoughts. He had 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 just wanted us for show. He wanted to appear as a family man. My mom was okay with that 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 said remembering the grand piano in his flat. 
 
   “I actually like it… But I’d never tell my father that. 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 laughed roughly. “I guess I’m too much like my father in that way.”
 
   “You’re nothing like Rajas,” I said. 
 
   He continued like I had 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 that 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 that son of a bitch and put a bullet through his head. He deserved it…” He turned to face me. I listened intently “It was my father’s business associate that did it. It wasn’t just 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 asked suddenly, stopping his tirade.
 
   “Who?” I asked entranced by his story.
 
   “Devak. Did you love Devak?” he growled at me.
 
   “Yeah… yeah I did. We were always happy.”
 
   He glared 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,” he spat. 
 
   My heart stuttered in my chest because if what he was describing was right then I was hopelessly and irrevocably in love with him.  Could he possibly feel the same way? I wanted to ask him but then he started 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 just 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 is 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 paused and wet my lips. “Did Dev know what really happened?” If he had and he’d still chosen in his father then I didn’t really know Dev. Not at all.
 
   “Devak didn’t know.” He rested his arm on his knee. “My dad… he 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 Devak but he would have nothing to do with me. Father’s sticky tendrils were in too deep.” He laid down on the towel now and put his hands behind his head. The movement did amazing things for his chest muscles. “What about you Sloane? Tell me about your life.”
 
   Siva asking about my past? Were 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 asked playing with the sand again. A light breeze lifted my multi-hued hair around my shoulders. 
 
   “I want to know everything about you,” he said softly, almost painfully. 
 
   “Well,” I said. “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 smiled. “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 laughed. “My mom’s kind of an airhead. I worry about her. But… my life just 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. She… My mom wanted me to be just like her. I’m not saying that’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,” I said.
 
   “You don’t want kids,” he said and he looked sad. That surprised me.
 
   “I do want kids. But I wanted a career first.”
 
   “Ah,” he said.
 
   “I need to go see her. It’s been… too long. Far too long,” I said softly. “Siva, can I ask you a question?”
 
   His muscles tightened and his jaw tensed. 
 
   “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 hour glass. 
 
   He gasped. His lips parting and his white teeth shining in the sun.
 
   Time passed and silence stretched on. 
 
   I thought he wasn’t going to answer.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   I didn’t know what to say. I was shocked to say the least.
 
   “Do you-” I choked on my words. “Do you feel that way about me?” I squeaked. I hated how high my voice went.
 
   He glared at me. “What do you think?”
 
   I gulped. 
 
   “Have you ever felt that way before?” I asked. I hated how nervous I felt. I hated even more that his answer mattered. 
 
   “Thank the lord I haven’t. It’s not a particularly pleasant feeling,” he sighed. 
 
   Why did I feel so relieved that he hadn’t loved anyone before?
 
   Sloane, he didn’t actually say he loved you.
 
   I pouted at my conscious. I wished she would just shut up. 
 
   I was surprised when Siva’s fingers twined with mine. I stared at our joined hands, a jolt going through my body; I never wanted him to let me go.
 
   He was stretched out on his side and I was sitting with my legs tucked under me. 
 
   “Sloane,” he said and tucked a piece of my hair behind my ear with his other hand. “You- you make me want to be a better man. You made me quit smoking-”
 
   I gave him a look.
 
   “Well, mostly,” he shrugged his shoulders and a smile almost lifted 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 clenched. “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. Sloane, you make me feel again.”
 
   He pressed his lips to mine and pushed me down on the towel. His body hovered over mine. My lips matched every movement of his. I thought my heart was going to beat right out of my chest. Despite the space between our bodies I was sure he could feel its patter.  
 
   “You. Drive. Me. Crazy.” He said in between breaths. 
 
   I wanted to say, “Back at you, bud,” but my brain was too fuzzy to formulate words. 
 
   I heard someone on the beach whistle at us and I blushed but Siva didn’t stop. 
 
   “Completely. Crazy.” He said.
 
   My fingers tangled in his soft black hair. It was softer than I had imagined. 
 
   “Siva,” I breathed and I could feel his smile against my lips.
 
   After another moment he finally released my lips but kept his hold on me. 
 
   “This is… new for me,” he said to me. I was trying not to drown in his violet eyes. They were so purple. I had never seen eyes like his. So, unique, just like everything about him. “I’m sort of a…” he looked at me, ashamed, “love em’ and leave em’ type.”
 
   I looked down at our hands and bit my lip. My hair blew in the ocean breeze. “Are…” I found my voice after a time. He waited patiently. “Are you going to do that to me?” I asked looking back up into his swirling eyes. 
 
   He seemed startled by the question. “No,” he said. “Don’t you see what I’m trying to tell you? You… You’re different Sloane. Different from other girls. Better.” He sat up straight but didn’t let go of my hand. His hand was warm and solid in my grasp and it sent little zings all through my body. “It figures that the one girl that would make me feel this way would have loved my brother,” he laughed sardonically to himself. 
 
   “I did love Dev,” I said and swallowed. “But… Now I think that I didn’t love him the right way. He was more like my best friend not my… Well, you get the idea,” I said.
 
   “Is what I feel… wrong?” he asked after a time. His purple eyes bore into my gold ones. I was falling, drowning, and I couldn’t get up, I couldn’t breathe.
 
   “If what you feel is wrong then what I feel for you is doubly wrong.”
 
   “Do two wrongs make a right?” he asked.
 
   “No, not usually,” I said.
 
   “Not usually,” he repeated. “Does that mean you’re willing to try?”
 
   I looked out at the vast ocean trying to calm my racing heart. “I think it does,” I breathed.
 
   “Good,” he said. “Good,” he repeated.
 
   But was it?
 
   * * *
 
   “Let’s go out for dinner,” said Siva suddenly. We had come back into the house, showered the sand off of our bodies, and were now reclining peacefully in the sunny yellow family room. Siva was sitting on the couch and I was lying with my head in his lap. Every little bit his fingers would gently massage my scalp. I soon found my lids growing heavy but his words roused me to wakefulness. 
 
   “Where?” I asked. 
 
   He thought for a moment. “There’s a really nice seafood restaurant near here. Right on the water,” he said. 
 
   “Sure,” I said. “That sounds great.” I paused. “Is this like… a date?” I asked, bracing myself for his answer in case it wasn’t the one I wanted to hear. I even squished my eyes shut and held my breath while I waited.
 
   “Uh… yeah. I guess so. I’ve never actually gone a date before,” he said and the air gushed out of my lungs in a whoosh.
 
   “Right,” I said, “love em’ and leave em’.”
 
   Siva flinched. “I can change… for you. I will.”
 
   I hoped he could. I really did. I didn’t want to lose Siva. He had become my friend. My moody, arrogant, annoying, friend but a friend nonetheless. I felt like I needed him in my life. Like I would be incomplete without him. 
 
   “When do you want to go eat?” I asked, grasping for a much needed change of subject.
 
   “Now, I guess. I’m hungry,” he said. 
 
   “Sounds good,” I said sitting up and stretching my limbs. My joints creaked and popped like an old woman’s. 
 
   I had on a pair of fitted jeans and an ivory Greek style shirt with intricate bead work along the top. Siva was also in a pair of jeans. Jeans that looked like they cost more than this house. But man could he wear those jeans. They hung delectably off of his lean hips, just so. He looked better than a model. He had on a fitted lightweight lavender sweater, much like the green one he’d worn earlier and his feet were bare. Siva stood and slipped his black flip flops on. I grabbed a lightweight jacket that I had brought and tugged it on. The evening air had grown cool. I slipped a pair of flats on my feet and joined Siva at the door. He grabbed his car keys and we headed out.
 
   * * *
 
   “You know, when you said right on the water I didn’t know you meant literally right on the water,” I said as we trekked across the dock to the restaurant that hung over the ocean. 
 
   Siva’s deep laugh filled the evening air. “I didn’t know it needed clarification.”
 
   I smiled at him. He was so handsome I thought my insides might burst. I couldn’t believe he was mine.
 
   He’s not really yours Sloane. Don’t go picking out bridesmaids dresses just yet. My conscious sneered at me. 
 
   I told her to kiss my butt.
 
   He opened the door for me, his hand on the small of my back, as he guided me inside.
 
   The hostess smiled kindly at us. “Two?” she asked. 
 
   “Yes,” said Siva and he fidgeted nervously. 
 
   “Now’s the time to run,” I said under my breath, half joking, half afraid he’d listen.
 
   “I’m not going to run,” he said, his lips lifting slightly, making the scar stand out. But his eyes still shifted around uneasily like he was searching for an exit. 
 
   The hostess placed the menu’s down on a table and I sat. Siva cleared his throat and glared at the hostess. She shrank under his gaze. I didn’t blame her. That gaze was deadly when it was aimed at you.
 
   “I’d prefer something more private. Maybe the rooftop deck?” he suggested but his tone brooked no argument. 
 
   Her eyes shifted to the floor and a red flush covered her skin in splotches. The poor girl looked ready to break out in hives. 
 
   “Uh… that isn’t open at this time,” she mumbled. 
 
   “I see,” he said and she flinched at his icy tone. “Will this make a difference?” he asked as he slid some cash into her hand.
 
   “Uh… uh… certainly. Right this way, sir.” She grabbed up our menus. I stood and began to follow her.
 
   She led us up a carpeted staircase. Everything in the restaurant was done in red and navy. Very nautical.
 
   It was cold and slightly windy when we reached the rooftop deck and I immediately understood why it wasn’t open. She motioned for Siva to pick a table. No doubt she was afraid he’d bite her head off if she picked the wrong one. He chose a table for two against the deck looking straight down at the ocean with an unbelievable view of the sunset. I gasped at the beauty of it. Siva pulled out the chair for me, cleared his throat nervously as I sat down, and I swore I saw a blush beginning to creep up his caramel colored neck. 
 
   He pushed my seat in and then sat down across from me tugging on his sweater. The hostess sat down our menus, went over the evening specials, and then turned on an outdoor heater. Bless her. I mouthed, “sorry”, at her as she left but she didn’t see. Siva did though. I swallowed. 
 
   Oh no.
 
   “Sorry. For. What?”
 
   Oh no, no, no, no, no. He was not about to go all moody, arrogant, jerk on me was he?
 
   I bit my lip and picked at my fingers. I wished desperately that I had some food, or even a glass of water to distract me. 
 
   “What are you sorry for, Sloane?” he asked again in that deadly icy voice. 
 
   I straightened in my chair, bracing myself. 
 
   “For your ridiculous behavior. The place she seated us was perfectly alright,” I said.
 
   “It was too loud and far from private,” he countered.
 
   “You didn’t have to bite her head off,” I said.
 
   “Are we arguing Sloane?”
 
   “It’s what we do best,” I shrugged my shoulders. My mouth had gone dry and I found myself wishing for water again. “Although it’s probably a bad sign. We should probably just quit while we’re ahead,” I said and found my eyes moistened with tears. 
 
   Don’t leak, don’t leak, don’t leak. I repeated in my head as if the words themselves could 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 said leaning across the table so that he was closer to me, he lowered his voice, “I’m not a quitter.” He sat back.
 
   I bit my lip and I was still biting it nervously when the waiter showed up with two glasses of water. Siva ordered some fancy wine, that I couldn’t even begin to pronounce, and I told him to just go ahead and order my meal.
 
   The waiter disappeared down the steps. I took a sip of my lemon ice water. The, this-is-awkward meter had reached its boiling point. 
 
   “Sloane, come on,” said Siva, that British accent making me want to melt. 
 
   Hold your ground girl. You can do it.
 
   “Don’t be mad,” he said and his violet eyes got bigger. The waiter had lit a candle on the table and the reflection was doing wonderful things to his skin. 
 
   Sloane. Scolded my conscious.
 
   “Remember,” he said, “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 Sloane,” he said. Hurt clouded his violet eyes. 
 
   “Siva,” I said and snapped my jaw closed. “I… I’m sorry,” I finally said.
 
   His face fell. “Why? Because you can’t do this?”
 
   “I’m not sure I can,” I said and those treacherous tears threatened to leak out. Instead the tears flooded my eyes until my vision blurred.  
 
   “Please,” he said and sounded like a lost little boy. “Please just try,” he said and his voice broke. 
 
   How quickly he had gone from moody and arrogant to pleading and lost. Everything was a roller coaster ride with Siva. A roller coaster I just couldn’t seem to get off. 
 
   “But I am trying Siva,” I said softly, my eyes taking in the pure white table cloth. The place screamed money at me and I felt sorely out of place. 
 
   He sat back in his seat. His hand rested on his knee which bounced up and down in nervous anticipation. “Try harder,” he growled. The iciness returning and the little boy leaving. I wished the little boy would stay more often. I liked him better than this… this… I didn’t know what this was.
 
   “I can only try so hard Siva. You know, a relationship isn’t a one way street,” I snapped.
 
   He looked shocked at my tone. I was normally so even tempered. 
 
   “Okay,” he said and his small smile returned quirking at the corners. “I will no longer snap at the wait staff, deal?”
 
   “That sounds… very reasonable of you,” I said.
 
   The scar cutting just above his lip reflected in the light. “So… maybe I’m just being presumptuous but… what should we do for our second date?”
 
   The waiter returned with the bottle of wine and two glasses. He popped the cork and poured the first glass. When he moved to mine I waved my hand and said, “No, I don’t drink.”
 
   “Try it Sloane,” he said, “It is quite lovely with seafood.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and I swore I heard a chuckled rumble in Siva’s chest. 
 
   “Go ahead,” I said to the waiter and he poured me a glass. He didn’t fill my glass quite as much as he had Siva’s, bless him. I could just hug this staff. 
 
   The waiter left and Siva quirked his head. “So, second date?”
 
   “First off, it is very forward of you Mr. Kapur. I’m not sure I should accept,” I said with a sigh and my eyes sparkled with mirth. 
 
   “My apologies Ms. Campbell,” he said playing along. 
 
   “But,” I sighed. “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 joked. 
 
   “Oh, I’m sure you are,” I said and a smile lit my lips. 
 
   The waiter returned some time later with two steaming plates full of food. “Enjoy your meal,” he said before disappearing. 
 
   “Who is supposed to eat all this?” I asked in shock. 
 
   “Us,” he said. 
 
   “But, but, but,” I said my mouth opening and closing like a fish.
 
   He smiled patiently. I finally snapped my mouth closed. 
 
   The plate held a succulent lobster, oysters, shrimp, scallops, and other little critters I couldn’t identify. His plate held the same. He dipped a piece of lobster into butter and slurped it down. He motioned for me to eat, his eyes darkening, so I did.
 
   * * *
 
   “I am so full I’ll never eat again,” I said.
 
   Siva laughed. 
 
   “I have to agree,” he said patting his flat stomach. 
 
   He paid the bill, I didn’t even want to begin to think about how much it cost, and stood offering me his hand. I took it and he hauled me up.
 
   “Oomph,” he said. “Did you gain ten pounds?”
 
   “Stop it,” I said and tried to smack his arm. He danced away. The little boy was back. I hoped he stayed. 
 
   He laced his fingers through mine. His hand was warm and solid, his grasp steady. He had managed to get me to drink a little wine and my head was already feeling fuzzy. We tromped down the steps and out onto the dock. 
 
   The sun had long since descended and the moon had risen. It was a full moon and made the ocean water glitter white. The stars sparkled like little winking diamonds. 
 
   “It’s so beautiful here,” I said staring at the sky in awe. 
 
   Siva smiled. “It is.” His hand cupped my cheek and his violet eyes bore into mine. “But you are a much more beautiful view,” he breathed and his breath tickled my face. He pushed my back against the railing. The ocean roared below us drowning out the sound of my beating heart. His nose skimmed the side of my face, inhaling. “Oh Sloane, what have you done to me? You have bewitched me.”
 
   “Is that bad?” I breathed.
 
   His white teeth shone brightly in the darkness. “I don’t think so,” he said, softly. “I think it’s a very, very, good thing.”
 
   I sighed in relief. “Good. That’s good.”
 
   “Yes it is,” he said. “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   He ran down the dock, holding my hand, and I tried to keep up with his long legs. We came to the end of the lot and instead of heading to the car he pulled me towards the beach and down on to the sand. 
 
   “Siva,” I laughed. “You’re going to get us covered in sand.”
 
   “I don’t care,” he said and his hands fisted my hair. “It’s time I start living,” he smiled.
 
   He was lying on the sand and I was lying on top of him. 
 
   I pressed my lips to his smooth collarbone. His skin was so soft and so warm. I closed my eyes as emotion overcame me. I was falling hard, for Siva Kapur, and I wasn’t sure if I’d be able to get back up.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   “Catch me,” I said suddenly jumping up. I kicked my flip flops off and ran as hard and as fast as I could. 
 
   I could hear his laughter behind me. Siva had such a lovely laugh and he did far too little of it. He was always so serious, so angry, with only those brief moments where his soft, little boy, side shown. I could hear his arms and legs pumping. Sand arched behind me. A giggle escaped my lips. It was nice being young and carefree for a change, especially with Siva. After Dev died and Mac tried to… well I just hadn’t felt like myself. I had felt broken. But now I knew that I wasn’t broken, I was hurt. You can repair something that’s hurt, like a scraped knee, much easier than you can repair a broken vase. 
 
   “I will get you,” he called from behind me but much too close for comfort. I spurred forward. A smile was playing on my lips. I felt so free. Like, if I ran fast enough I might take flight with the birds.
 
   I zigged and I zagged and then an iron bar wrapped around me. Siva laughed, such a deep pleasant sound, and hauled me over his shoulder. He dropped down onto the sand. I held onto his shoulders. For being so lean his shoulders were surprisingly muscular. He lowered me so that we were at eye level.  We were both breathing hard from exertion. His violet eyes were so piercing. I felt like I couldn’t get enough oxygen to my brain. He did that to me. 
 
   I don’t know how long we sat just staring into each other’s eyes. My whole body tingled when he looked at me like that. I had never wanted anyone more than I wanted this sexy complicated creature before me. He was killing me. 
 
   “Let’s get back to the house,” he said, a promise winking in his purple eyes.
 
   A smile spread across my face. “Yes,” I said.
 
   He hauled me up and we headed to the car. 
 
   We just didn’t expect what greeted us when we arrived back at the beach house.
 
   * * *
 
   “What the fuck!” Siva screamed and the car slammed to a stop rocketing me forward. “Fuck! Who did this! Shit!” he fumed and fussed hitting the steering wheel in the process. He put the car in park and hopped out. I took a deep breath before I followed him. I knew all hell was about to break loose. I closed the car door behind me.
 
   “No, no, no!” yelled Siva pulling on his hair. “Fuck!”
 
   I looked at his town house and was shocked at the damage that had been done. The door had been forced open and then had something gouged into it so little wood chips littered the ground. All the windows were broken, from the inside, so who knew what all had went on in there. 
 
   Siva crumpled to the ground, something white in his hand.
 
   “Fuck that bastard,” he said in a scary soft voice. Violence raged behind his eyes on a tightly reigned leash. 
 
   “Siva,” I said hesitantly. 
 
   “Don’t touch me!” he yelled and I flinched jumping back. 
 
   “Do… do you know who did this?” I asked.
 
   He unclenched his hand and let the white piece of paper flutter to the ground. I bent and retrieved it.
 
   You ruined me. Now I’ll ruin you. 
 
   Who could have done this? His father maybe? But this just didn’t seem like something Rajas would do. 
 
   Siva finally turned to me. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m going inside to… survey the damage. Get back in the car. And Sloane?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. 
 
   “Lock the doors.”
 
   He disappeared inside the house while a shiver went up my spine. His words echoed in my ears. Lock the doors.
 
   I opened the car door, settled into the seat, and pressed the lock button. I began peering around looking for anything unusual. Nothing seemed abnormal. It was just a quiet street. People probably sleeping. Who did this?
 
   Siva came out of the house visibly disgruntled. The police showed up a moment later. They spoke with Siva, taking notes, and then went into the house. All the while I sat and the panic threatened to overwhelm me. I needed my medicine.
 
   I unlocked the car and ran into the house.
 
   “Sloane,” said Siva gruffly. “I told you to wait in the car.” He was standing in the kitchen with the two officers. 
 
   “I need my medicine. Please,” I begged, hyperventilating, in the entryway. I couldn’t get enough oxygen to brain.
 
   Cold Siva was gone and in his place was sweet Siva. 
 
   “Stay here,” he said. “I’ll go get it.”
 
   He started towards me and then up the steps. “It’s in the small outside,” gasp for air, “pocket of my,” another gasp, “suitcase.” I sounded like I was having an asthma attack not a panic attack. 
 
   He came down the steps a moment later with my prescription bottle and a glass of water from the bathroom. 
 
   I emptied out two pills into the palm of my hand and popped them in my mouth before swallowing the entire glass of water. 
 
   My breathing immediately began to slow.
 
   “Better?” he asked stroking my cheek. 
 
   Moody much? Sneered my conscious.
 
   I nodded my head.
 
   “Good,” he said. “Now go back to the car and wait. I’m going to finish up here and then we’ll leave. Lock the doors,” he added. I could see that he was worried, a wrinkle forming between his brows. So, I listened. I squished my lips closed and scurried back out to the car, the pills slowing my racing heart, and I could feel his eyes boring into my back making sure I made it into the car in one piece. Who did he think was lurking in the shadows?
 
   I pushed the lock button on the door and wrapped my arms around myself as I waited. It was getting late… well maybe early was the better term. Time passed and passed and passed. 
 
   I grew bored. I had nothing to do but stare at Siva’s decimated house. It looked so different now than it hand this morning… or yesterday. It had seemed so inviting but now it looked sinister. The jagged glass shards leered at me. The ruined door mocked me. I finally had to look away. 
 
   I wondered if any of the neighbors had seen anything. But it didn’t seem likely. Wouldn’t they have called the police if they had?
 
   Someone pulled on the car door startling me. I jumped and my head nearly hit the ceiling but it was only Siva. I unlocked the doors and he slid in starting the car. He smelled faintly of cigarette smoke. I didn’t feel like calling him on it and after what happened to his house I felt like I needed one too. 
 
   “Where’s our stuff?” I asked looking back at the house as he pulled away. 
 
   Siva turned to me and sighed. “Nothing was salvageable. Except your pills,” he said pulling the bottle from his pocket and handing it to me. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked after a while. The car hummed around us. 
 
   He sighed, long and shaky. “Yeah, I guess so,” he said.
 
   “You don’t sound sure,” I said. “Do you know who did this?” I asked him again.
 
   He shrugged. “No, but I have an idea.”
 
   “Care to share?” I asked. 
 
   “No,” he said sharply.
 
   I looked out the window at the racing scenes going by.  I didn’t know what to say to that. He didn’t want to talk to me. He didn’t want to confide in me. But he said he was trying. But was trying good enough?
 
   * * *
 
   “Sloane,” someone shook me. “Sloane.”
 
   “Huh?” I said coming awake and rubbing the sleep from my eyes and smudging my mascara in the process. Great, now I looked like a raccoon.
 
   “We’re home,” Siva said. 
 
   Home, this was my home now. 
 
   I stretched my stiff limbs and yawned loudly. I followed Siva to the elevator.
 
   “I’m sorry our evening was ruined,” Siva said softly while the elevator surged upwards towards the flat. 
 
   “No one could have predicted that,” I said leaning against the elevator wall. I yawned again. 
 
   The doors slid open to the foyer and I slugged forward. I didn’t know how I would make it up the steps. I guess I’d crawl if I had to. 
 
    Siva trudged up the steps behind me and laid a steadying hand on my waist. 
 
   I headed towards my room but Siva stopped me, grabbing my hand. His other hand cupped my cheek. “Sloane, I want you to know that…” he swallowed. “That I… care,” he flinched.
 
   I nodded my head. He cared. It wasn’t a declaration of love but I was pretty sure it was all I was going to get. It was good enough… for now.
 
   * * *
 
   I slept in late. It was the first time I had slept in, in a long time. It was nice but not something I wanted to do every day. The sheets were bunched around my bare legs. I was still wearing the sweater from last night. I must have been too tired to change into pajamas. The previous evening came 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 that we weren’t meant for each other? My head felt clouded and my mouth dry. I desperately wanted some ibuprofen and to brush my teeth.
 
   I tucked my hair behind my ear. I sat up and put my head in my hands. My head hurt and my mouth was fuzzy. This was why I never drank.
 
   “Sloane,” said Siva and I felt his hand on my back.
 
   “Jesus Christ!” I cried jumping up from the bed like I’d been shocked. 
 
   I turned around and found Siva lying in my bed completely naked except for a strategically placed piece of sheet.
 
   “Oh shit,” I said blushing, maybe his use of language was rubbing off on me. “Did we… did we, um…?” I couldn’t make my brain or my mouth formulate the words. I couldn’t think of any other reason why he’d be in his… uh... state of undress. 
 
   He smiled and his teeth were blinding white. He laid back down on the bed and put 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 said. “And just so you know, in case you were wondering, I have no interest in doing that with someone who is unresponsive, that’s not my cup of tea.” He grinned at me, clearly enjoying himself. 
 
   “You mean… I did that?” I said motioning to his figure.
 
   He smiled. “I did say that.”
 
   “How… um… did my jeans get off?” I asked and he grinned, obviously loving that I couldn’t remember anything. I wanted to smack him. 
 
   I thought I remembered taking them off and going to sleep but that was clearly not what happened. The naked proof of that was staring me in the face.
 
   “I do believe that I removed that particular article of clothing. You passed out before I could get any further,” he said.
 
   “Shit,” I said. “Did I… uh… persuade you in any way?” I flinched at my words but he only smiled.
 
   “Sloane, I do believe it was a mutual decision.”
 
   “Oh God,” I said and buried my face in my hands. “I’m never ever drinking ever again,” I said into my hands. His chuckle filled the room. “I need a shower,” I said letting my hands drop, “and you need some clothes.”
 
   He stood and wrapped the sheet around his waist. “Sloane, I do believe it was you that removed my clothes,” he grinned.
 
   “Never drinking ever, ever, again,” I mumbled heading into the bathroom. He followed. “Siva,” I said warningly.
 
   I turned 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 snapped.
 
   “Two point two seconds ago,” he said and his white teeth were startling against his caramel colored skin. 
 
   “Knock yourself out,” I said pointing to the shower. “It’s all yours but I certainly will not be joining you.”
 
   “Sloane, don’t be like that,” he said. 
 
   “I think I have a right to be,” I said putting my hands on my hips. 
 
   He grinned at me and said, “I’m the one that’s naked. I think that I should be mad but I’m not,” he said and his hand cupped my cheek. “Oh Sloane, what are you doing to me,” he said and pressed a quick kiss to my lips. He started to leave and then stopped and looked 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 grinned like he invented the word. 
 
   “Sounds good Siva,” I muttered. Once he was out the door I closed and locked it behind him before I sank down onto the floor. My heart was all over the place and my brain was following it. My heart yearned for Siva and my brain was agreeing with it but that nagging voice in the back of my head just wouldn’t shut up. What was it saying? 
 
   Dev. 
 
   Over and over again it said, Dev.
 
   * * *
 
   I pulled my hair back into a bun at the back of my neck. A few curls escaped framing my face. I had put on a pair of jeans and a flowy tank top. The sun was shining brightly outside and I did not want to become drenched in sweat. I slipped my sunglasses on top of my head for easier access and grabbed my purse. 
 
   I found Siva sprawled across the couch playing with his blackberry. 
 
   “Ready,” he asked.
 
   “Yep,” I said.
 
   He said nothing the entire elevator ride. Instead he leaned casually against the wall with a smirk lifting his lips. I pouted my own lips. 
 
   Instead of the NSX he headed to the Porsche. 
 
   He pulled out of the garage and the sounds on a bustling London Sunday hit my ears. It kind of amazed me, this being the financial district and all. 
 
   “Where are we going?” I finally asked when I couldn’t take the quiet any longer. 
 
   Siva turned down a street. “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 shrugged his shoulders and stopped at the stoplight, “I enjoyed it nonetheless. There’s also somewhere I want to take you today, if that’s okay?” he added as an afterthought.
 
   “That’s fine,” I said.
 
   His phone rang and he dug it out of his pocket. 
 
   “Jacob,” he said, “have you found anything?” The other man said something and Siva snarled. “Find him,” he snapped and hung up.
 
   “What’s going on?” I asked. 
 
   “Nothing,” Siva shook his head and continued down the road. “Just trying to find the bastard that destroyed my house.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. “Why would Jacob be doing that? Isn’t that the job of the police?”
 
   Siva glanced over at me. “Jacob is… better at finding people than the police are.”
 
   I nodded my head like this made sense. Which to me, it didn’t. 
 
   He finally turned into a little side parking lot and hopped out. I had no choice but to follow. 
 
   I struggled to keep up with his long legged stride. 
 
   “Siva, slow down,” I finally complained.
 
   “Sorry,” he said slowing.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   He opened the door of a small little café that I thought looked far too expensive but I kept my lips zipped. I was learning that Siva had no problem spending money.  It irritated me though. If I had that much money I would be using it to help other people but maybe he did. After all, I hadn’t bothered to ask.
 
   He slid into a booth and smiled slightly to himself.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “This is where we always sat,” he said quietly. 
 
   I looked across at him, picturing him as a small boy, and Dev too. I bet they were handsome even as children. 
 
   A waitress appeared out of nowhere asking what we wanted to drink. “Orange juice and coffee,” Siva and I said simultaneously and then both laughed. The waitress smiled and disappeared.
 
   I perused the menu while Siva eyed me.
 
   “What?” I finally asked. “Is there something on my face?” 
 
   “No,” he said. “But you’re very beautiful Sloane.”
 
   I blushed. Dev had always told me I was beautiful but coming from Siva… Well it meant something different.
 
   The waitress came back with our drinks.
 
   “Are you ready to order?” she asked. 
 
   Siva raised his eyebrows at me in question. “Yeah,” I said. “I’ll just have an egg sandwich.”
 
   “And for you?” she turned to Siva.
 
   “Two pancakes and two eggs,” he said.
 
   “Certainly,” she said and took the menus that had been sitting on the table.
 
   Siva’s violet eyes flashed at me. “I’m sorry your weekend was ruined.”
 
   “I’m sorry your house was trashed,” I laughed.
 
   His lips lifted. “Good point.”
 
   “About this morning,” he said and cleared his throat. Red stained his cheeks. “Sloane, I just want you to know that I would never take advantage of you. If you’re ever uncomfortable just tell me,” he said. “I know that things may be a bit awkward for you because of your relationship with my brother. I won’t push you,” he said.
 
   I placed my hands flat on the table and stared at them like they were the most interesting thing 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 said.
 
   “But Devak’s gone,” he said softly.
 
   “But Dev’s gone,” I repeated, “and I have to move on. I have to move on. I’m ready to move on,” I nodded. 
 
   “Are you ready to move on with me?” He asked.
 
   I nodded my head. “But I want to take things slow,” I said. I chuckled, “You’re a complicated person, Siva.”
 
   He laughed. “You’re quite complicated yourself, Sloane,” he said.
 
   * * *
 
   “Where are you taking me now?” I asked.
 
   He sighed. “I want you to know everything about me,” he said. “Scars and all.”
 
   “Scars and all,” I nodded.
 
   He turned into the parking lot of a very nice brick building.
 
   “Brace yourself,” he said.
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   He looked at me and sadness clouded his violet eyes. “Just do it.”
 
   Siva took my hand and led me around to the front of the building where we had to be buzzed in. 
 
   The place was clinical and smelled of disinfectant like a hospital but the place was too small to be a hospital. I saw a nurse pass by and figured that it must be a private practice.
 
   Siva led me down the hall and to the right; clearly he knew the place.
 
   “Morning Dr. Kern,” he said nodding to an older man.
 
   “Oh Mr. Kapur it’s so nice to see you,” he said.
 
   “How is she?” asked Siva.
 
   “Today is a good day,” the doctor said.
 
   Siva smiled. “This is Sloane,” he said pointing to me, “my girlfriend.”
 
   Girlfriend. He called me his girlfriend. My insides were singing Halleluiah. 
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” said the gray haired man extending his hand. I shook it. I noticed he wore a very expensive watch much like the one Siva always wore. 
 
   Siva gave me a small smile. “Ready?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I said even though I had no clue what I was agreeing to.
 
   He walked a short ways down the hall before stopping in front of a closed door. He took a deep breath and braced his shoulders as if for battle. He looked pleadingly at me, as if for strength, and pushed the door open.
 
   “Hello mum,” he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Mum?
 
   “Mum, I brought someone to meet you,” he said softly, hesitantly, like he was speaking to a flighty bird.
 
   She kind of did look like a bird. She was rocking slowly, back and forth, in a rocking chair. Her arms were folded around herself like she was holding herself together. Her hair was black and gray and fluffed around her skull random patches of skin showing through. She sang a song softly under her breath. It sounded vaguely Spanish.
 
   I wondered if this was a good day, what was a bad day like?
 
   She continued on like she didn’t hear him. Siva sat down on the couch and pulled me down beside him. He put his arms around me and pulled me against his chest. But I knew the movement was more about his own comfort than mine. 
 
   “This is my mum,” he said turning to me with sad eyes, “Isla Kapur.” He breathed 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 asked.
 
   “No,” he said and I saw a single tear roll down Isla’s cheek. I was beginning to think that I didn’t know Dev at all and it broke my heart. I squeezed Siva’s hand.
 
   “Mum, do you want me to bring you some more books?” he asked. 
 
   She continued with her song. 
 
   “Works been good,” he said. “Stressful but good.” He cleared his throat. “And mum,” he said, “this is Sloane. The girl that has stolen my heart.”
 
   Isla continued rocking in her chair and singing her song. Her voice was soft and haunting.
 
   Siva continued to talk to her and she continued to sing. She’d finish one song and go right into another. It broke my heart seeing her this way. She had the same violet eyes as her oldest son and they were still vibrant, not clouded like one might think. She looked so sad and lost. It had to be hard on Siva seeing his mother this way. Isla was still here but in many ways she was just…gone. It was heartbreaking.
 
   Siva looked at me expectantly. What to say, what to say?
 
   “Uh… Isla, you raised two amazing sons. I’m only just getting to know Siva but you raised an amazing man. I know he’s not perfect but who is? But he’s kind and caring and just… well he’s Siva and I’d not have him any other way.” There I said it and I was done. My back muscles relaxed and I breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   “You like me the way I am?” he whispered.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “I like your crazy, moody, self.”
 
   He grinned. “That’s good,” he said. 
 
   He stood, squeezed my hand before letting go, and strode towards his mom. He bent and kissed her head. 
 
   “Bye mum,” he said into her hair, he sounded choked up, “I love you. I’ll be back again.”
 
   I stood up and followed him out of the room.
 
   He stopped and talked to Dr. Kern. I stood off to the side giving him privacy. I didn’t want to be in his way. After about five minutes he came back to me, took my hand, and headed back to the car.
 
   I buckled my seatbelt and turned to him. “Is she always going to be like that? Is there nothing they can do?”
 
   He sighed, rubbed his face, and pulled out of the parking lot. “Dr. Kern believes that her condition is self-inflicted. Nothing we do helps her. He thinks she has to decide she wants to be fixed.” He sighed 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 said softly. “My mom’s my best friend.” And I hadn’t been much of a friend lately. I needed to send her another email. No doubt I had a lengthy one from her. I’d check it when we got home. Home. I was thinking of Siva’s place as my home. 
 
   “It’s harder thinking that 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 hit the steering wheel with his fist. He turned to glance at me and so much pain shone in his eyes. “Sloane, what if I’m destined to lose everyone I love?”
 
   What was I supposed to say to that?
 
   “Life doesn’t work like that Siva,” I finally said. 
 
   “Oh, but doesn’t it?” he laughed gruffly. 
 
   “I can’t think like that,” I said.
 
   He hit the steering wheel again. “Life is one big punishment, Sloane, that’s all it is.”
 
   * * *
 
   I pulled my laptop out and joined Siva in the family room. He seemed relaxed now, watching TV, and munching on popcorn. He had never looked more normal than he did in that moment. 
 
   The computer whirled to life and I brought up my email. Sure enough, a chipper, email, was 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 just 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, Sloane, 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 just 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, mom. 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 that 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 looked up to find Siva staring at me. 
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “You were smiling, why?” he asked.
 
   “Just my mom,” I said. “She’s trying to play matchmaker with me and this guy from back home.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what she’s thinking.”
 
   Siva grinned. “Did you tell her you were taken?”
 
   “No,” I said slowly. “Should I have?”
 
   His face fell and he looked hurt. “No,” he said stiffly.
 
   “Siva,” I said. “We haven’t exactly talked about this, about us. What are we?”
 
   His violet eyes flashed at me. “I thought you were my girlfriend.”
 
   “Oh,” I said and blushed; he had said that to the doctor. “I just didn’t want to seem presumptuous.” It had been almost three months since Dev had died. Was I moving too fast? Was this right? I wasn’t sure but I knew I had to follow my heart. 
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   Chapter Eleven
 
   Following my heart turned out to be easier said than done. Stupid, sticky, emotions kept getting in my way. I was falling hard for Siva. He was changing and who he was becoming was the person I thought he was always meant to be. And he was amazing. He still had his moments where his mood would darken but it was happening less and less. But then I would think about Dev and feel like my feelings for Siva were wrong, so wrong. Especially because I was starting to think that Siva’s words on the beach were right and I hadn’t been in love with Dev. My feelings for Siva were so different, so much stronger. I felt sick when he was away and I had never felt like that with Dev. It was heartbreaking because I did love him, both of them. Sometimes I wondered what would have happened if Dev hadn’t died. Would I just have gone on my merry way? Settled down with him and had kids and never known what I was missing? I was pretty sure the answer was yes. 
 
   Now I couldn’t imagine my life without this moody, crazy, arrogant man. We complemented each other so well. 
 
   “What are you thinking about?” he asked leaning down to kiss my cheek before he grabbed his mug and poured some coffee. I sipped at my own coffee and blushed.
 
   “You actually,” I said. 
 
   Siva only wore a pair of loose sleep pants. He had become more comfortable with showing his scars around me but the minute we’d go to leave the house it was long pants and long sleeves again. It was progress though and that’s what mattered. 
 
   “All good things I hope,” and he waggled his eyebrows at me. 
 
   “You know it,” I said blushing.
 
   He kissed my lips before sitting down beside me. “Oh Sloane, I never thought I could be tamed. What have you done to me?”
 
   “I’m not sure the beast is tamed,” I joked. “You still have your moments,” I said.
 
   He laughed and nuzzled my neck. The dark scruff on his cheeks rasped against my skin. “You know you love my dark side.”
 
   “It’s a part of you and I lov-” I snapped my mouth closed. I couldn’t say it. Not yet. 
 
   He cleared his throat and pulled away sensing my unease. He was so attuned to me now. He took a sip of his coffee and said, “When is it you’re going to visit your mom?”
 
   “I fly out next Wednesday,” I said. It was the end of September almost October now.
 
   “I’m going to miss you,” he said. 
 
   It was the first time he had said anything like that. 
 
   I finished my coffee and was washing it when he said, “I might be in late tonight. I have a meeting.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. “That’s fine,” I shrugged my shoulders. “Lyndi has wanted to go out for drinks after work. I guess I can finally say yes.”
 
   His jaw tightened. 
 
   I smiled. “Don’t worry, I won’t go there,” I rolled my eyes. I knew he was worried that I might go across the street to the bar where Mac nearly raped me and would have if Siva hadn’t shown up.
 
    “Just be careful,” he said. 
 
   “You could meet us,” I said. “After your meeting.”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll have time. If I do… maybe,” he shrugged. 
 
   I sagged defeated. I looked at my watch. 
 
   “I better get ready for work,” I said. 
 
   “Shit,” he noticed the time. “I overslept. You should have woken me,” he said, his British accent becoming more pronounced. 
 
   “But you were so cute,” I said, “I hated to disturb you.”
 
   “Sloane,” his eyes flashed, “I have a very important business deal today. I can’t be late. It’s unprofessional,” he snapped.
 
   “Sorry,” I flinched like he hit me. 
 
   His eyes softened. “No, I’m sorry,” he cupped the back of my head and kissed me. “I have to hurry,” he said. He disappeared upstairs and I sagged against the counter. He would be the end of me. 
 
   I slowly trudged upstairs and to the master bedroom where all my stuff had been moved. I heard the sound of the shower coming from the bathroom but I didn’t feel like joining him. I grabbed a navy dress with white polka dots and a red belt. I then slipped on a pair of navy flats. I dabbed on some make-up and ran a brush through my hair. I did my hair in a side fish tail braid. 
 
   Siva emerged from the steamy bathroom with a white towel wrapped around his waist. Water droplets ran down his tanned chest. His chest and abs and everything about him was perfect. Even his scars. He had another smaller towel in his hand and used it to dry his hair. 
 
   “Like what you see?” he grinned. 
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Of course,” I said. “You’re perfect and you’re mine.”
 
   He disappeared into the walk in closet and came out a couple minutes later in a polished gray suit with a purple button down shirt underneath. 
 
   “Ready?” he asked.
 
   I smiled at him. “I do believe I’m sitting here waiting on you,” I said.
 
   He laughed. It was such a wonderful sound. He passed by me and his scent of sandalwood invaded my senses making me lose all coherent thought. Too bad he had a meeting. I wanted to push him down on the bed and claim him as mine. He made me all sorts of crazy. Crazy in love was number one, even if I hadn’t told him.
 
   Siva grabbed my hand and played with my fingers, a small smile lifting his lips, while he drove me to work. I still wasn’t quite used to seeing him like this, so carefree, and… young. Sometimes it was easy to forget that Siva was only twenty-eight years old. He always acted so much older. At his age, Siva had been through more than most people go through in a lifetime. I didn’t know how he was still alive. 
 
   Siva pulled up outside Avid News and stopped. Siva was still trying to convince me to have an interview with someone he knew but I was against it. I didn’t want to work at Avid News for the rest of my life but I wanted to get a better job on my own without his help. 
 
   Siva squeezed my hand. He pulled me in for a kiss before letting me go. The taste of his mint toothpaste lingered on my lips. 
 
   “I’ll see you tonight?” I asked. It was my way of asking how late this meeting may run.
 
   “You should,” he smiled.
 
   “Bye,” I said and hopped out closing the door behind me. The black SUV immediately pulled away. I took a breath and headed into the building.
 
   Lyndi squealed in my ear when I told her I could do drinks tonight. Well, she’d do drinks and I’d sip a glass of water. No more drinking after that night, the one where I woke up next to a naked Siva.
 
   Lyndi had replaced Mac, her cubicle right next to mine, and we had become fast friends. It was nice to finally have a friend here, again. Dev and I had been friends before we became more and well… Siva had never really been my friend. 
 
   “So, he finally let you off your leash,” she grinned twirling in her chair. Her pretty blonde hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail. She wore a flowy printed skirt, a nice white shirt, and a beige jacket. 
 
   “I’m not on a leash,” I laughed. “He’s just protective after… well you know,” I waved my hand. 
 
   Lyndi rolled her eyes. “And when am I going to get to meet this elusive he and him?” she asked, spinning in her chair again. 
 
   I laughed. “Siva, is a busy man. He said if he gets out of his meeting early he’ll meet us for drinks.”
 
   “Yes!” she said raising her arms in the air. “Finally! I get to meet the invisible man!”
 
   “He’s not invisible,” I said sitting on the edge of her desk.
 
   “Oh please,” she said. “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 said. “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 said. 
 
   Lyndi rolled her eyes. “Whatever you say,” she said with a smile. Lyndi loved to nag me about Siva since she had never met him. “At least we get drinks and if Mr. Can-Do-No-Wrong shows up I’ll need them,” she said twirling her chair back around to face her computer. 
 
   I went back around to my own desk and started my article. The world of celebrity gossip was becoming even more mundane for me which was saying something. I was seriously considering taking Siva up on his offer to set up an interview. I knew Lyndi would hate it if I left but I really needed a change of pace. I went to school to be a journalist and this was far from journalism.
 
   I thwacked mindlessly at the keyboard. It was so easy to turn out these articles. They presented no challenge and man was I in desperate need of one. 
 
   * * *
 
   Lyndi sighed and pushed away from her desk. Her blonde hair was coming out of her ponytail in little wisps making me think of a bird. 
 
   “Done,” she said, “done, done, done!” she chanted and printed her article off for April. Lyndi was a perfectionist when it came to her work. Lyndi truly enjoyed working at Avid News. I wished I possessed her spunk. She was only two years younger than me, making her twenty-one, but man did it make a difference in the thinking process. She was having the time of her life and I was steadily becoming little Suzy Homemaker. 
 
   She gave April her article and then gathered up her belongings. 
 
   “Ready?” I asked.
 
   “Yes,” she chirped. She grabbed my arm excitedly as we walked outside. “Finally we get to do something!” she said. “I feel like I’ve been begging you to come hang out with me for like… ever!” she laughed. “I need some girl time!”
 
   I laughed. “I do too.”
 
   “Good, then that means you won’t be completely bored out of your mind.”
 
   I shook my head as she hailed a taxi.
 
   “The 100 Club,” she told the taxi driver.
 
   “Club?” I asked her with a gulp.
 
   She laughed at my expression. “Don’t worry Sloane. It’s not a club. That’s just its name. It’s a music spot.”
 
   “Oh… good,” I said.
 
   “You’ll have fun,” she said.
 
   “Lyndi,” I said suddenly.
 
   “Yeah?” she asked.
 
   I took a breath. “I love him.”
 
   “Who?” 
 
   “Siva. I’m in love with him,” I said.
 
   “Well duh,” she said. “I didn’t need you to tell me that.”
 
   “I haven’t told him,” I said.
 
   “What? Why not?” she asked, perplexed.
 
   “I’m scared that if I tell him I’ll push him away. I don’t want to lose him Lyndi.”
 
   “So you’re waiting for him to say it first?” she asked. 
 
   “Yeah, I guess I am.”
 
   “But Sloane,” she said with a sad glance, “what if he never does?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said. “I just don’t know.”
 
   The taxi let us off in front of the small building. It had an old red arch with white letters spelling out the name. Lyndi took my hand and dragged me inside. The music was loud but good. She led me to the bar and plopped down.
 
   “Party time! Loosen up!” she cried swinging my arms.
 
   I smiled. “Okay.”
 
   The bartender came up, he was a good looking guy, and Lyndi immediately turned on the charm. I shook my head at her while I watched her work her magic.
 
   He returned a moment later with two martinis. 
 
   “No, no, no, no, no!” I said shaking my head. 
 
   “It’s free Sloane,” Lyndi said and shoved the drink into my hand. “Just drink it.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “One?” she pouted. “Please, just one teensy weensy little drink.”
 
   I raised my eyebrow at her. “One,” I said.
 
   “Drink up,” she clinked our glasses.
 
   Unfortunately, one drink turned into two, and two into three.
 
   My phone beeped with a text and I looked down and saw Siva’s name. 
 
   Where are you? He asked. 
 
   I quickly typed in the address. I was a little worried about him finding me in this state, especially after I vowed to never drink again, but I was too buzzed to care too much. 
 
   “Is that hiiiiiim?” asked Lyndi, drawing out the word.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “He’s coming here.”
 
   “Ooooh,” she said. I noticed her eyes had a glassy, hazy, quality to them. 
 
   The band on stage finished and we both clapped along with the crowd. Lyndi whistled, I never could learn to whistle. 
 
   I finished my third drink and then asked for water. My head was already pounding and the music didn’t help. I was going to kill Lyndi tomorrow for talking me into this.
 
   The bartender had just set down my water when Siva showed up. He spotted me right away and began to weave through the crowd. 
 
   “Hey,” he said and kissed my cheek. 
 
   “Hi,” I smiled. I knew I had that gooey eyed look on my face but I just couldn’t get rid of it. Lyndi kicked me in the shin. “Ow,” I said and rubbed the spot. Lyndi cleared her throat. “Uh… Siva this is my friend Lyndi. Lyndi this is Siva.”
 
   Siva took Lyndi’s hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” he said.
 
   Lyndi blushed and looked at me. “Oh my God,” she mouthed.
 
   “Sit down,” I told Siva.
 
   “Where?” he asked, with a chuckle. I looked and realized all the seats were taken.
 
   “Oh right,” I said, squishing my brows. “Guess you’ll have to stand.”
 
   He laughed. “Have you been drinking? I thought after that night you were never drinking again.”
 
   I looked at Lyndi and pointed at her. “It’s her fault. Damn peer pressure.”
 
   Siva smiled. “Is it still peer pressure when you aren’t actually a peer?”
 
   “Damn,” I said again, “I guess I’m just plain stupid.”
 
   Siva ordered a drink and leaned against my chair while he drank it. Lyndi finally seemed to recover herself.
 
   “So you’re the man that has stolen Sloane’s heart?” she asked.
 
   “I guess I am. I hope there’s not another,” his lips quirked showing his scar.
 
   Another band came up and started their set. Their music was catchy and upbeat.
 
   “Dance with me?” I grabbed Siva’s hand and tried to stand. “Whoa,” I said, grabbing my head as a sudden wave of dizziness overcame me. “I don’t feel so good.”
 
   Siva sighed and looked at Lyndi. “This is why she shouldn’t drink.” His tone was light. At least he wasn’t angry.
 
   Lyndi laughed. “Sorry, I didn’t know.”
 
   “I better get her home,” he said.
 
   “I’m right here,” I said.
 
   He laughed. “Bye Lyndi. It was nice to meet you.” He started to lead me away but then he turned around and spoke to Lyndi again. “Next time you two do something try and stay away from the alcohol.”
 
   “Will do,” she said and saluted him. 
 
   He led me to the parking lot and helped me inside the Porsche.
 
   “You okay?” he asked, pulling out.
 
   “Mhmm fine,” I said, but I wasn’t so sure.
 
   “Sloane? Wake up, Sloane, we’re home. Wakie wakie,” someone poked me.
 
   “Huh?” I looked around.
 
   “We’re home,” said Siva. He helped me out of the car. 
 
    I squished my eyes closed as the sudden movement of standing made me sway drunkenly. I pulled away from Siva’s hand and ran to a corner of the garage where I emptied my stomach. He held my hair back. At least I didn’t throw up on his shoes. 
 
   “Are you okay?” he finally asked.
 
   “I think so,” I breathed. He helped me into the elevator, into the apartment, and then up the stairs into his bedroom. 
 
   Siva laid me down and then chuckled. “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 said. 
 
   He laughed and kissed the top of my head. 
 
   “Night Sloane.”
 
   “Goodnight Siva,” I said. 
 
   I almost told him that I loved him right then and there but I figured coming from a drunk he wouldn’t believe it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   It had been so long since I had been home that I stood staring at my clothes trying to figure out what to pack. My suitcase was completely empty and I had to leave for my flight in an hour. This was beyond annoying.
 
   Siva’s arms came around my waist and his lips pressed against my cheek. “Aren’t you going to be late?” he asked.
 
   I turned in his arms so I was facing him. “Yeah,” I huffed blowing hair out of my face. “I don’t know what to pack.”
 
   He laughed. “Typically you start with clothes,” he said. 
 
   “Maybe the problem is that I don’t want to leave you. Can’t you come with me?” I asked again.
 
   His full lips turned down in a frown. “I told you Sloane. I can’t.”
 
   I sighed. “I know,” I said turning back to my clothes and away from him.
 
   “I really do want to meet your mom,” he said.
 
   “Siva, it’s fine really. Go back to bed. It’s early,” I said.
 
   He kissed my bare shoulder. “I want to see you before you leave,” he said. “You won’t be back until, Sunday.”
 
   “I’m going to miss you,” I said melting against his body. 
 
   “I’m going to miss you too, Sloane. More than you know,” he breathed against my neck. I was pretty sure he had shown me last night, just 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 said.
 
   He chuckled. “I’ve never understood that saying.”
 
   I pushed at his arm. “You need to go. I’ll never get packed if you keep standing here talking to me.”
 
   He brushed his lips against mine. “I’ll go make us breakfast.”
 
   He disappeared out of the closet and I was left surrounded by my clothes. I tossed in a couple of skirts, dresses, jeans, and t-shirts. Better safe than sorry. I even added a swimsuit just in case.
 
   I zipped up the suitcase, grabbed my carryon bag, and dragged them both down the steps. I dropped them by the door and padded into the kitchen where the scents and sounds of Siva making breakfast greeted me. He slid an egg onto a plate, added two strips of bacon, poured a glass of orange juice and slid it across to me. 
 
   “You best hurry,” he said sitting down beside me.
 
   He was right. I was going to be very late. 
 
   He swallowed a bite of egg and said, “Jacob will drive you to the airport.”
 
   “You’re not taking me?” I asked with a pout.
 
   “I want to,” he said. “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 said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” said Siva. 
 
   I swigged down the orange juice and wiped my mouth on a napkin.
 
   “It’s fine, really,” I said. “I’ve got to go. I’ll miss you.” I love you, I wanted to add but I didn’t.
 
   “I- I’ll miss you too,” he swallowed. I kissed him long and deep. His stubble itchy against my hands. 
 
   “Bye,” I said putting my forehead to his.
 
   “Bye,” he said.
 
   I didn’t want to go. “I’ve really got to go,” I said.
 
   “Stay,” he breathed.
 
   “Tempting,” I said. “But my mom would kill me.”
 
   “Well,” he grinned, “You’re no good to me dead.”
 
   “I guess I’m not.”
 
   He kissed me again and followed me to the elevator.
 
   “Bye,” I said again as the doors closed. He waved.
 
   And I kicked myself.
 
   Why hadn’t I told him that I loved him?
 
   * * *
 
   Jacob was waiting in the garage with the Porsche already running. When he saw me he hopped out of the car and grabbed my bags, putting them in the trunk.
 
   “Thanks,” I said climbing in the car. I was still beating myself up over not telling Siva I loved him. Why hadn’t I been able to find the words? “You really don’t have to do this,” I said. “I could just take a taxi. I don’t mind.”
 
   Jacob waved his hand. “It’s no problem. A friend of Siva’s is a friend of mine.”
 
   Jacob climbed in the car and pulled out of the garage.
 
   “Are you happy to be seeing your mother?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “It’s been a long time. It’ll be good to see her.”
 
   Jacob nodded. “Siva will miss you. You’ve been… you’ve been very good for him Sloane. He’s different now. Good different. He’s… happy,” said Jacob.
 
   “He is?” I asked.
 
   “Very,” said Jacob.
 
   I sat back against the seat. That was good to know. Sometimes I wondered if Siva was truly happy with me. 
 
   Jacob continued on to the airport. It was early and traffic was light. The sun was just beginning to rise, staining the sky. 
 
   My heart racing. We were almost to the airport.
 
   “Jacob,” I said.
 
   “Yes?” he asked.
 
   “Turn around,” I said.
 
   “What? Did you forget something? You’ll miss your flight,” he said hitting the blinker so he could turn around.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “I forgot something very important.”
 
   I pulled out my cellphone and called the airport to change my flight to a later one.
 
   The rest of the way back to the flat I smiled. 
 
   I was going to tell Siva that I loved him. I had to.
 
   * * *
 
   Jacob pulled into the garage and parked. 
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said, the stupid, silly, grin still plastered to my face.
 
   “I’ll be waiting,” he said.
 
   “Thanks,” I said and dashed out of the car and to the elevators.
 
   Butterflies fluttered in my stomach making me feel weightless. Excitement coursed through my veins. This was it. I was finally going to say it.
 
   The elevator soared upwards and with it my heart.
 
   My heart thumped madly in my chest as the doors slid open. I walked down the hallway and was about to insert the key when I noticed the door was slightly ajar. I pushed it open with a smile on my face. “Siva!” I called, hoping he was still home. “Siva!” I called again coming into the foyer. I stopped when I reached the living room. 
 
    “Siva,” I gasped as my heart tore in two. “No,” I said. “No, no, no!” He had his arms wrapped around a pretty brunette. She was obviously comfortable with him, too comfortable, her lips plastered to his, and her hands all over his body. “Siva,” I said as the tears coursed down my face. I walked backwards, towards the door, with my hands up like I could physically ward off what I was seeing.
 
   “It’s not what you think!” he cried looking heartbroken. But I didn’t believe him. The brunette wore a triumphant look. I climbed in the elevator. “Sloane!” he said running towards the elevator as if to stop the doors from closing. I averted my face trying to hide the tears. The last thing I heard him say was, “Fuck!”
 
   My heart dropped to the floor and down to the garage, down to the core of the earth, down, down, down, it went. 
 
   I ran to the Porsche and tumbled inside. 
 
   “Go! Go now!” I screamed at Jacob and smacked his arm. “Go! Go! Go! Now!” He peeled out of the garage going fast. But not as fast as the tears that fell down my face.
 
   I bit my lip in an effort to quiet the sobs, it didn’t work.
 
   Finally curiosity got the best of him and Jacob asked, “What happened?”
 
   I couldn’t answer him for a moment. I smacked my fist against the leather seat. “He- he- he was with another woman!” I screamed. “Why?” I buried my face in my hands. “I was going to tell him I loved him. But…oh… am I glad that I didn’t.” My whole body shuddered. “Just get me to the airport,” I said. 
 
   Jacob said nothing. He seemed as shocked as I had been. 
 
   He pulled up to the gate, got my bags out, and turned to me with his hands in his pockets. His blonde hair shone with highlights in the morning light. “I am sorry, Sloane. I did not know.”
 
   “I’m sorry too,” I said taking my bags from him. 
 
   He gave me a sad smile and then I surprised us both by hugging him. 
 
   “Bye Jake,” I said.
 
   He smiled. “Bye Sloane.”
 
   * * *
 
   I was sitting at the terminal my plane was supposed to take off from when something caught my eye.
 
    The set of the shoulders, the hair, the clothes. 
 
   No, he wouldn’t dare. I left my bags and marched across the way to the small café. His back was to me. 
 
   “What are you doing here?” I hissed as menacingly as possible.
 
   Siva turned. His violet eyes glimmering. With tears?
 
   He wiped his face. “I thought you were gone,” he said. He had 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 stopped myself, my mouth snapped together with an audible pop. 
 
   “I wanted to explain before you left.”
 
   My mouth formed a narrow line. “I don’t think there’s anything you need to explain, Siva. You cheated on me,” I shrugged my shoulders.
 
   Siva’s hand slapped the table making me jump. “I did no such thing,” he said. “Alexa-”
 
   “Alexa? Is that her name?” I sneered. 
 
   “Yes, that’s her name,” he said and his teeth were clenched. “She works for me,” he said. “Nothing more.”
 
   “I’m not that cozy with my co-workers,” I said with heat. I was really trying to fight my tears though. I kept picturing Siva and the pretty brunette doing the horizontal tango. I hated that it hurt so much.
 
   Siva growled. “That’s why I fired her.”
 
   “You fired her?” I asked and I hated how small my voice sounded.
 
   “Yes,” he said, “she was out of line. I’m sorry you had to see that.”
 
   “More like sorry you got caught,” I laughed.
 
   “No,” Siva hissed. “Never Sloane. Do you hear me? I would never do that.”
 
   “It looked like you did,” I said.
 
   “Exactly,” he said, “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.”
 
   “Dammit, Sloane,” he said. “Listen to me. Please, I’m begging you. Begging you,” he repeated. “Please listen to me. Please believe me.”
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “Because I love you,” he whispered.
 
   “What?” I gasped and sat down in the chair across from him.
 
   “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 gasped. “Don’t say that.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You hurt me,” I said and the tears started up again. I want to believe you. 
 
   “I know Sloane,” he said, “but I didn’t mean to. I swear it was all her. She’s been making her attentions clear and I did nothing to thwart it which was my fault. I just didn’t expect that to happen.” He laughed to himself. “Love is a weakness. Look what it has done to me.”
 
   “Love is not a weakness,” I said vehemently. “Love is worth fighting for. Fight for me, Siva. Fight for us.” I reached across the table and grabbed him by the shirt. I was surprised by the amount of passion I had left in me. I was mad and I was hurt but that didn’t change my love for him and love makes us do funny, stupid, things. 
 
   “I am!” he yelled in the café. I was sure we had 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 Sloane. Never. You’ve bewitched me. I don’t want to lose you! I’m fighting! Fighting hard!” His shoulders shook. “Please believe me Sloane. I wouldn’t do that to you.”
 
   “I believe you,” I said. I could see the truth shining in his eyes. “But I’m hurt Siva. What I saw? I can’t just erase that.”
 
   “I know,” he sighed. 
 
   They called for my flight.
 
   “Siva, I’ve got to go,” I sighed.
 
   “No,” he said shaking his head.
 
   “I’ll be back Sunday like was planned. I need to think about some things. About us. About my life.”
 
   He hung his head. “I understand Sloane. But I do,” he said.
 
   “You do what?”
 
   “Love you.”
 
   “I really have to go,” I said.
 
   “Is there any chance?”
 
   “Chance for what?” I asked.
 
   “That you’ll love me?”
 
   “I’m already there, Siva. I have been for a long time.”
 
   His mouth opened and I could hear his breath hiss out in a gasp.
 
   “Goodbye,” I said standing.
 
   “I will see you Sunday?” he asked.
 
   “I’ll be back,” I said. 
 
   * * *
 
   “Sloanie!” cried my mother as I came down the escalator.
 
   “Mom!” I said tumbling into her arms when I reached the floor and almost knocked her down.
 
   “Oh Sloanie I’ve missed you,” she said. She smelled just as I remember. Like the earth and flowers and mom. I pulled away to take in my mother. I was sad to say that it had been years since I had seen her.
 
   Her brown hair was cut off at her shoulders and unlike the last time I had seen her, the brown strands were streaked with gray giving it a mousy appearance. Lines were around her eyes and mouth that hadn’t been there before. Her glasses hung from a beaded strand around her neck. 
 
   “Sloane, have you been crying?” she asked assessing me.
 
   I knew my eyes had to be red and puffy. “Uh, yeah. Siva,” I said.
 
   “Ah,” she said. “Are you and him?” she waggled her eyebrows.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “And mom. I’m crazy about him but- I just have some things to think about,” I said.
 
   “Don’t we all,” she said leading me out of the airport and towards the parking garage. “But Sloanie don’t go and have a midlife crisis on me. You’re far too young.” She slung her arm across my shoulders. 
 
   “I don’t think that’s going to happen, yet,” I said. 
 
   My mom shook 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 said, “I did grow up in the south and I now live in London. It’s bound to have rubbed off on me,” I smiled. 
 
   She unlocked her silver Acura TSX and popped the trunk. I hefted my suitcase and bag into it. The car rumbled to life and before I knew it we were out in the afternoon light and it was blinding.
 
   “Ow,” I said squinting my eyes and digging my sunglasses out of my purse. 
 
   “It’s just a little sun, Sloanie, it’ll be good for your skin. You’re too pale,” she remarked.
 
   “I’m not pale,” I said, “you’re too tan.”
 
   She tsked her tongue.
 
   “Well, Sloanie, how does it feel to be back in Savannah?” she asked.
 
   “Too hot,” I said.
 
   She laughed. “It is hot,” she said. She patted my leg. “Oh honey, it’s so good to see you.”
 
   “It’s weird being back here,” I said. “I’ve grown so used to London that this seems so…”
 
   “Foreign?” she remarked. “I’m sure it does. Are you hungry, Sloane?” she asked.
 
   “Uh- yeah,” I said and my stomach rumbled in agreement.
 
   “Good,” she said, “I made biscuits and gravy.”
 
   “Yum,” I moaned. “I’ve really missed biscuits and gravy.”
 
   My mom laughed, getting off the highway, and turning on the back road that led to her neighborhood.
 
   “Now, I’ve made some changes…” she said and bit her lip. Must be where I got the habit.
 
   “Changes?” I asked.
 
   “I painted the outside and I redid the guestroom,” she said. The guestroom, meaning my room.
 
   “Oh,” I said. “Mom, I’m sure it looks great.”
 
   “It’s different,” she said and turned into the driveway so I got the first look at my childhood home.
 
   The once white one-story house with red shutters was now a pale blue house with orange shutters and an orange front door.
 
   “It looks great,” I told her, even though I was freaking out on the inside.
 
   “You really like it?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.
 
   “Oh good. I was worried,” she said and hopped out of the car with the energy of a twelve year old. 
 
   I grabbed my suitcase from the trunk and went inside. The living room seemed unchanged. 
 
   Old plaid couch, green recliner, wooden coffee table, pale green walls, and it still smelled the same. Like dogs and my mom’s garden. 
 
   Right on time three little lapsa opsa’s came running at me. 
 
   “Hey Mo-Mo, Mollie, Maddie,” I said petting each dog. They licked and sniffed my hand.
 
   “I told you they missed you,” my mom said from her small, sunny yellow, kitchen.
 
   “Oh, please. They probably think I’m a stranger.”
 
   My mom came in and said in her gooey, I’m-talking-for-the-dogs voice, “Oh, we’d never forget our big sister. Never.”
 
   “Mom, they’re dogs,” I said.
 
   She gasped. “They are my companions,” she said.
 
   I threw my hands up, “World, I give you the crazy dog lady.”
 
   My mom harrumphed and marched into the kitchen. “I thought you wanted gravy and biscuits,” she said. 
 
   “I do,” I said following her and grabbing a plate.
 
   “Then stop poking fun of your mother and eat,” she said fixing herself a plate.
 
   I laughed. “I’ve missed you, mom.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me. “I missed you too until ten seconds ago.”
 
   We sat down at the little table to eat our lunch. We were about halfway through when the doorbell rang.
 
   “Can you get that?” asked my mom.
 
   “I’m home less than an hour and you already have me answering your door?” I quirked my brow and stood.
 
   I opened 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 asked. He had a strong jaw, tan skin, brown eyes, and brown hair that was turning a blonde color from exposure to the sun.
 
   “Uh- yeah,” I said. “Do I know you?”
 
   “Nate. Nate Harrelson. We went to school together. I was a grade ahead of you. I run my parent’s garden nursery now,” he said.
 
   “Right,” I said, the puzzle pieces clicking together. I was going to kill my mother. “Why don’t I take those from you?” I asked holding out my arms. 
 
   “I usually just take them around back,” he said.
 
   “Oh okay,” I said holding the door open for him.
 
   “Nate,” my mother said, in false surprise, confirming my thoughts. I wanted to groan but I resisted. Although, I did narrow my eyes in calculation at my mother. She opened the backdoor and let him outside, kind of like a dog, I couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out of my lips.
 
   “Isn’t he good looking?” my mom hissed quietly like she was afraid to be overheard. Which was absurd since the door was closed and he was outside.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, “but mom I have a boyfriend.”
 
   My mom pretended to look around. “I don’t see him. How do I know he’s even real?”
 
   “Ugh- mom,” I whined. 
 
   “Oh shush,” she said. “He’s a nice boy.”
 
   “I don’t care, mom. I have Siva…” I think. I’m so confused. 
 
   Nate came back inside, his longish brown hair falling in his face; he brushed it back before giving me a blinding smile. 
 
   “All taken care of Mrs. C,” he said.
 
   “Oh call me, Tammi,” she said. 
 
   “Tammi,” he said. He turned to me, his hands in his pockets, and said, “Sloane, it’s good to see. How long are you home for?”
 
   “I leave Sunday,” I wanted to push him out the door.
 
   “Maybe we could do dinner before you leave?” he suggested.
 
   “No,” I said at the same time that my mother said, “She’d love to.”
 
   Nate took my mother’s answer, “Good, how about tomorrow? Six o’ clock?”
 
   “She’ll be ready,” mom said and I wanted to hit her.
 
   I looked at Nate and shrugged my shoulders. “I really can’t. I have a boyfriend.”
 
   His smile faltered but he blundered forward anyway. “Just as friends. It doesn’t have to be date.”
 
   “But we’re not friends,” I said.
 
   “Sloane,” my mom said in her voice that brooked no argument.
 
   “Dinner will be lovely,” I said and felt like a sixteen year old girl living at home again.
 
   “Great,” he said undeterred. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” and then thankfully he left.
 
   “Mom,” I hissed. 
 
   “Sloane, he’s a nice guy. Just give him a shot.”
 
   “Mommy, I don’t live here. I live across the ocean and I have a boyfriend,” I said with my hands on my hips and tapping my foot.   
 
   “So?” she said.
 
   “I love him, mom,” I said.
 
   “Just pacify me,” she said.
 
   “You’re crazy,” I said shaking my head and heading to the guestroom.
 
   My childhood room was… well, no longer my childhood room. My pale purple walls were now green. My white dresser was gone and replaced by a bright yellow one. The quilt on the bed was white with green flowers stitched on it. Everything was bright. I felt like I needed sunglasses.
 
   I couldn’t believe my mom was trying to hook me up. I hadn’t been home a day yet and it wasn’t like I was staying here. But that was my mom. She drove me crazy sometimes, well most of the time, but I still loved her. It was just her way.
 
   I flipped my suitcase open and ran my fingers roughly through my hair. My phone dinged with a text.
 
   Did you get in safe? Siva.
 
   Yes, I typed back.
 
   Call me later… That is… if you want to. 
 
   I held my breath and finally answered. Maybe.
 
   Maybe is better than no, he said.
 
   I guess it was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   “I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” I hissed at my mother.
 
   She rolled her hazel eyes at me. “Sloanie, it’s just a date.”
 
   “And I have a boyfriend,” I glared at her.
 
   She shook her head. “Just put the dress on,” she said.
 
   “Mom,” I whined. I didn’t care if I sounded like a petulant little child. Right now I was being treated like one. Sometimes I think my mother forgot that I was twenty-three and not... well three. 
 
   “Sloanie, please, for your mother?” she pouted her lips and batted her eyes at me. Growing up, I had 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 said leaving out a few choice words. Siva’s bad language was starting to rub off on me. 
 
   My mom had gone out today, “to pick up some more plants,” and come back with a dress. A very tight, little black dress that showed way more cleavage than I was comfortable with. I think she was trying to kill me.
 
   I slipped the dress on, while she watched, she was probably afraid I’d attack it with scissors and ruin it if she turned her back. 
 
   “Happy?” I asked.
 
   “Not yet,” she said. “Let me do your make up.”
 
   “Mom!” I complained but she was already towing me to the bathroom where an assortment of cosmetics littered the top. She closed the toilet lid and plunked me down with a shove to my shoulders. “Mom, I can do my own make up.”
 
   “Oh please,” she said, “If it’s left up to you, you’ll where no makeup.”
 
   “That would be preferable,” I said. 
 
   “Hold still,” she commanded grabbing my chin with her fingers. 
 
   “Mom,” I wiggled. 
 
   “Sloanie,” she said. “The less you wiggle the quicker this will be done.”
 
   “This is torture,” I complained. 
 
   “Oh please, Sloane, most women think this is fun,” she said.
 
   “Well, not me,” I said.
 
   Her grip on my chin tightened. She swiped some red lipstick across my lips and a smoky gray shadow across my lids. 
 
   “Hold still,” she commanded, coming at me with a mascara wand. I held very still. She swiped the black goo onto my lashes.
 
   “Am I done?” I asked, daring to let hope light my words.
 
   “Not even close,” she smiled at me.
 
   She added bronzer to my cheeks and temple and then a hint of blush. Then she got a look at my hands. “Sloanie! Your nails!” she cried. “Can’t you get a manicure in London?” my mom asked.
 
   “I don’t like people touching my nails,” I said.
 
   “Well, I’m about to,” she said grabbing a bottle of nail polish from her cosmetics bag. What else did she have in there?
 
   Before I could protest she was swiping a gray colored polish onto my naked my nails. She disappeared from the bathroom and went down the hall returning a moment later with a little fan to dry my nails.
 
   The doorbell rang.
 
   “Ooh that’s him!” my mom cried jumping up and down.
 
   “Why don’t you date him, mom? You seem to really like him,” I smiled.
 
   She stopped jumping. “Oh, I couldn’t. He’s much too young for me,” she laughed wickedly and went to get the door.
 
   “Haven’t you ever heard of cougars!” I yelled after her. 
 
   I kept my fingers drying in front of the fan, stalling for a few more minutes. 
 
   Please let this awful night end before it starts, I prayed. But I had no such luck.
 
   “Sloane!” called my mom.
 
   Showtime.
 
   Nate stood in the living room talking to my mother. He smiled when he saw me. He had a nice smile but it was nothing compared to Siva’s megawatt smile. He hugged me and kissed my cheek. I tried not to show my annoyance. 
 
   “These are for you,” he said handing me a bouquet of lilies. 
 
   “Thanks,” I said and tried to muster some sort of exuberance but it fell completely flat.
 
   “And these are for you,” he said handing my mom a bouquet of sunflowers.
 
   “Oh they’re lovely, Nate. You’re such a gentleman,” she swooned.
 
   I rolled my eyes and Nate saw me. Color flooded my cheeks and Nate winked. 
 
   “We better get going,” Nate said.
 
   “Oh of course,” said my mom. “Sloane, hand me those and I’ll put them in some water.” I handed her the flowers. “Haaaave fuuuuuun,” she drawled out the words. 
 
   “Bye Tammi,” said Nate.
 
   Finally we escaped the house and my crazy mother. 
 
   Nate put his hand on the small of my back to guide me. I flinched and he dropped his hand. 
 
   He held the passenger door of his Nissan Titan open for me. 
 
   “Thanks,” I mumbled.
 
   He climbed into the truck and started it. The radio blared a country song. “Sorry,” he said and turned the volume down.
 
   Neither one of us said anything the entire ride to the restaurant. Nate awkwardly cleared his throat several times like he was about to say something but always decided against it. He pulled into the lot of a local family owned restaurant.
 
   Finally I had something to say, “Do Ginger and Fred still own this?” I asked.
 
   He smiled, obviously relieved to have the silence broken. “Of course,” he said.
 
   “I haven’t seen them in forever,” I remarked. 
 
   “Well come on then,” said Nate. 
 
   We walked into the restaurant and this time Nate didn’t touch me. Ever since the incident with Mac I wouldn’t let any man except Siva touch me. Just a passing brush of shoulders, by accident, would send me into hysterics. 
 
   The restaurant was loud and boisterous like it always was. A game of pool was going on in the corner.
 
   “Cory! Samantha!” I cried recognizing two of the people playing.
 
   “Sloane Campbell in the flesh! It can’t be!” cried Samantha abandoning the game and hugging me. “How have you been?” she asked.
 
   “I’m good,” I said. “London’s great.”
 
   “Oh, Sloane, you always were too good for this place,” Samantha sighed pulling away.
 
   “How are you Samantha? You and Cory still together?” I asked peeking over my shoulder at the slight guy leaning against the pool table.
 
   “I’m great,” she said. She motioned Cory over and laced their hands together. “We’ve been married for almost a year now,” she said.
 
   “Oh my God!” I cried. “I can’t believe it! I mean I always knew you two would end up married but this young? Wow,” I said.
 
   “We’re not that young,” she said.
 
   I rolled 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 asked.
 
   “Just a visit,” I said. “I go back to London on Sunday.”
 
   “I’m going to grab us a table,” said Nate.
 
   “Okay,” I said and turned back to Samantha.
 
   She waggled her eyebrows. “Sloane,” she said, “you dirty little girl. Nate Harrelson? I had the biggest crush on him in high school.”
 
   “Hey,” said Cory. “I thought you only had eyes for me,” he grinned so we knew he was joking.
 
   “I can look,” she said, “but I can’t touch. Same goes for you.” She turned back to me. “So are you two on a date?” she asked.
 
   “Kind of. Not really. No,” I said. “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 said. 
 
   “Except for that,” I said. “I love London. But… I don’t know how happy I am with my job.”
 
   Samantha clucked her tongue. “Maybe you should quit. Do something new, exciting,” she said. 
 
   “Maybe I will,” I said.
 
   “Sloane!” called Nate. “I’ve got a table.”
 
   I winced and looked at Samantha. “That’s my que to leave,” I said. 
 
   Nate was waving me over to the table. He pulled out my chair and I slid into the table. 
 
   I looked over the menu and decided on fried chicken. I didn’t care if it wasn’t proper date food. This was, after all, far from a proper date.
 
   I ordered and turned to Nate. He seemed relaxed, completely at ease, despite my obvious reluctance to be here. 
 
   The waitress came back with our glasses of water and I racked my brain for something, anything, to ask Nate. 
 
   “So… you own your parents nursery now?” I asked.
 
   And he was off. “Yeah,” he said straightening, “It wasn’t my plan. I wanted to be a lawyer but when they decided to sell it... Well,” he shrugged his shoulders, “I just hated to see it go. So I dropped out of college and here I am.”
 
   “Here you are,” I said. “Lawyer? Plant man?” I weighed my hands for emphasis. “That’s quite a difference.”
 
   “It is,” he said 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 asked.
 
   “Nope, no girlfriend,” he said. 
 
   “Why not? If you don’t mind me asking, that is,” I said. 
 
   “Just haven’t met the right girl yet. Someday,” he said. He leaned towards me. “I’m sorry you got pushed into this.”
 
   I flicked my hand to show him it was 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 laughed. “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 said, “I’m still young.”
 
   “My mom says the same thing,” I shrugged my shoulders. “I guess we better get used to it.”
 
   “So Sloane,” said Nate, “Why on earth did you want to move to London to be a journalist? Couldn’t you have done the same thing here?” he asked.
 
   “I could have,” I said, “but… it wouldn’t have been the same. I just needed to get away. My dad was from London. He always talked about taking me there and when he died…” I shrugged. “It just seemed like a good way to keep a part of him.”
 
   “That makes sense,” he said. “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,” he said.
 
   “Touché,” I said. “I really should visit more,” I whispered under my breath. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Nate said, “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 said. “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 asked, moving back so the waitress could put our plates on the table.
 
   “I don’t know,” I shrugged my shoulders. “My mom’s the only family I have left and she’s here.”
 
   “You have to make your own way,” said Nate.
 
   “Then why aren’t you a lawyer?” I asked with a quirk of my brow.
 
   He smirked. “I’m happy where I’m at in my life. Maybe fate intervened for a reason?” he said.
 
   “Do you think that happens?” I asked. “Do you really believe that 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 said. “I’m glad I’m here.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “As friends,” he added.
 
   “Fate,” I said, “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, that’s my boyfriend,” I added 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?” I asked Nate. 
 
   Nate swallowed a bite of mashed potatoes before leaning towards me. “Sloane, I think that’s for you to decide. Do you love him?” he asked.
 
   I swallowed. “More than I ever thought it was possible. It scares me how much I love him,” I added in a whisper.
 
   “You have your answer then,” he said, “this is just a speed bump. You just move on from it. Your eyes lit up when you said his name. That’s rare, Sloane, really rare. I hope I feel that way about someone someday.”
 
   “No, you don’t,” I said shaking my head and taking a sip of my water, “It’s miserable loving someone like this. Especially loving Siva. He’s complicated.”
 
   Nate snorted. “Everyone’s complicated, Sloane, don’t forget that.”
 
   We finished our meal, I insisted on paying my own, and then joined Samantha and Cory for a game of pool. I felt like I was in high school again. Just laughing and hanging out with my friends. Samantha had been a good friend of mine since middle school but we fell out of touch when I moved to London. She and Cory had dated off and on but I always thought they would end up together. They were perfect for each other. Samantha was loud and boisterous and Cory was quiet and thoughtful.
 
   “Cory!” cried Samantha elbowing him in the side. “You’re going to let them win!”
 
   “Sam, shut up,” he said in his quiet way, “and let me concentrate.”
 
   “Ugh! Just hit it already!” Samantha said and smacked Cory on the butt.
 
   “Sam, keep your hands to yourself. We’re in public,” Cory said but a smile twitched his lips. He hit the ball and it went in the pocket.
 
   “Yes!” screamed Samantha jumping into Cory’s arms. “We win! Losers!” she pointed at me and Nate.
 
   Nate shook his head at me. “Sore winners,” he laughed.
 
   “Samantha’s like that,” I said with a smile. 
 
   After Samantha and Cory, well just Samantha, came down of their winner’s high I turned to her. “Samantha, give me your phone number and email. I don’t want to lose touch once I go back to London.”
 
   “Oh, of course!” she said and swayed. Cory put a steady arm on her. Too many drinks for Sammy. She grabbed a napkin and then looked around blindly for a pen. 
 
   “Here,” I said and handed her one from my purse.
 
   “Thanks!” she said. 
 
   She handed the pen back and I scrawled my information on the bottom of the napkin she had used. I then tore it and handed her my information.
 
   “It’s been so good to see you Sloane,” she said and threw her arms around me. I stumbled under the sudden assault and Nate steadied me. I didn’t flinch this time.
 
   “I missed you Samantha. Don’t forget to call me,” I said. I released her death grip and then hugged Cory. “Take care of her,” I said.
 
   He smiled. “I always do.”
 
   “Ready?” asked Nate motioning to the door.
 
   “Yeah,” I said.
 
   He opened the truck door for me like a perfect southern gentlemen. 
 
   “I’m really glad you came to dinner with me,” he said. 
 
   I laughed. “I’m glad I did too. Just don’t tell my mother. All I’ll hear is, ‘I told you so Sloane.’”
 
   He laughed at my imitation of my mother. “You sound just like her,” he said.
 
   “I am her daughter,” I said. 
 
   “Yeah, I guess you are,” he said still chuckling.
 
   All of the awkwardness with Nate was gone and I thought maybe I might have even made a friend. He pulled in the driveway and I scribbled 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 said. “I’d really like to stay in touch, Nate.”
 
   He smiled. “I’d like to be friends.”
 
   “Great,” I said and kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks for the date,” I said. 
 
   He laughed. “I didn’t even buy your dinner,” he said.
 
   “Thanks for the un-date then,” I shrugged.
 
   His laugh echoed behind me as I made my way to the door. Before I could turn the knob it swung open to reveal my mom jumping up and down on the balls of her feet and clapping her hands.
 
   “How was it?” she asked. “Did you have fun? Oh please tell me you were nice to that boy,” she said pulling me towards 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?” I asked.
 
   “Friends why? He’s such a nice boy,” she said. Obviously, not all her questions had been answered.
 
   I groaned and rolled my eyes. “Because I have a boyfriend mom,” I said. 
 
   She sighed. “Can I at least see a picture of this boyfriend?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t have one,” I said.
 
   She narrowed her eyes at me. “Does he even exist Sloane?”
 
   “Mooooom!” I drawled out the word. “Of course he exists!”
 
   She put up her hands and said, “Okay Sloanie. Don’t get defensive.”
 
   “Where’s your computer?” I asked.
 
   She pointed to the coffee table where her laptop resided. I powered it up and brought up Google Images. I typed in Siva Kapur. 
 
   Immediately, pictures of my amazing, brooding, arrogant, moody, man popped up. He stood in one of his trademark suits in front of the modern backdrop of his business. Whenever I asked Siva what his business was he would always sigh and say, “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 had his arms crossed over his chest, and a broody look on his face. His dark black eyebrows narrowed at the camera as if daring it to take a bad picture of him.
 
   “That’s him?” asked my mom.
 
   “That’s Siva,” I said. “The way most people see him. With me… he’s so different. Happy,” I said. 
 
   “He’s… handsome,” she said reluctantly. 
 
   I looked at my mom. “He’s way more than handsome,” I said. 
 
   “And he’s Devak’s brother?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah?” I said but it came out as a question. “Where are you going with this mom?”
 
   “It’s just- oh honey,” she said patting my knee. “Do you think maybe you’re attaching your feelings to Siva because you miss Dev? The next best thing,” she said with a pitying look. 
 
   “No,” I said shaking my head. “I love Siva, mom. 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, mom, so different.”
 
   She looked at me in sympathy. “Oh sweetie, you do love him don’t you? That look on your face- wow,” she whistled. “My eyes lit up like that whenever I talked about your daddy. I miss him,” she said softly.
 
   I hugged my mom. “Is it supposed to hurt this much, mommy?” I asked.
 
   “My sweet Sloane,” she said. “True love hurts the worst.”
 
   I was soon going to find out just how true her words were.
 
   * * *
 
   “Bye mommy,” I said hugging my mom at the airport. 
 
   “It’s so good to hear you call me mommy. It’s just like you’re five years old again,” she said. “And Sloanie?” she held me at arm’s length. “Be sure and let that boy know just how much you love him,” she said and patted my cheek.
 
   I swallowed. “I will,” I said finally.
 
   “I love you, baby girl,” she said and hugged me.
 
   “I love you, too,” I said. 
 
   She hugged me once more and then started away. She turned back and said, “Sloane, please try and visit more.”
 
   I smiled. “I will.”
 
   She smiled too. “And bring that man of yours this time,” she said.
 
   “Of course,” I laughed.
 
   She waved once more and then was gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   The plane touched down in London. It was good to be home. Home. This was my home now. Savannah, Georgia may have been my birthplace, the place I grew up, but London was where I belonged. I felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. But another one replaced it. An even heavier one. Siva.
 
   We departed the plane and I went to get my bags. Once that headache was complete I headed for the exit planning to get a taxi. But that wasn’t what fate had in store for me.
 
   He stood leaning against a column. Hands stuffed into his designer jeans and a loose gray sweater. His black hair, normally slicked back, was now around his head in disarray but I thought it only served to make him more beautiful. He was looking at the ground as if he wanted to melt into the wall and never be seen. He was 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 looked up and his violet eyes met mine. He smiled hugely but his smile soon turned to a frown as he remembered our last encounter and what had prompted it.
 
   I walked towards him.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I gasped, still in shock.
 
   A small smile tried to quirk his lips but he shot it down. “Making the big gesture,” he said softly.
 
   “Coming to get me from the airport is a big gesture?” I asked with a laugh.
 
   “Well, when you put it that way,” he said and smiled, a real smile.
 
   But that didn’t mean that the giant pink elephant wasn’t still in the room. I decided to clear the air.
 
   “Siva, I said I believed you and I’m sticking by that.”
 
   He narrowed his violet eyes at me. “In your heart do you believe that or are you just saying it?” he asked.
 
   “In my heart,” I said and put my hand over my chest to further my point. 
 
   “I would never hurt you like that Sloane. At one time that 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 added and put his hand on my wrist.
 
   I looked around the airport and then at him. “Can we go home?” I asked.
 
   He grinned. “Home? As in my place?”
 
   “Well, yeah.” I shrugged. “That is the place I’ve been living for almost six months.”
 
   “But you called it home,” he said.
 
   I smiled. “You’re my home.”
 
   “You’re just full off great one-liners aren’t you?” he joked. 
 
   “I don’t know about that.” I shrugged.
 
   He laughed, put one arm over my shoulder, took one of my bags, and led me from the airport.
 
   * * *
 
   “Siva?” I said that night during dinner.
 
   “Yes?” he said after he swallowed a bite of fish.
 
   “I’m going to quit my job.”
 
   He choked on his wine. “What? Why?” he asked.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. “It doesn’t make me happy. I need a change of pace,” I said.
 
   “Do you want me to set up an interview for you?” he asked, having recovered.
 
   “No,” I said. “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,” I said.
 
   “Why the change of heart?” he asked. “I thought you loved writing.”
 
   “I do,” I sighed. “But- I guess sometimes I feel like my life is passing me by.” I shrugged. “I want to do something different just to say that I did.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with that,” he said. 
 
   “So, you’re okay with it?” I asked.
 
   “Of course, Sloane. It’s your life. I’m not going to try and control you.”
 
   I smiled up at him. “I love you, Siva.”
 
   He grinned like a fool. “I love you.” He paused. “Can I take you to bed now?”
 
   I laughed and nodded my head.
 
   He grabbed me up in his arms and carried me up the steps.
 
   “I thought you were hungry?”
 
   “Not anymore. At least not for food but I’m starved for you,” he said.
 
   He laid me down on the bed and stripped his shirt.
 
   He pressed his lips to mine. “Oh, Sloane. I never knew I could love someone like I love you.”
 
   “I feel the same,” I breathed.
 
   He slowly removed my clothes as his eyes took in every inch of my body. He pressed kisses against every inch of my skin. I tugged on his belt and then worked at the button. He obliged by yanking his pants off. He pulled me against him and murmured, “I love you so much. I never knew I could.”
 
   * * *
 
   My hair hung in waves down my back. It was chilly today so I slipped on a pair of jeans and a thick grey sweater. Siva came up behind me wrapping his arms around my body. He kissed my cheek.
 
   “Quitting today?”
 
   “No time like the present,” I said.
 
   He smiled. “Good luck,” He said. 
 
   I took in his pajama clad body. “Are you going to work?” I asked.
 
   “No,” he grinned. “I’ve got something planned for tonight.”
 
   “And it’s going to take you all day?”
 
   “It has to be perfect,” he smiled. 
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you have planned?”
 
   “It’s a surprise,” he grinned like a little boy.
 
   “Okay,” I said and smiled too. “I’ve got to go,” I said and kissed him.
 
   Instead of taking the elevator to the garage I went to the lobby. I stood outside the lobby and hailed a taxi. I was surprised that Siva was letting me take a taxi. His mysterious plans must be very important.
 
   I handed the driver some cash and headed into the building.
 
   “Hey!” called Lyndi. 
 
   “I’ll be right back,” I said to her. She frowned but sat back down.
 
   I knocked on April’s office door. 
 
   “Come in,” she said. 
 
   April was seated behind her desk taping violently on her keyboard. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a severe bun. A wrinkle had formed between her brow.
 
   “Sloane, what do you need?” she asked looking up. 
 
   This was hard. I had worked here ever since I finished college. Avid News was familiar to me, the people my friends, and I was 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 cleared my throat. “April, I’m quitting.”
 
   She sighed. “I knew this day would come. You’re too good for this place. I’ll give you a good recommendation,” she said.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, “and I’ll take you up on that… one day. For now I want to do something different.”
 
   She smiled. “I can understand that. I wish you all the luck Sloane. You’re very talented.”
 
   “Thanks April,” I said. “I’ll get my stuff out of your way.”
 
   “Take your time,” she said and then went back to her clacking.
 
   When I came out of April’s office Lyndi came up to me and said, “You’re quitting aren’t you?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “How did you know?”
 
   “It’s written all over your face,” she said. 
 
   “I’m going to miss you,” I said. 
 
   “This isn’t goodbye,” said Lyndi. “We’ll still see each other. Maybe do lunch one day?” she suggested.
 
   “That would be great,” I said. 
 
   She went back to her little cubicle but leaned over the partition to talk to me while I packed up my stuff, there wasn’t much.
 
   “How was it seeing your mom?” she asked.
 
   “It was great. She drives me nuts but at least she makes me laugh. She set me up on a date,” I said.
 
   Lyndi laughed. “I bet you loved that,” she said 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 shrugged. “Actually Nate was a great guy. You two would be perfect for each other except for the whole distance thing,” I said, clearing out my desk.
 
   Lyndi giggled. “I’ve dated practically all the male population of London. I doubt one guy from America is going to tame my wild heart,” she laughed.
 
   “You never know,” I said.
 
   “That’s true,” she said.
 
   I dumped a pack of pencils into the box. Realizing that was the last of it I looked into the box to see what I had. Pencils, notebooks, pens, an eraser, and that was it. I thought there would’ve been more.
 
   I pulled out my blackberry and called Siva.
 
   “Sloane? Are you okay?” he asked. I hardly ever called him and he always freaked out when I did. No doubt, he remembered that night at the bar with Mac.
 
   “I’m fine, Siva,” I said. “I was just 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 said. “I’ll send someone.”
 
    “Thanks,” I said.
 
   “So you really did it? You quit?”
 
   “I did,” I said.
 
   I could feel his smile over the phone.
 
   “I’ll see you later,” he said.
 
   “Bye,” I said and hung up.
 
   “You’ve got that dreamy, drool running out of the side of your mouth, face,” commented Lyndi.
 
   “It’s called, being in love,” I laughed. “It’ll happen to you one day,” I said.
 
   “Yuck,” she said.
 
   I laughed. “I better go,” I said, “before April thinks I changed my mind.”
 
   Lyndi smiled. “Don’t forget to call me.”
 
   “I won’t,” I said.
 
   * * *
 
   The sounds of the outside world bombarded me. The taxis, the people chatting on their phones, the click-clack-clacking of heels. I smiled. It was nice to be free.
 
   I walked down the street just wandering. Going in and out of odd little shops I had seen but never had the time to venture in to. I walked a couple more blocks before entering a unique little bookstore. Every surface seemed to be covered with books. The walls, the floor, every available space was littered with them. A huge oriental rug covered to floor and the walls were painted hot pink and cobalt blue. The books ranged from just released, to obviously antique. String lights hung from the ceiling creating a tent like atmosphere.  The smell of old books was dulled by the smell of fresh coffee being made. I had to tiptoe around the stacks of books to make sure I didn’t knock any over. Suddenly a ball of golden brown and black hair came running at me. A pink tongue flicked out at me.
 
   “Astor!” cried a voice from the back.
 
   I bent down to the dog offering my hand for him to sniff. He must have deemed me worthy because his pink tongue licked my hand leaving behind a slobbery wet spot. I laughed and scratched the dog behind his ears.
 
   “Astor,” scolded a woman coming from a back room. I stood.
 
   She was pretty, probably around nineteen, and her shoulder length hair was hot pink.
 
   “I’m so sorry about him,” she said grabbing the dog by the collar. “Bad Astor,” she said.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. Just then a ball of gray fur jumped down from somewhere onto the counter behind me and hissed.
 
   The girl sighed, “And that’s Ruby. I’m not going to even bother apologizing for her behavior.”
 
   I turned around and glanced at the Persian. Her green eyes were narrowed at me and she hissed again. I jumped.
 
   The girl sighed. “She’s like that with everyone. She only likes my great-grandma. Two of a kind,” she said.
 
   “Are you talking about me child?” said a gravelly voice and a moment later and old, stooped over woman, appeared.
 
   “Of course not grannie,” said the girl.
 
   The older woman was… old. She looked about ninety-five. Her face was wrinkled and her hands were covered in liver spots. Her gray hair was wispy around her skull, barely covering it. She used a cane to get around. But her smile was kind and her pale blue eyes sparkled with laughter. She came up to me and patted my cheek. 
 
   “Hello child,” she said. “I’m Alice and this disgrace here is Mae my great-granddaughter.” She smiled at Mae and you could see how much she loved her great-granddaughter and the joking banter between the two was cute. Mae rolled her eyes.
 
   Mae looked at me. “Grannie thinks the pink is too much,” she said and fluffed her hair.
 
   Alice glanced at me. “The carpet must match the drapes,” she chortled.
 
   I laughed to. “I love your store,” I said.
 
   “This old place?” asked Alice.
 
   “Yeah, it’s great,” I said.
 
   Alice tsked.
 
   “You aren’t hiring by any chance are you?” I asked.
 
   Alice looked 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?” she asked.
 
   “Now?” I asked. 
 
   Her smile lit her face. “Great! Mae show- what’s your name?” she asked.
 
   “Sloane,” I said.
 
   “Show Sloane how to work the register and espresso machine.” 
 
   “Okay, Grannie. Do you need help to the back?” Mae put out a helping hand but Alice batted it away. 
 
   “I’ll get back there just like I got out here; on my own two feet,” Alice harrumphed and then shuffled away.
 
   “She’s a spit-fire,” I said.
 
   Mae laughed. “She’s a pistol alright. Come on,” she motioned with her head behind the counter. “This is the register,” she pointed to an antique monstrous contraption. “It’s intimidating, I know,” she said upon seeing my face. “But fortunately it’s not that hard to work.” She went through the instructions and then led me to a back room where an equally intimidating espresso machine sat with a cluster of odd little coffee cups around it. 
 
   “We always offer our customers a complimentary cup of coffee,” she said and shrugged. “Grannie said it’s called hospitality. When I reminded her that this was a store and not a house she turned her nose up at me.” Mae’s blue eyes sparkled. They were a shade darker than Alice’s. Mae ran through the instructions and then said, “If you ever forget they’re written down here. Just don’t tell Grannie,” she giggled.
 
   “No problem,” I said.
 
   “Think you can man the front? I’m trying to help grannie with some paperwork,” her voice was soft but with a husky undertone to it.
 
   “I’ve got it,” I said. 
 
   “Great!” she smiled and clapped. “If you need me, just holler. Come on Astor,” she said. The wheaten terrier looked longingly at me and then trotted after Mae. I took my post at the register where Ruby resided on the counter. She promptly turned her green eyes on me and hissed. I knew we were just going to be great friends. 
 
   * * *
 
   A part of me couldn’t believe that I had quit my job at Avid News and the other part of me was ecstatic to be doing something different. Mae and Alice were great and made me laugh. They were so accepting of me. I felt like I was part of their family and I had only met them hours ago. We were practically strangers. I was helping Mae and Alice close the store when my phone rang. I pulled it out of my pocket. Siva.
 
   “Go ahead and get it, dear,” said Alice.
 
   “Thanks,” I told her. “Siva?” I asked answering the phone.
 
   “Sloane, where are you? Are you okay? I haven’t heard from you,” he rambled into the phone.
 
   “Slow down. I’m fine,” I said. “I got a job actually,” I said and tucked a piece of hair behind my ear.
 
   “That was fast,” he said. “Where?” he asked.
 
   “Callahan’s Books,” I said.
 
   “I have no idea where that is but I’m coming to get you. Don’t you dare get in a taxi,” he said.
 
   I rattled off the directions and he promised to be there soon.
 
   I sighed and turned to Mae and Alice. Alice was grinning at me. “Is that your young man?” she asked.
 
   I laughed. “My very protective man,” I said.
 
   “My Willie was like that. Bless his soul,” she said. She turned to Mae. “Let’s wait for Sloane’s young lad to get here before we go. I hate for her to be here by herself,” she patted Mae’s hand. 
 
   Mae rolled her eyes and flicked a wild pink strand from her face. “Grannie just wants to see him,” she said.
 
   “I do not,” said Alice and stomped on Mae’s foot.
 
   “Ow,” Mae said and rubbed her foot.
 
   “You can go on. I’m fine,” I said.
 
   Alice looked sternly at me. “Nonsense, child.”
 
   Mae looked at me. “There’s no point in arguing with her. She’s a stubborn thing.”
 
   “You’ve got that right,” said Alice.
 
   I laughed at them. I was really going to enjoy working here. 
 
   Fifteen or so minutes later Siva pulled up to the curb. Alice and Mae shuffled outside to see him.
 
   “Mae, Alice, this is Siva. Siva, this is Mae and Alice,” I pointed to everyone. 
 
   “Nice to meet you,” he said.
 
   Mae looked mesmerized. Alice looked Siva up and down and said, “You be good to our girl, now,” she said. 
 
   “I wouldn’t be any other way,” said Siva. 
 
   Alice glanced at me. “You did good,” she said. 
 
   I laughed. 
 
   “Now if only Mae could find a nice young man,” she commented.
 
   “Grannie!” cried Mae. 
 
   Siva chuckled. “Well, it was nice to meet you ladies,” he kissed their hands and I swear they both swooned. 
 
   “I’ll see you guys tomorrow!” I called as they started down the street.
 
   Siva got the car door for me. He was chuckling as he climbed inside. 
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   He chuckled some more. “Only you could find a job an hour after quitting another.”
 
   I joined in his laughter. “It was kind of an on the site decision. They weren’t even hiring,” I said. 
 
   He laughed. “That makes it even better.”
 
   “You’re in a good mood,” I said. “Does this have anything to do with your mysterious plans?” I asked, using air quotes.
 
   He chuckled. “Maybe.”
 
   “Should I change for these plans?” I asked.
 
   “No,” he said and I saw then that he was dressed similarly. Jeans and a black sweater. 
 
   He drove through central London and came to a stop in front of a fancy hotel. The parking attendant opened my door. Siva handed him the keys and then took my hand.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked as he led me into the hotel. 
 
   “Dinner,” he said and turned left into the hotel’s restaurant. 
 
   “Siva,” I said warningly. “This place probably costs an arm and a leg.”
 
   “It’s fine, Sloane,” he said. “Don’t ruin this night for me,” his violet eyes flashed. 
 
   “Name?” asked the hostess.
 
   “Reservation for two under the name Kapur,” said Siva. 
 
   “Right this way, sir,” the hostess grabbed two menus and led us to a private back room. Everything was done in black and gold and cream. Before the hostess left Siva ordered a bottle of wine.
 
   We sat across from each other. Siva smiled at me. “Do try and enjoy yourself Sloane.”
 
   “I am,” I said. 
 
   “You look like you swallowed something sour,” he said. 
 
   I smiled. “It just seems a bit much,” I commented looking around. 
 
   “Nothing is ever too much for you,” he said.
 
   A waiter came to get our order. We both ordered a steak that cost three times what it should. 
 
   Siva took my hand from where it rested on the table. His fingers gently massaged my knuckles. I downcast my eyes. I couldn’t meet that intense violet eyed stare. It was just too much. 
 
   “Come here,” he said.
 
   “Why?” I smiled slightly.
 
   “Because I want you to,” he said.
 
   I stood and he pulled me down into his lap. His fingers tangled in my multi-hued hair. He pulled my mouth down to meet his. His mouth was warm against mine and clouded my senses. When Siva kissed me I couldn’t think. It’s like my brain decided to up and leave whenever his lips touched mine. My heart beat sped up. Finally, I pulled away breathless. 
 
   “Siva,” I said on a breath, “What if someone comes in?”
 
   He laughed. “Then they’ll see me kissing a beautiful woman.” He glanced at the table. “Looks like they already did.”
 
   I looked behind me at the table. Our food had been brought and I hadn’t even noticed anyone coming or going. That’s what Siva’s kisses did to me.
 
   I crawled out of his lap as dignified as I could. He chuckled and wiped lip gloss from his mouth. 
 
   “Laugh while you can,” I said. 
 
   “Oh I am,” he said. “Wine?” he smirked.
 
   “I think you know the answer to that,” I said. He laughed and poured himself a glass.
 
   We ate in silence, stealing glances at one another, and as the evening progressed Siva seemed to become more and more nervous. He kept clearing his throat and tugging on his sweater. He paid for the meal and cleared his throat once more.
 
   “Fancy a walk?” he asked.
 
   “It’s kind of chilly but yeah,” I said. 
 
   “Good,” he said and seemed relieved. 
 
   He took my hand and led me from the restaurant and out of the hotel. We walked across the street to Hyde Park. The night was nippy and the stars shone brightly. The moon was nothing but a crescent. He led me deeper into the park. Lights were spaced at intervals marking the path. Despite the chilly air Siva’s palm was sweating in mine. 
 
   “Siva where are we going?” I asked.
 
   “Almost there,” he said. “Almost.”
 
   He stopped in front of the Serpentine; a lake in the middle of the park. 
 
   “Sloane, I know we haven’t known each other long,” he said taking both of my hands, “and I know at times I’ve been a complete arse to you,” his lips quirked 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, Sloane. You’ve melted my frozen heart and I want the world to know that you’re mine. I never thought I could love anyone but then I met you and I find myself wanting things that I’ve never wanted before. I want you to be mine forever.” He pulled a small dark box from his pocket and got down on one knee. 
 
   “Oh God,” I said, “Oh my God.” Tears began to leak out of my eyes. “Siva,” I gasped.
 
   He took my hands in his. “Sloane,” he said and his voice was thick like he was trying to hold back his own tears. “Please say you’ll be my wife?” 
 
   The tears relentless down my face now. My heart felt like it may burst. I loved this man more than I had ever believed it was possible to love someone. But I couldn’t find the words to answer him. My throat had closed up.
 
   “Sloane?” he asked, nerves making his voice sound strange. “Will you be my wife?” he asked again. 
 
   I swallowed around the large lump in my throat.
 
   “Yes,” I breathed.
 
   He stood and his arms wrapped around me. He twirled me and I squealed like a little girl. He kissed my cheeks, my forehead, my hair, my eyelids, and finally my lips. He lowered me to the ground and deepened the kiss. He pulled away and put his forehead against mine which was difficult with the height difference. “I wasn’t sure you were going to say yes,” he breathed.
 
   I shook my head. “I love you. Why would I say no?”
 
   He chuckled. “I’m difficult, I’m moody, and I’m many other things Sloane. I thought those many things might be too much for you. And after what you walked into- well I thought you might say no. I had planned to fly out to Savannah and do this but I figured you needed some cooling off time.”
 
   “You may be all that, Siva, but you’re all that and mine,” I said. He laughed once more before lifting me from the ground and kissing me. 
 
   He put me down and opened the box. “Oh it’s beautiful, Siva,” I gasped taking in the ring. 
 
   He slipped it onto my finger. “It was my mom’s,” he said and then kissed the ring. 
 
   It was a marquise cut sapphire with diamonds running down the band. The top diamonds branched off from the ring and cradled the sapphire. 
 
   I wrapped my arms around Siva’s neck and kissed him. “I love you,” I sighed.
 
   “I love you, my future wife,” he said and kissed me once more. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Siva held my hand and his fingers kept playing with the ring now on my finger. The whole thing seemed so surreal.
 
   “Did you really just propose to me?” I asked as he turned down the street that led to his flat. I felt like I was dreaming. Never in a million years had I ever thought that Siva would ask me to marry him. And after only knowing each other for six or so months and dating even less than that? I was sure I must have been transported to some parallel universe. 
 
   Siva chuckled and squeezed my hand. “Yes, I’m pretty sure I did.”
 
   “Wow,” I said.
 
   “Wow,” he second. 
 
   He turned into the garage. “Are you… having doubts?” he asked.
 
   “No,” I breathed. “Just making sure this is real.”
 
   He laughed. “You weren’t sure?”
 
   “No, I wasn’t. I didn’t really think you were the, tied down, marrying, type,” I said.
 
   He put the car in park. Siva sighed and rubbed 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 said. He laughed to himself and played with my hand. “You know… I had planned to fly out to your mum’s and propose to you there. But-”
 
   “But I walked in on you and Alexa,” I nodded.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “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 Sloane 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 chuckled. “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 laughed. “I fell down on my arse and he pointed his finger at me. ‘Sloane, is a nice woman. A nice woman that 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 said with a laugh. I was surprised Siva hadn’t fired Jacob for that comment and the punch. But I knew Jacob was 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 that. I knew I had to wait until you came back and I knew for sure where we stood.” His hand came up to cup my cheek. “Sloane, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you I loved you sooner.”
 
   “You’ve told me now.” I said. “And besides, I should have told you too. I just didn’t want to scare you.”
 
   “Scare me?” he chuckled.
 
   “I was under the impression that you were a commitment phobe.”
 
   “Right,” he said. “I see why you didn’t.” He opened the car door but then stopped and turned to look at me. “Sloane, I want you to know that I understand that I have a lot to make up for in my life and I’m trying.”
 
   “I know, Siva,” I said and got out of the car.
 
   His fingers entwined with mine and he pressed the elevator button. “I will be good enough for you, Sloane,” he said.
 
   I smiled at him. “Siva, you already are.”
 
   “No,” he shook his head. 
 
   I decided to let it drop. I didn’t feel like arguing with him. After all, we had just got engaged, I didn’t want anything to sour my mood. 
 
   “Should we tell my mom?” I asked as the elevator rose.
 
   He winced. “She doesn’t even know me,” he said.
 
   I grinned. “She’ll have to know you now.” The elevator doors slid open and I dragged Siva into the family room where I had left my laptop. “I showed her how to work the video chat while I was home.  I hope she remembers,” I said powering it up.
 
   Siva flopped on the couch like a sullen child. “What if she doesn’t like me? I’m not exactly prince charming,” he groaned and rubbed his eyes. 
 
   “I’m the one that’s marrying you, not my mother, so I have to like you, not her. And you are prince charming, my prince charming,” I said and squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry,” I said.
 
   The green light was on, indicating that my mom was logged on, so I hit the button to request a chat. A moment later my fussing mother appeared on the screen.
 
   “This thing is for the birds. My goodness, how do you work this thing? Oh-” she said noticing me and Siva. “It works.”
 
   I laughed while Siva squeezed my hand in a death grip. I was quickly losing the circulation. “Hey mom, this is Siva,” I said and pointed at him.
 
   “He’s a keeper,” she winked. 
 
   “Moooom!” I said mortified.
 
   “Ello’,” said Siva. “It’s nice to meet you even if it is through a computer.”
 
   My mom giggled like a catholic school girl. “You must come visit,” she said.
 
   “Of course,” he said. “And I will arrange for you to visit us sometime soon. I’m sure Sloane will need your help,” Siva looked at me significantly. I gulped. I had thought I was ready to tell her but now I wasn’t so sure.
 
   “With what? What do you need help with Sloanie?”
 
   “Sloanie?” Siva chuckled. I narrowed my eyes at him.
 
   “What is it?” she prompted.
 
   I help up my left hand. The sapphire and diamonds sparkled.
 
   “Oh my God,” my mom said and fell out of her chair.
 
   “Mom? Mom!” I said getting worried. 
 
   “I’m okay,” she said and her hand appeared on the screen as she climbed back into the kitchen chair. “You just gave me quite a shock. I wasn’t expecting that. Engaged?” she panted.
 
   “Yes,” I said and looked at Siva. 
 
   “Wow, that’s… sudden,” she said.
 
   “When you know you just… know,” I shrugged.
 
   “Well, I’m happy for you,” she said and gave me a weak smile. “Have you set a date?” she asked.
 
   “No,” I said. “This just happened a little while ago.”
 
   “Oh,” she said. “Keep me posted, sweetie. I have to go,” she said. “I love you. Congratulations. Oh and it was nice to meet you Siva,” she said.
 
   “Love you too,” I said. Siva waved and then she clicked off. “That was odd,” I said turning to Siva.
 
   He rubbed my shoulder. “She’s just shocked is all. We haven’t been dating long,” he reasoned.
 
   “That must be it,” I murmured.
 
   * * *
 
   “Grannie!” called Mae. “You have to see Sloane’s ring! Looks like boyfriend decided to make things permanent,” she said twisting my hand so the sapphire sparkled in the different light.
 
   Alice hobbled in. “What is it child?” she squinted.
 
   Mae dragged me by my hand towards Alice. “Look Grannie! Sloane got engaged last night!”
 
   Alice peeped at me. Her gray hair was pulled back in a bun. I didn’t know how she had enough hair to manage it. “Engaged? Then what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be celebrating?”
 
   I laughed. “I have to work,” I said.
 
   “Right,” Alice nodded. “It’s a beautiful ring,” she added.
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
   Alice shuffled on to the back.
 
   Mae sighed and looked at me. “Grannie thinks I need to get married. But I’m only nineteen. I mean come on, let me live a little.”
 
   “I’m going to die soon!” called Alice from the back. “I’d like the chance to meet my great-great-grandchild before I go.”
 
   Mae laughed. “See,” she pointed to the back office, “what I have to deal with? It’s ridiculous.”
 
   “You know you love me!” called Alice.
 
   Mae rolled her eyes at me. “Half the time she acts like she can’t hear when one hundred percent of the time she hears everything,” Mae sighed and taped her fingers against the counter.
 
   “Get to work Mae and stop flapping your lips!” Alice yelled.
 
   Mae threw her hands up in a helpless gesture. “Yes grannie!”
 
   Mae went off to organize a shelf of books. I shook my head. Their easy banter was uplifting. They acted more like mother and daughter than great-grandmother and great-grandchild.
 
   From across the room Mae shelved a book and said, “I can’t believe you’re marrying Siva Kapur. I thought he was more of a playboy.”
 
   I sighed. “I can’t either. But- he’s so different now than when I first met him.”
 
   “How so?” she asked pulling her bubblegum pink hair up off her neck and then letting it drop.
 
   “Less angry,” I said. “He smiles more, laughs, acts like an actual person. He seems happy now,” I said.
 
   Mae smiled. “I hope you guys are happy and stay happy.”
 
   “I do too,” I said.
 
   * * *
 
   I walked around the corner from Callahan’s Books to a little café. I had called Lyndi last night to see if she could meet me for lunch. 
 
   “Sloane!” she called from a corner table. I wound my way through and plopped down at the table. “Long time no see,” she joked.
 
   I smiled at her. “Has April found my replacement yet?”
 
   “No,” she said. “It’s been a day. I doubt she’s going to find an adequate replacement in twenty-four hours.”
 
   I laughed. “You’re right.”
 
   A waiter came by and we ordered our drinks and a sandwich.
 
   “So…” prompted Lyndi. “I’m pretty sure you didn’t invite me to lunch because you missed my pretty face that much-” she batted her lashes. “So, what’s up?”
 
   I placed my left hand on the table. She didn’t catch the hint so I pretended to mess with my hair. Her eyes zeroed in on the ring. 
 
   “Oh my God! Oh my God! Oh my gawd!” she screamed in the restaurant. She jumped out of her seat and hugged me. “Sloane! Congrats! The invisible man put a ring on it!”
 
   “He did,” I said.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” she said, sitting back down. “I will be a bridesmaid right?” she asked.
 
   “Of course,” I said. 
 
   That is if we don’t elope first. I never was the big poufy dress type.
 
   “Are you excited?” she asked.
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m still kind of shocked. I wasn’t expecting it, you know?”
 
   Lyndi laughed. “No, I wouldn’t know. I’ve never dated a crazy guy before.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at the pretty blonde. “He’s not crazy.”
 
   Lyndi sighed dramatically. “Oh Sloane. When will you learn to take a joke? You’re too defensive,” she sipped her water.
 
   “You just- you don’t know him Lyndi. I don’t like it when you say stuff like that,” I shrugged my shoulders and ran my fingers through my hair. 
 
   Lyndi drew a finely manicured finger across her lips in a zipping motion. “Okay, I promise to be on my best behavior,” she said.
 
   “Thanks,” I mumbled. 
 
   “I’ll even help you go dress shopping,” she winked.
 
   I laughed. “That would be much appreciated.”
 
   “I’m thinking big, poufy, southern debutant gown,” she said.
 
   “Nope, no way,” I said, shaking my head with a laugh.
 
   “Aw fine,” she laughed.
 
   We ate our lunch and hugged goodbye. 
 
   “Thanks for being such a great friend,” I said.
 
   She smiled. “Thanks for letting me be your friend.”
 
   She turned in the direction of Avid News and I headed for Callahan’s Books with a smile on my face.
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   Chapter Sixteen
 
    Six months later
 
   “Oh Sloanie you look beautiful,” my mom said dabbing tears from her eyes.
 
   “Don’t cry mom,” I said, trying not to cry myself. 
 
   “Don’t mess up your make up,” Lyndi chided.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, fanning my face and trying to hold back the flood of tears. I had never thought that getting married would be this emotional. In fact, I thought it would be quite depressing. I mean, tying yourself to someone for the rest of your life? It has a tragic, Shakespeare, quality to it.
 
   But the thought of calling Siva Kapur my husband sent a thousand butterflies fluttering through my stomach in endless circles. I was getting nauseas just thinking about it.
 
   “Turn,” commanded Lyndi so I was now facing the mirror. 
 
   I thought my dress was beautiful. I had never thought I’d wear a wedding dress. I figured, jeans, a t-shirt, and the courthouse. But Siva wanted a wedding. And now I had to admit that he was right. But I would never tell him that. He’d get too much satisfaction out of it. 
 
   The dress was white, none of that off-white stuff, it was a one-shoulder basket weave organza style. Little flowers adorned the sleeve and waist. 
 
   “Bend down,” said Lyndi, holding onto my veil. She clipped it into my hair. My hair was up, with a few loose curls framing my face. “Stay down,” she commanded, when I started to straighten. “You may be short Sloane but I’m shorter.” She then produced a diamond orchid clip and slid it into my hair. “Perfect,” she said. “You can stand now,” she added.
 
   I straightened my spine and looked at my reflection. This was it.
 
   “Ready?” asked my mom.
 
   I nodded. She smiled reassuringly. Lyndi smiled too and handed me a bouquet of green hydrangeas. 
 
   There was a knock on the door. Pax, Siva’s friend and best man, stuck his head in the door. I hadn’t met Pax until a couple of weeks ago. He was Siva’s age. He was half Korean with slanted dark eyes and black hair that was bleached on the choppy ends. He was covered in tattoo’s he seemed like a nice enough guy but something about him frightened me. There was an undercurrent of menace that seemed to cover him. I knew he was a friend from Siva’s past. A past that I was pretty sure I wanted to know nothing about. I kind of wondered why he didn’t pick Jacob.
 
   “It’s time,” he said and flashed me a smile.
 
   I looked at my mother and Lyndi. 
 
   “Let’s do this.”
 
   “Milady,” said Pax sticking his arm out for Lyndi. I could hear the music starting in the church. I had definitely never thought I’d be married in a church. But it seemed fitting. This is where we met.
 
   My mom looked at me. “I’m so proud of you Sloane.”
 
   “Proud?” I trembled. 
 
   “Sloane, 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 gave her a weak smile. My knees were shaking. “I’m so scared mommy,” I whispered.
 
   She smiled. “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 breathed.
 
   “Exactly. Remember that, Sloanie,” she said. “Come on, show time,” she said.
 
   Pax and Lyndi were almost to the altar where Siva stood. He looked perfect in his black tux. His dark hair was slicked back and his violet eyes were shining. Even from this distance their purple hue captivated me. He was staring at me like I was the only person in the world. I was sure I wore a similar expression on my face. One of wonder, elation, happiness, but mostly love. 
 
   The crowd in the church stood. It was a small crowd. Intimate. I saw Jacob. Alice and Mae. Samantha and Cory. Even Nate. I was shocked to see Rajas and Lila. Even Siva’s mom, Isla, was here. She was in the back with a doctor and nurse. But she was here and that was what mattered. Our families were all here to see us married. It was an unconventional family but it was ours. 
 
   I breathed deeply and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other. For some unknown reason I had the insane urge to burst into spontaneous tears. Siva smiled at me. Almost there. Almost.
 
   And then I was there, at the altar, and my mom was putting my hand into Siva’s.
 
   “Take care of her,” she said in a whisper.
 
   “Always,” said Siva and kissed her cheek. She moved and took her seat. Siva looked at me. “You’re so beautiful,” he mouthed.
 
   I blushed. 
 
   The priest began the spiel and unfortunately I missed most of it. Except the part where I said, “I do.” Siva squeezed my hand and slid a large platinum entwined diamond band onto my finger. I in turn slid his band on. It looked like it had always belonged on him. Now everyone would know he was mine and I was his. Always.
 
   “You may kiss your bride,” said the priest. 
 
   Siva’s hands cupped my face and his lips came down on mine. My fingers twined into his hair like they had a mind of their own. I never wanted to let go. 
 
    He chuckled and pulled away. “You’re all mine now,” he said against my lips before kissing me again. He took my hand and we turned towards the people assembled. Rajas glared at me but even his sourpuss attitude couldn’t ruin this day for me. Siva was my husband. He was mine. This moody man who drove me crazy but I loved like no other was mine. 
 
   He led me from the church and into the limo waiting outside. He leaned over and kissed my cheek. “Oh Sloane, 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 smiled wickedly and his violet eyes darkened.
 
   My breathing came out ragged. “But Siva… everyone will be meeting us at the reception,” I said breathlessly.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he whispered conspiratorially in my ear, “we have plenty of time.”
 
   * * *
 
   Siva’s hair was sticking wildly up around his head and several buttons were buttoned wrong. I was trying desperately to fix it. We were a block away from the hotel Siva had taken me to the night he proposed to me where the reception was being held. 
 
   “I told you we shouldn’t have done that,” I said, buttoning his shirt. 
 
   He laughed. “You seemed to enjoy yourself,” he grinned smugly. 
 
   I shook my head and tried to get his hair to lay flat. My hair was beyond repair so I pulled out the remaining pins and let them fall onto the limousine floor. I picked up the diamond orchid clip from the floor and used it to pull some hair out of my face in an effort to look somewhat presentable. I smoothed the skirt of my dress and fixed the one shoulder sleeve. 
 
   Siva grinned. “In my opinion that was worth it,” he said.
 
   “They’re all going to know,” I cried. 
 
   He laughed. “Who cares? We’re married. It’s what married people do,” he grinned like a teenage boy. 
 
   I wanted to smack that grin from his face. Instead I just said, “Siva,” but he only laughed harder. 
 
   The limo came to a stop and he waggled his eyebrows, “Showtime.”
 
   * * *
 
   “You just had sex,” said Lyndi.
 
   All the color drained from my face. “How’d you know?” I hissed between my teeth.
 
   She giggled into her hand. “You both have that thoroughly just fucked look about you,” she said waving to my appearance and then Siva’s across the room.
 
   “Lyndi,” I said.
 
   She laughed. “Well it’s true. Oh and by the way, that Nate guy is gorgeous. Thanks for pushing us together,” she said. “I wouldn’t mind getting him alone in a coat closet,” she added with a wink. 
 
   My mouth opened and closed like a fish. She giggled at my expression but then sobered. “Oh God, he’s coming over here.” She patted her hair and smoothed her dress. 
 
   “Hello ladies,” said Nate. “You both look exceptionally beautiful. Thanks for inviting me, Sloane. Congrats.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, moving in a way that purposefully pushed Lyndi and Nate together. 
 
   Nate looked at Lyndi and back at me and then back at her. “I was wondering if you would like to dance?” he asked Lyndi. “If you don’t mind,” he glanced at me.
 
   “Go ahead,” I said and gave Lyndi a shove so she fell into his arms.
 
   Nate caught her. “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” she said, “and I would like to dance.”
 
   “Great,” he grinned and took her hand leading her to the dance floor.
 
   A moment later Siva appeared beside me. He nuzzled my neck and wrapped his arms around my waist.
 
   “Dance with me,” he said seductively in my ear. 
 
   I glanced out at the open ballroom. The walls, like the restaurant, were black and gold and cream.  Here in the ballroom the walls were actually painted black with accents of gold and the floors were a cream colored marble. Everything screamed money! at me. I hadn’t wanted a reception 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.
 
   I turned and grabbed him by the shirt pulling him out onto the dance floor. His caramel skin looked amazing against the white of his shirt. The smooth planes of his chest and stomach strained against the crisp white shirt taunting me. 
 
   “Feisty,” he said and put his forehead against mine. His black hair was soft against the skin of my forehead. A few strands were hanging in his violet eyes. He was way too delectable for his own good. I put my hand against his cheek tracing the sculpted planes of his cheek bones. Then I ran my finger over his scarred lip and then the dimple in his chin. He was moving us across the dance floor in perfect rhythm. I wasn’t even paying attention to the music and I wasn’t sure how he was. His violet colored eyes stared endlessly into mine. Violet and gold. 
 
   I took his left hand in mine and played with the platinum band around his ring finger. “This,” I said twisting it, “is very sexy.”
 
   He chuckled in my ear. “I’m glad.” He took his hand out of mine and cupped my cheek so that I had no choice but to look into his eyes. “I’m so happy that you’re my wife Sloane. 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 is… dark.”
 
   “Siva,” I said, “your soul isn’t dark. It’s anything but dark. How can you not see the good in you?”
 
   He bent his head to mine. “I’ve done a lot of bad Sloane.”
 
   “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 Siva. You’ve acknowledged that you’ve done bad and you’ve learned from those mistakes. You’re good Siva. When I look at you I see someone that’s good and kind and loving. I see the man that I love,” I said.
 
   He grinned. “That was quite a passionate speech Mrs. Kapur.”
 
   “I’m a passionate person,” I smiled.
 
   He twirled me some more and then it was time to cut the cake. The cake was a three tier black, white, and gold confection. Siva put his hand on top of mine and we slid the knife down through the cake. The night was coming to a close.
 
   * * *
 
   We were back at Siva’s apartment so we could shower and change before we left for our honeymoon. Despite my mother staying at Siva’s apartment he dragged me into the shower with him. He always knew how to get his way. 
 
   Once out of the shower I dressed simply in a pair of jeans and a plain white shirt. I was going to be on a plane for a while I ought to be comfortable. Siva dressed much the same only his shirt was long sleeved. 
 
   Siva had already put our bags in his sports car. My mom was downstairs sitting in the living room waiting to say goodbye to us. She had showered and changed out of her wedding attire. She was staying in the room that had been mine when I first moved in here. Her plane didn’t leave until tomorrow morning so Siva had offered her the use of the apartment so she wouldn’t have to pay for a hotel. I kind of had a feeling that Nate wouldn’t need a hotel tonight either if Lyndi had anything to say about it.
 
   My mom stood and tears glistened in her eyes. “My baby,” she said and wrapped 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 said.
 
   “Sorry Sloanie,” she said and released me. She held me at arm’s length and looked me over. “You’re a woman now! A married woman and one day soon you’ll have a family of your own,” she sniffled and patted my cheek.
 
   “Not too soon,” muttered Siva from the corner.
 
   My mom released me and wrapped her arms around Siva. He was hesitant at first but slowly he hugged her back. “You’re a good man,” my mom said, “take care of my little girl. She’s all I have left.”
 
   “You know I will,” he said. 
 
   “Ya’ll have fun now,” she said. 
 
   I hugged her one more time and kissed her cheek. “Bye Mommy,” I whispered.
 
   Siva took my hand and we climbed in the elevator. The doors slid closed and he turned to me. 
 
   “Are you ready to get away from everything?” he asked.
 
   I smiled. “I’m ready to have you all to myself. I certainly hope you left your cellphone behind,” I joked.
 
   He grinned. “I left my blackberry. I only have my personal phone.”
 
   Siva opened the Acura’s door for me. Siva loved this car. It was a nice car but I didn’t like the feeling of sitting on the ground.
 
   Siva climbed in beside me. I didn’t know how he fit his long legs under the steering wheel. He smiled over at me and picked up my hand before kissing it. “I never thought this day would come for me. I never thought I’d find someone whom I loved with every fiber of my being and I never thought that I would find someone that taught me that I was worth being loved. I’m beyond happy, no, I’m honored to have you sitting beside me Sloane. My partner, my friend, my life, my love, my wife, my everything. Thank you for teaching me about love,” he said.
 
   I wasn’t sure what to say to that speech and he didn’t seem to want an answer. He simply squeezed my hand and drove to the airport.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   The sun beat down on my bare stomach. We had only been in Spain for three days and I was already several shades darker. I was warm all over and I knew I needed to take a dip in the ocean to cool off but I was so sleepy that I didn’t want to move. A much needed wind ruffled my hair and I decided that maybe I could take a five minute catnap. Or ten. Or fifteen.
 
   When I finally managed to open my eyes my sunglasses were falling off the side of my face and my hat had fallen off my head. I grabbed the big floppy hat before it could blow away and stuck it back on my head. Siva was lounged beside me on the towel.
 
   “Hey sleepy head,” he said.
 
   I blushed. “Sorry, I know I’m not much fun.”
 
   He chuckled. “It’s okay. I get to watch you sleep. You make cute faces when you sleep,” he said.
 
   I shook my head at him and sat up. “I’m going to cool off. Care to join me?” I asked.
 
   He grinned and fingered the string of my bikini bottom.
 
   “Of course,” he said. He stood and put his hands on my waist. He leaned down and pressed his lips to mine. His fingers tangled in my multi-hued hair. “I love you, Sloane.”
 
   I smiled up at him. “I love you. Don’t ever forget that.”
 
   “Never,” he said and then grinned, “Race you?”
 
   He was gone in a flash, darting into the water. I shook my head. The little boy was back.
 
   I chose to walk instead of run. I preferred not to have people give me funny looks. I joined Siva in the cool ocean water. It was such a pretty blue-green color. I wished I could bottle it up. Siva came up to me and pulled me against him. The water lapped between our bodies. I ran my fingers over the naked skin of his chest and arms.
 
   “No shirt?” I asked.
 
   He shrugged. “I am in the water.”
 
   I narrowed my eyes at him. “I thought you didn’t like to show your scars?” I asked, running my finger over a pale raised ridge.
 
   “You’re the one that taught me to bare my scars. I’m trying,” he whispered the last part. 
 
   “I’m glad that you’re trying,” I said softly. 
 
   “Only for you,” he said and kissed me before he pulled me under water.
 
   I came up sputtering. “Siva! Why did you do that?”
 
   He laughed and shook his wet head. “Because I wanted to.”
 
   * * *
 
   ~MacAuley~
 
   I narrowed my eyes at the newspaper article. Married. She married him. 
 
   I threw the newspaper down along with my glass of water. The glass shattered and sprinkled my skin. I watched the tiny red rivers of blood run down my legs. 
 
   I hated him.
 
   I hated her.
 
   He ruined me.
 
   She fought me.
 
   I had thought I’d found my revenge when I destroyed his house. But no, that hadn’t been enough.
 
   Alexa had thought that pushing herself at him would end them. But nothing worked.
 
   Hate bubbled inside me. 
 
   Hate was poison.
 
    Hate was greed. 
 
   Hate was power.
 
    I had a lot of hate.
 
   I turned to Alexa who lounged on the couch watching me. She fingered her dark hair with a fingernail painted bright red. Her lips were the same color and at this moment they were lifted in a sneer.
 
   “What are you going to do now, Mac?” she asked.
 
   I narrowed my eyes at her. “We,” I said. “We are going to make them pay.”
 
   She smiled beatifically at me. “I hoped you’d say that. What do you have in mind?”
 
   I grinned wickedly and pulled the metal object from the end table beside the couch. I held it up and her eyes widened. 
 
   “They’re going to pay and their going to do it with their lives.”
 
   She laughed. “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.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said, “you won’t be left behind.”
 
   “Good,” she said with a smile and then I pressed my lips to her blood colored ones.
 
   * * *
 
   It was early in the morning when the sickness started. I couldn’t get out of the hotel bed fast enough. I threw the covers off and ran into the bathroom not caring how much noise I made as long as I could throw up. 
 
   I crashed down onto the floor. The tile floor hurt my knees and my wedding band clacked against the toilet. As soon as I got the lid up I promptly emptied my stomach contents.
 
   “Sloane?” I heard Siva call and then he was in the bathroom with me.
 
   “Go away!” I batted at him. Tears were now running down my face.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, holding my hair out of my face as I started to retch again. When it appeared that I was done he wet a cool wash cloth and held it to my face. “What’s wrong, Sloane?” he repeated.
 
   “I don’t know,” I said, holding the cloth to my face. Its cold temperature was soothing. “I think maybe I’m sick.”
 
   “Well, that’s obvious,” he said roughly. “What can I do?” he asked in a more gentle tone.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” I said. “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 snapped. “Just go back to bed,” I motioned him out the door. 
 
   “Sloane-” He began.
 
   “Siva,” I said, “I just want to brush my teeth and go back to sleep myself. I’m fine.”
 
   “Sloane-”
 
   “If I think I need to go to the doctor you’ll be the first to know.”
 
   Siva sighed, “Fine.”
 
   “Thank you,” I said, as he finally left the small, but lavishly decorated bathroom. I knew he was none too pleased but I absolutely hated being sick around other people. 
 
   I turned the water on in the sink, splashed my face, and wetted my toothbrush. I spread a generous amount of toothpaste on it and furiously scrubbed my teeth. I rinsed my mouth out and made sure that the only taste that lingered in my mouth was the cool of spearmint. 
 
   I leaned against the sink for a moment making sure the nausea had passed. 
 
   Finally satisfied that it had I returned to the bed. 
 
   Siva lay on his side fully awake. I laid down on my back and watched the sunrise blink through the blinds. Siva pushed the bottom of my tank top up and stroked the warm, tan skin, of my stomach. 
 
   “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yes Siva,” I said. Sometimes he was worse than dealing with a child. 
 
   He pulled me against him and said against my neck, “I don’t like seeing you sick.”
 
   I laughed. “This from the man that used to suck on cancer sticks.”
 
   “Damn,” he grinned against my neck, “now I want a fucking cigarette.”
 
   I sighed. “No you don’t.”
 
   “No, not really,” he agreed. “Although it would be nice.”
 
   I smacked his arm. “Your poor lungs. They’re probably ruined beyond repair.”
 
   “Nothing is beyond repair,” he murmured and pulled me closer.
 
   My eyes began to close and I hoped for an hour more of sleep. Siva rubbed my arm and the soothing motion was the end of me.
 
   * * *
 
   I awoke to the smell of food. I sat up and looked around blinking owlishly.
 
   “Morning beautiful,” said Siva. 
 
   I stirred. “Do I smell breakfast?”
 
   He grinned. “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 shrugged. “If you’re not up to eating that’s fine.”
 
   I climbed out of the bed and tiptoed cautiously towards the smorgasbord of food. I picked up a bagel with cream cheese and sniffed it. My stomach didn’t roll so I took a hesitant bite. Siva smiled and waited for my reaction.
 
   “I think I’m good,” I said and sat down at the little dinette. 
 
   “Good,” he said and sat down across from me. He pulled a plate towards him and took a forkful.
 
   The smell of what he was eating nearly choked me. “What is that?” I asked pointing to his plate.
 
   He looked up at me. His black brows were drawn and his violet eyes flashed. “Quiche.”
 
   “It smells horrible,” I said and put my hand to my mouth. “I’m going to be sick!” I cried, jumping up from the table and running to the bathroom. For the second time that morning I emptied my stomach.
 
   “Don’t say anything,” I hissed at Siva as he appeared 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. My body doesn’t handle climate change well,” I defended. 
 
   Siva narrowed his violet eyes at me. “I don’t want to argue with you on our honeymoon.”
 
   “Then don’t,” I pleaded. “I’ll be fine once we get home.”
 
   Siva sighed and raked his hand over his face. He seemed to be struggling with something. 
 
   “Fine,” he finally said and pointed 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 sighed.
 
   * * *
 
    I was sick every day for the rest of our honeymoon. I knew it worried Siva but he chose to keep his mouth shut. He was probably afraid that I might lapse into a mood and snap at him. I guess he could dish but couldn’t handle a taste of his own medicine. 
 
   Stupid, arrogant, moody man!
 
   You married him.  
 
   Despite my bouts of nausea I thought our honeymoon was pretty perfect. Spain was beautiful, the beaches were beautiful, and Siva was pretty even tempered which was a pleasure. I was sad to leave.
 
   The taxi pulled into the hotel pickup area and the bellhop loaded our luggage. Siva tipped the man, held the door open for me, and then we were heading for the airport. 
 
   I looked out the window and said to Siva, “I’m really going to miss this place.”
 
   He squeezed my hand where it rested on the seat. “We’ll come back some day.”
 
   “I hope so,” I said. “It’s so beautiful here.”
 
   “Anywhere you want to go,” breathed Siva, “I will follow.”
 
   * * *
 
   We walked into the flat and I breathed a sigh of relief. Home.  I collapsed onto the fancy white sectional. “I’m so tired,” I said and my eyes closed with my words.
 
   Siva chuckled. “Usually people come back from vacation refreshed. You seem to be the opposite.”
 
   “Shut up,” I said, putting my arm across my eyes.
 
   Siva’s arms closed around me and the couch disappeared from beneath me. 
 
   “Siva put me down,” I said with a giggle.
 
   “I didn’t carry you over the threshold,” he said, “so I’ll just have to carry you to bed.”
 
   He carried me up the stairs and laid me down on the bed. “I can’t move,” I said, trying to take my shoes off. 
 
   He laughed and pulled them off for me and then the rest of my clothes. He grabbed my favorite pair of worn plaid pajama pants and then one of his shirts. He slid the shirt over my head and then the pajamas up my legs and hips.
 
   “Sleep,” he said softly and pressed his lips to my forehead. 
 
   I awoke with Siva’s arms around me. The morning light was filtering in through the windows. I was covered in a thin layer of sweat and my stomach was rolling. Whatever bug I had picked up in Spain wasn’t going away. I lifted Siva’s arm off of me as gently as I could so as not to wake him. He looked so peaceful and I hated to disturb his dreams. 
 
   Once free of his arm I ran as quickly and as I quietly into the bathroom as I could. 
 
   “Sloane?” asked Siva as I was finishing brushing my teeth. “You’re still sick aren’t you?”
 
   I sighed. “No,” I said.
 
   He narrowed his eyes. “Don’t lie. I heard you.”
 
   “It’s just a bug,” I said and tears sprang to my eyes. I was becoming certain that this was not a bug.
 
   “Go to the doctor,” he said. “I can call Dr. Fletcher if you want.”
 
   From the stubborn set of his jaw and shoulders I knew he wasn’t going to let it go. “Okay. Fine,” I said. “I’ll call Dr. Fletcher and see if he can get me in.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said and walked away.
 
   I heard him leave the bedroom and start down the steps.
 
   I sighed and pulled my phone out. I rang Dr. Fletcher’s office and a kind woman answered. She was able to fit me in on Wednesday during my lunch break. Two days away. 
 
   I puttered down the steps. Siva was in the kitchen making breakfast. “Did you call the doctor?” he asked. 
 
   “Yeah,” I sighed, sitting down. “I can see him on Wednesday.”
 
   Siva narrowed his eyes. “No, he can see you now.”
 
   “It’s fine,” I said waving my hand. 
 
   “You’re sick Sloane,” he said. 
 
   “I think I’ll live for a few more days,” I said with a smile to ease his worries. 
 
   He grunted and slid a plate of eggs across the counter to me. He chewed a bite and swallowed. “I have to go into the office for a bit,” he said.
 
   “We just got back,” I whined. “You’re supposed to still be off today.”
 
   “I know, I know. But Jacob called and there’s some sort of issue that I need to sort out,” he said. Even his delicious accent didn’t soften the fact that he had to leave me.
 
   I sighed. “I understand. Just hurry back,” I said.
 
   He grinned. “And here I thought you were ready to be rid of me.”
 
   “No, never,” I said and kissed his cheek. 
 
   We finished our breakfast and I cleaned the plates while Siva dressed to go into work. He came down into the kitchen and kissed me goodbye. 
 
   “I love you,” I said relaxing against him.
 
   “I love you too. Always will,” he murmured and kissed my neck before he left. 
 
   Since it was Sunday and I had no idea when Siva would be back in I decided to call Lyndi and see if she wanted to do anything. She eagerly agreed and we decided to meet up for lunch. I meandered upstairs and into the shower. I decided to take the time to style my hair. I didn’t usually bother with doing anything fancy to my hair. But I had the time. 
 
   I finished straightening the last piece of hair and then dabbed on a bit of makeup. I dressed in a cute pair of white pants, a flowy red top, and a black jacket. I looked at the time and decided I better hurry to the restaurant. 
 
   Siva had left the Porsche so I grabbed up the keys. I wasn’t used to driving in the London traffic but Siva had forced me to learn. It wasn’t too bad but all the taxis freaked me out bit. Plus, the tiny little cars, bikes, and people that insisted on darting in and out of traffic. 
 
   I pulled up in front of the restaurant and headed inside. Lyndi was already there and stood to wave me to the table. She smiled when she saw me and pulled me into a hug.
 
   “Look at you! You’re so tan!” she said.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   “How was your honeymoon? Spain?” she asked. 
 
   She had already ordered my water so I took a sip. “The honeymoon was amazing,” I said. “And Spain… I loved it. It was so beautiful,” I said a bit wistfully.
 
   Lyndi giggled. “I’m glad to hear that.” Even though it was the afternoon she was already drinking a glass of wine.
 
   “So,” I said with a smile, “how did things go with you and Nate?” I wiggled my brows a bit.
 
   She laughed and fiddled with a piece of blond hair. “He was great.” Then she sighed, “I really like him, Sloane. He’s so nice and I can see myself with him. But-”
 
   “The distance?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah,” she sighed and her face fell. “We’re so far away from each other. How would that ever work?” She frowned a bit.
 
   I laughed a little. “I never thought I’d see that look on your face about some guy,” I said.
 
   She giggled. “Me neither.”
 
   “You know… you can always talk to each other on the phone and there’s video chat,” I shrugged my shoulders.
 
   She sighed. “I know and we’ve done that a bit. But Sloane- 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?” I asked.
 
   She got a dreamy look on her pretty face and sighed, “Yes.”
 
   “Then you have your answer. You just try,” I said. The waiter came and we ordered our food but immediately lapsed back into conversation.
 
   “Yeah, I guess we try,” she said.
 
   “He seems to like you,” I said.
 
   “Really?” she asked and her face brightened.
 
   “Yeah,” I said and nodded 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?” she asked.
 
   I nearly spit out my water. Instead it went down the wrong way and I began to cough and sputter. 
 
   “With Siva and I… It definitely wasn’t love at first sight,” I said.
 
   She laughed. “You’re such a liar Sloane.”
 
   I looked down at the table. “I know. It’s just… I met him for the first time at Dev’s funeral. How wrong is that? Dev just died and then I meet Siva and it’s like… bam!”
 
   Lyndi patted 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,” I smiled.
 
   “Of course I am,” she said and laughed.
 
   We finished our lunch and walked down the streets. We came to a pet store and I couldn’t help but go in. 
 
   The puppies immediately began to paw and whine for attention. “I want one,” I said softly.
 
   Lyndi laughed. “Are you sure that’s a good idea Sloane?”
 
   I shook my head. “Probably not. But-”
 
   She looked at me and sighed. “But you’re going to do it anyway aren’t you?”
 
   I bent down next to a black lab. He was an adult dog. The sign said that he had been found alongside the road, beaten, and the animal shelter didn’t have room for him. He looked at me with the biggest, bluest, eyes I had ever seen. His black coat was dull and his tail didn’t wag. He had a scar down the side. He was beautiful and he was perfect. 
 
   “I want him,” I said. 
 
   Lyndi sighed. “Siva? Yeah remember him? You’re husband. He’s going to kill you.”
 
   “But look at him,” I said, petting the dog behind the ear. The poor dog didn’t wag his tail or give me a toothy grin. I wanted to save him. I wanted to show him love.
 
   Someone that worked at the store came over to us. “Hi,” she said. “I see you’re looking at Jet. He’s a great dog. We’ve had no problem with him around the other dogs and he’s great with kids. Just a little skittish.”
 
   I stood up and said, “I want him.”
 
   Two hours later I was leaving with everything I needed to take care of my new dog, plus the dog. He seemed to know to go outside to do his business and he was pretty calm. Although, he didn’t like the sounds of traffic.
 
   I knew Siva’s building allowed pets because I had seen many on occasion. The big question mark was Siva himself.
 
   Luckily he wasn’t home when I arrived so I quickly acquainted Jet with the apartment and waited for Siva to get home. I made dinner in the hopes of softening the blow. Jet stood beside me the entire time. He seemed to have become attached to me. It brought a smile to my face.
 
   I heard the door and braced myself. Jet let out a bark.
 
   I closed my eyes, oh no.
 
   “Sloane?” said Siva angrily coming around the corner into the kitchen. “Is that a dog in my house?”
 
   “Our house,” I whispered.
 
   “Why is there a dog in our house?” he asked.
 
   I looked down at Jet who was looking at me sweetly. “I wanted a dog,” I breathed. “I miss my dogs.”
 
   Siva closed his eyes and clenched 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 said softly.
 
   “Sloane, you don’t know what I would’ve said because you didn’t ask me,” he said icily.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said and for some strange reason began to cry. 
 
   “Sloane?” said Siva softly. “I didn’t mean to make you cry. I’m sorry. You can keep the dog,” he said and enveloped me in his arms. “Please don’t cry,” he said, wiping away my tears.
 
   I hiccupped and he continued to hold me. “I’m sorry, honey. I’m just in a bad mood. My dad called today.”
 
   “Your dad?” I asked and pulled away so I could see his face.
 
   “Yes,” he said and pinched the bridge of his nose. “He wants us to come to his house this coming weekend. Something about reconnecting,” he sneered the word. 
 
   “Maybe your dad does want to improve your relationship,” I said and rubbed his chest.
 
   Siva shook his head. “It’s too late for his apologies. Eleven years too late.”
 
   “It’s never too late,” I said.
 
   Siva shook his head. “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?” I asked.
 
   Siva sighed and scrunched up his face. “I don’t want to but I said we would.”
 
   “Can we bring the dog?” I smiled.
 
   He laughed. “Rajas would hate that. So yes, we can bring the dog.”
 
   “Great,” I said. I ran 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 bent and kissed me deeply. 
 
   “Or we could do that right here,” he said and lifted me onto the counter.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   “Hey guys. I’ve got to head out. I have a doctor’s appointment. I might be a little late returning,” I said to Alice and Mae. 
 
   “Take your time,” said Alice. “Is everything okay?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. 
 
   “Call us and let us know,” added Mae. Her hair was even more impossibly pink today. “We’ll worry about you.”
 
   “I will,” I said and hugged them both. Mae and Alice had become like my second family.
 
   I slipped into the Porsche which had basically become my car. I had packed my lunch so I ate it in the car while I drove. I pulled into the doctor’s office and took a deep breath before going in.
 
   I had originally believed that I had picked up a bug in Spain. It always seemed that when I went on vacation I got sick. I just had bad luck like that. But now… Now I wasn’t so sure. 
 
   I didn’t have to wait long before I was called back to see Dr. Fletcher. 
 
   Dr. Fletcher looked much the same as I remembered him. Gray hair, thick gray beard, and kind brown eyes.
 
   “Sloane what brings you in today?” he asked.
 
   “I’ve been sick every morning for the past week or so. I feel fine otherwise. But Siva made me come,” I sighed.
 
   The doctor laughed. “He can be very stubborn. Congratulations on your marriage,” he said.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.
 
   He pulled out a chair and sat down. “So besides morning sickness what other symptoms do you have?” he asked. I flinched. Morning sickness. 
 
   “I’m irritable and tired when I shouldn’t be…” I whispered.
 
   Dr. Fletcher looked at me. “Sloane, I think you already know what’s wrong with you.”
 
   A single tear leaked out of my eye and I hastily wiped it away. I nodded my head. “I think I’m pregnant.”
 
   * * *
 
   I’m pregnant.
 
   Dr. Fletcher confirmed my worst fear.
 
   I was having a baby.
 
   Siva’s baby.
 
   I put my hand to my stomach and let the tears fall. I had always wanted kids. Maybe after being blissfully married for a few years. Not eight months after my honeymoon. I knew Siva wanted kids too but not now. He had proclaimed that very verbally one night when I asked him if he wanted kids. But fate had other plans. He was going to be so mad. I knew he thought he wasn’t ready to be a father. He had finally given me his heart and he didn’t think he could give another being his heart yet. But he was trying. 
 
   “In a few years Sloane,” he had said. “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 had assured him that he was nothing like his father but he wouldn’t listen and I wasn’t ready for a child either. So I let it drop. 
 
   But now a child was coming all too soon. I feared this news would send Siva back into his dark hole after he had finally joined me in the light. I didn’t want to break him. 
 
   This news, especially when married, should be joyous news. Instead I felt like I was dying. 
 
   A sob escaped my chest. How had this happened?
 
   “Nothing is foolproof,” said Dr. Fletcher when I had voiced the question out loud. “Sometimes these things just happen. I hope this is… happy news.”
 
   When I burst into tears and shook my head no he had simply walked away with a murmured, “It’ll be okay. He’ll come around.” I hated that the doctor knew why I was upset. Siva.
 
   Siva was ruining what should be a joyous moment in my life and he didn’t even know yet. 
 
   I finally pulled myself together, wiped my face off, and drove back to Callahan’s Books. I knew Mae and Alice were worried. They had already left several voice mails. It was almost time for the store to close. I felt bad that I had left them hanging but I didn’t want to see them like this. But of course, they would notice anyway.
 
   “Sloane, are you okay?” Mae immediately asked 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!” said Mae and she wrapped me in her arms. “What is it? What’s wrong? Is it bad? Oh, Sloane I’m so sorry,” she said. 
 
   Alice came out of the back room Astor at her heels. I didn’t know how she managed to not trip over him. Ruby hissed at me.
 
   “What’s the matter?” asked Alice. Mae shrugged her shoulders. Alice came over and patted my shoulder. “What is it pet?”
 
   When I couldn’t answer her Alice took me from Mae’s arms, led me to the back room and into a chair, and told Mae to get me something to drink. 
 
   Mae returned with some water which I tried to sip but it was difficult with all the sobs.
 
   “We’re here for you Sloane,” said Alice tucking a piece of hair behind my ear. “We’re your family.”
 
   I turned to her with red rimmed eyes. “I’m pregnant,” I whispered.
 
   Alice and Mae smiled. Then Alice’s smile disappeared. “Then why are you crying. These are certainly not tears of joy,” she said and wiped one away. 
 
   I shook my head back and forth. “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 whispered the last part. 
 
   Mae had disappeared and returned now with some wetted paper towels. She began to wipe my face. 
 
   Alice took my hand in hers. I looked 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 said and managed to get me to crack a smile. “Everything will work out.”
 
   “I hope so,” I said softly.
 
   * * *
 
   I walked into the flat and closed the door behind me. The click of the door closing sounded like the ticking of a clock or maybe a time bomb. 
 
   “Honey!” called Siva from the kitchen. I passed by a mirror and shuddered at my appearance but there was nothing I could 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 looked up from putting a chicken in the oven he saw my face.
 
   He sucked in a breath and said, “Sloane? What is it? How bad is it? It’s not just a bug is it?” he shuddered and looked down at the counter. “Are you going to be okay?”
 
   Tears leaked out of my eyes. He continued to stare at the countertop. He repeated the question. “Are you going to be okay, Sloane? Answer me!” he screamed. 
 
   I flinched. 
 
   “In about nine months I’ll be okay.” I laughed. “More like seven and a half.”
 
   He looked up at me. Shock reflected in his violet eyes. “What are you saying Sloane?”
 
   “Please don’t make me say it,” I shook my head back and forth.
 
   “Say it!” he screamed into the silent room.
 
   “We’re having a baby,” I whispered. 
 
   He closed his eyes and a look of pain shot across his face. “How did this happen?” he asked, his voice was so eerily quiet that I wished he would have screamed at me instead.
 
   “The typical way Siva,” I said.
 
   He smacked 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 whispered the last part. He put his hands on his hips and let out a breath. “We agreed that in a few years-”
 
   “You think I did this on purpose don’t you!” I screamed. “I’m not ready to be a mother! I’m just learning how to be a wife!” I shook 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 paled. “What are you saying? You’re not thinking about-”
 
   I glared at him. “Never! This is our baby Siva!” I put my hand to my stomach. 
 
   He clenched his teeth. “Then what are you saying Sloane?”
 
   I closed my eyes and pulled out the sonogram from my purse. I put them on the counter and slid it towards him. “This-” I pointed to the blur that was our baby, “changes things. Hearing our baby’s heartbeat-” I shook my head back and forth. “I’m saying that if you don’t want to be a part of this-” I bit my lip and tried to stop the tears. “I’ll do it on my own.”
 
   “Sloane! Don’t walk away from me!”
 
   But I did. I picked up my keys and left. I called Lyndi and cried myself to sleep on her couch. 
 
   * * *
 
   “What happened?” asked Lyndi sliding a cup of coffee across the breakfast table. I held the warm cup in my hand.
 
   I sniffled. “We both just kind of… freaked out.” 
 
   “About what?” she asked and sipped her own coffee. “Surely the honeymoon stage isn’t over yet. You’ve been married for like two weeks.”
 
   I sighed and traced the rim of the coffee cup with my finger. “I’m pregnant,” I whispered.
 
   Lyndi smiled and then frowned. “Shouldn’t that be good news?”
 
   “Maybe when you’re a normal couple but I think everyone knows that we’re not normal.”
 
   “Sloane,” she said consolingly. 
 
   I put my head in my hands. “He doesn’t want this.”
 
   “Did he say that?” she asked.
 
   “No,” I said. “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 just 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.”
 
   I sighed and looked up at her through my lashes. “Can I blame my actions on my hormones?”
 
   “No Sloane,” she said and laughed. 
 
   “He probably hates me now. We both overreacted.”
 
   “Yeah, you did,” she smiled. She put her hand over mine. “Go home. Talk to him.”
 
   I nodded and wiped away a tear. I had done enough crying the past two days to fill a lake. I stood and gathered my stuff. I straightened her futon and left her tiny flat cleaner than when I got there.
 
   Lyndi leaned against the door and looked at me. “It’ll be okay,” she said.
 
   I hoped she was right.
 
   * * *
 
   Siva wasn’t home. 
 
   Jet wasn’t either.
 
   The chicken was still in the oven. At least he’d remembered to turn it off. 
 
   I rubbed my face and yawned. I really hadn’t slept well on Lyndi’s futon but she had been kind enough to offer it to me with no questions asked. She really was a true friend.  
 
   I went upstairs and found the bed unslept in. I sighed. I wondered where he had gone. 
 
   I climbed in the shower and stood under the water until my skin turned prunish. Clean and looking better I put on some pajamas and climbed in bed. I couldn’t sleep though. The bed was far too big without Siva in it. Eventually I cried myself to sleep while I held his pillow.
 
   * * *
 
   Siva didn’t come home that day. He was gone all day Friday too. He didn’t return until late Friday evening. I hated how happy I was to see him. Jet was at his heels. Siva said nothing to me. He climbed under the covers and immediately put his back to me. Jet slept on the floor. I cried myself to sleep again. Siva knew but he said nothing.
 
   In the morning I ran 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 was. He glared daggers at me as I threw up. In my mind I tried to will him away. Finally he grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist. I watched him disappear into the closet. He didn’t say anything to me.
 
   When he finally emerged from the closet he was dressed in a pair of loose khaki pants and a long sleeved knit blue shirt. The shirt was beautiful against his skin and brought out his eyes. He was so perfect. Under normal circumstances I would have led him to the bed and proceeded to undress him. But not now. 
 
   “What is it?” I asked as he continued to stare at me.
 
   “We have to go to my dad’s house.”
 
   “Oh. Right. I forgot.”
 
   “I assumed. We’ll be home tomorrow night,” he said.
 
   “Okay,” I said.
 
   He walked out of the bathroom and then out of the room. Jet trailed behind him. Traitor. 
 
   I quickly made myself presentable and packed a bag. I knew that this weekend would be the catalyst of something. I just didn’t know what. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Siva threw my bag in the trunk and then slammed it closed. I flinched at the noise.
 
   “Get in the car Sloane,” he said when I continued to stand outside of it. Jet was in the back of the car and watched me solemnly. I finally opened the car door and slid inside.
 
   “Sloane,” said Siva and he turned to look at me. The car hummed 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 that we’re having marital problems. Can you keep this from them?”
 
   I nodded my head yes. 
 
   Siva said nothing to me the rest of the drive. The silence was killing me. I knew from past visits with Dev that the drive was quite long. Rajas lived a ways out of the city, on a bit of a cliff, overlooking a private stretch of beach. There was nothing for miles around it. Rajas Kapur liked his privacy… probably so he could throw his son out the window without notice.
 
   Any time I risked a glance at Siva his jaw was clenched tightly and his knuckles were white on the steering wheel. 
 
   At least I wasn’t the only one not enjoying this. 
 
   Siva cracked the back window and Jet stuck his nose out of it. 
 
   Siva had 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 pulled out my cellphone and typed my mom an email. There were several worried ones from her in my inbox and I felt bad for not being better about checking them.
 
   Siva turned on the radio.
 
   I sighed.
 
   He sighed.
 
   I read a magazine.
 
   He glared at me and then turned the radio up louder.
 
   It was going to be a long weekend… and Rajas hadn’t even been added to the equation yet.
 
   * * *
 
   The massive four-story, modern, white, glass house emerged as if from the ashes. Siva sighed and clenched his jaw. I didn’t think it had anything to do with me this time.
 
   It was the afternoon and the sun reflected brightly against the mostly glass house. 
 
   Siva drove up the steep driveway. Looking at the side of his face I could tell that he looked… scared. I had never seen that look on his face before. He parked the car and sighed. He rubbed his hand over his face. He looked like a frightened child.
 
   I wanted to comfort him but I was scared he’d lash out of me. 
 
   “It’s two days,” he finally said. He glanced over at me. I saw many emotions flicker through his violet gaze. Pain, anger, sadness. Finally he climbed out of the car, called, “Come on Jet,” and grabbed our bags.
 
   I sniffled, trying to fight my tears. I unbuckled my seatbelt and climbed out. Siva was already rolling our bags to the door. Jet walked at his heels. 
 
   “Smile,” Siva called over his shoulder. 
 
   I plastered a smile on my face. He twisted the knob and the door opened. Jet strode inside but didn’t take off like most dogs. 
 
   “Rajas! Lila! We’re here!”
 
   No one answered. Siva shrugged his shoulders and looked back at me. Rajas emerged around a corner.
 
   “Son,” he said and smiled warmly. What was this? The twilight zone? He patted Siva on the shoulder. Siva looked just as perplexed as I did. “You can put your belongings in your room. I’m sure that even after all this time you remember where it is.”
 
   Siva nodded and watched his father disappear. 
 
   “That was… strange,” he said. He looked down at Jet. “He didn’t even complain about the dog.”
 
   I smiled at my husband. “Maybe he really does want to make peace with you.”
 
   Siva laughed and said, “Follow me.”
 
   I followed him up the glass steps to the fourth floor. The glass steps thoroughly freaked me out. Siva thought my reaction was funny. I kept making these strange eeping noises.  
 
   Once on the top floor Siva led me down a hallway and opened a door on the end. Two of the four walls were completely glass. A mattress laid on the middle of the floor. The floor was thick white shag. Posters of bands and scantily clad women covered the walls. The dresser was covered in clothes, pictures, and books. Books were also stacked in piles on the floor and on top of the black baby grand piano. Pillows covered the bed and the surrounding floor.  A calendar on the wall was from eleven years ago.
 
   “It’s exactly the same. They didn’t change it,” breathed Siva. He dropped our bags. I put my hand on his arm. 
 
   Surprised, he leaned into me, his head on my shoulder. I felt his tears soak my shirt. 
 
   “I figured it would all be gone,” he said into my shoulder.
 
   I rubbed his neck and tangled my fingers into his hair. 
 
   “There’s a part of your dad that loves you Siva. Always know that.”
 
   He nodded his head into my shoulder. 
 
   “I’ll be back,” he said and headed down the hall. He opened a door and closed it behind him.
 
   I sighed and looked at Jet. “It’s just you and me now bud,” I told him. I sat down on the mattress and Jet plopped down beside me letting out a cute doggie sigh. I patted his head and instantly felt calmer. 
 
   The room looked nothing like what I would imagine Siva’s childhood room looking like. This was very much the room of a teenager. Except for the piano. I had yet to ever hear him play. I picked up a shirt that was lying on the floor. Eleven years later it still smelled like the Siva that I knew today. Like sandalwood. I put it back. 
 
   I stood and ventured to his dresser. There were framed pictures of happier times. His mother. His sister. His brother. Siva had gone through so much. A crappy father. A catatonic mother. A dead sister. A dead brother. And I knew that he believed that it was his fault. I hoped one day that he would learn that it wasn’t his fault. He never caused this. I picked up a picture of him with his sister. They were both smiling but there was a pain behind both of their eyes. She was pretty and young. She looked like him. 
 
   Looking at the picture I figured this was why Siva wasn’t ready for a baby. He had loved his mother, his sister, and his brother with all his heart and only received pain instead. I began to cry for this broken man. How could he not see the good in himself? How could he not see what there was to love in him? Siva chose to fixate on the negative whereas I looked for the positive. 
 
   Siva was scared to give his heart, to love and be loved. That’s why he wasn’t ready for a baby. 
 
   I put the picture back and accidently knocked over a box. The contents spilled out and I promptly bent to pick them up. 
 
   I blushed profusely when I saw what had been in the box. Cigarettes, marijuana, lots of condoms, and a white powdery substance that I was pretty sure wasn’t sugar. I scooped the items back into the box and put the box back on the dresser in what I hoped was the right spot. Siva still hadn’t returned so I ventured out of his room and closed the door. Jet whined behind me. 
 
   I walked down the hall and opened the door that I had watched Siva go inside. 
 
   “Siva?” I asked, walking into a cloud of steam. I saw his dark head sink down into the bathtub.
 
   “What is it Sloane?” he asked. 
 
   I tiptoed inside. Bubbles flowed up and over the pool-size bathtub. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked. “I was worried.”
 
   The water sloshed. He closed his eyes. “I’m fine. I just wanted some quiet.”
 
   My lip trembled and I bit it to stop the movement. 
 
   “I’m sorry Siva,” I said. “I’m sorry you’ve been hurt. I’m sorry for your pain. I’m sorry… I’m sorry for the baby,” I cried and fled the steamy bathroom. I closed the bathroom door behind me with a bang and disappeared into the first room I came too. I closed the door behind me and leaned against it for support with my eyes closed.
 
   When I opened my eyes I fell to my knees. Dev.
 
   This room must have been his. 
 
   When I had come here with Dev I had never ventured anywhere except the bottom level and the outside. I had never seen his room. 
 
   Unlike Siva’s room this one only had one wall of windows. The walls were painted a light gray and photos of different buildings in black and white hung on the walls. Dev was an architect and had loved taking pictures of buildings. His bed had a simple black comforter with white and gray pillows. Where Siva’s room was a mess; Dev’s was military clean. Not even a stain on the white carpet. Looking around the room I found pictures of Dev with his friends and family. There was one with him standing beside a brooding Siva. So much had changed since then.
 
   “What are you doing?” snapped a voice behind me.
 
   I turned around sharply to find Siva standing behind me, the door now open, with a towel wrapped around his waist. Beads of water trickled down his perfectly sculpted chest. 
 
   “I- I-”
 
   “Forget it,” he said angrily and strode away. A moment later the door to his bedroom slammed closed. I jumped at the noise.
 
   I walked out of the bedroom and stood in the hallway with my arms crossed over my chest.
 
   A few minutes later Siva came out of the bedroom wearing gray slacks, a tucked in button down white shirt, and a black belt. Impeccable as usual.
 
   He said nothing to me, didn’t even look at me, as he walked by me and down the steps. I sighed and followed him.
 
   He led me to the large living room. It was imposing. Two large floor to ceiling windows framed a large fireplace overlooking the cliff and the water below. You could vaguely make out the stone steps that led to the private stretch of beach.
 
   The couch was beige, large, and u-shaped. It dominated the majority of the room.  A glass coffee table was in the middle of the couch. A large grand piano showcased the corner and a huge chandelier sparkled from the middle of the ceiling. In fact, everything seemed to sparkle. Even the white hardwood floors sparkled. 
 
   Rajas and Lila were on opposite ends of the couch. She was reading a book and he was on the phone. Seeing us approach Rajas hung up. 
 
   Rajas opened his arms wide. “Make yourselves comfortable.”
 
   Siva sat down on the couch and I sat beside him. Coldness emanated off of his stiff form. 
 
   “How have you two been? I assume the honeymoon was well?” Rajas asked. I saw him flick his hand and a moment later a small woman appeared with two glasses of lemon ice water. I thanked her profusely.
 
   “Good,” said Siva.
 
   “Fantastic,” I muttered and couldn’t keep the sarcastic bite from my words. Siva glared at me. 
 
   I put my hand on his thigh and rubbed up and down. I gave him an ‘is this better look’. His violet eyes remained cool. I gave him another look that said, ‘bite me’.
 
   “That sounds… promising,” said Rajas and brought his amber drink to his lips.
 
   Siva took 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 said with a smirk.  “Dinner?” Rajas pointed to the dining room. He stood and expected us all to follow. Which we did… like the good little sheep we were.
 
    Siva stormed after him and said in steady voice, “I don’t need any help from the man that pushed me through a fucking window! You sick bastard!”
 
   Rajas lips lifted. 
 
   “Language Siva,” I whispered under my breath.
 
   “No,” he said to me. “Sloane, do you see that window there? That one,” he took my shoulders and pointed to a window in the kitchen, which we could see from the dining room. “My father pushed me through that window and left me for dead. He thinks I’m the one that needs help? That is fucking bull shit! I told you he didn’t invite me here to make ‘peace’. He’s still the same self-centered person he always was.” Siva pointed to my stomach and then back at his father. “You will not be a part of my child’s life. That’s right,” he said when Rajas looked shocked, “Congratulations Grandpa.”
 
   Siva shook his head, clenched and un-clenched his hands, and finally walked out of the room and out the door. I watched him disappear down the stone steps to the beach.
 
   I looked between Rajas and Lila’s shocked faces. 
 
   “I- uh- I’m sorry,” I said. “I better uh- go find him.” I don’t know why I apologized to them. They didn’t deserve any apologies. Rajas had brought Siva’s outburst onto himself.
 
   I slid the glass door open and strode across the immaculate yard. I didn’t even stop to admire the infinity pool or cabana. The whole house, including the yard, looked like something a celebrity would have. I guess Rajas thought he was one.
 
   I went down the steps that had been chiseled into the natural stone cliff. I had always been slightly frightened by them. They were steep with no railing and very narrow. 
 
   I reached the bottom and my feet sunk into sand. I looked around for Siva’s dark hair and pristine white shirt. I spotted him standing at the edge of the water where it would come up and lap his bare toes. He had taken the time to roll up his gray pants. His hands were buried in his pockets and his normally slicked back hair hung in his face. He looked broken.
 
   I came up to him and put my arms around his waist. I leaned into him and he relaxed, putting his arm around me, he had no idea how much that simple movement meant to me. 
 
   “Sloane,” he said softly and turned to look at me. 
 
   “Yes?” I asked.
 
   He shook his head and looked back out at the water. The sun was beginning to set making the water look orange. 
 
   “Sometimes I feel like… like I’m second best,” he hung his head. “If Devak hadn’t died you would’ve married him and you’d be having his child right now. Not mine.” He put his hand to my stomach and left it there. “Sometimes I think all of this is a dream and I’m just going to wake up and you’ll be gone. You won’t be mine,” tears glistened in his eyes. 
 
   “Siva,” I said and my heart broke for this beautiful man. “You once told me that love is hard, painful, and anything but pleasant.” I laughed, “I feel that with you, Siva. I love you so much it hurts. I didn’t have that with Dev. I loved him, of course, but now… When I look back on our relationship I realize that we were more like best friends. He didn’t make my heart speed up like this,” I said and placed 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 Siva. I fell for you Siva and I fell hard and I’m okay if I never get up.”
 
   He grabbed me by the back of my neck and pressed his lips forcefully against mine. I curled into his body. He put his other hand against my waist and held me close to him. 
 
   “Oh Sloane,” he said 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 said and kissed me again. 
 
   Lost in the moment I tangled my fingers in his hair. All my thoughts went out the window. I had my husband back. Nothing else mattered. 
 
   But then one loud pop! changed it all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Siva pulled away from my lips and looked wildly around for the source of the noise. I did too. He spotted it before I did.
 
   “Get behind me Sloane,” he said softly under his breath.
 
   “What- why-?”
 
   I turned to see where Siva was looking. 
 
   “I missed,” said a pretty brunette. Her red lips pouted as she glared at the offending metal object in her hand. “I certainly hope you’re a better shot,” she said to the person behind her. 
 
   “Alexa-” said Siva. I gasped. This was the woman I had caught trying to put the make on Siva. “Put the gun down. You don’t want to do this.”
 
   She smiled prettily. “Oh I assure you, I do. I loved you. I wanted you. You’re supposed to be mine!” she screamed the last part. 
 
   “Alexa-” said Siva in a calming tone. 
 
   Alexa turned and I gasped at the man that appeared out of the shadows. “MacAuley,” growled Siva.
 
   “Mac,” I gasped.
 
   Mac smirked at me. “Hello tease,” he said. He too, held a gun in his hand. “And yes Alexa, I know how to shoot.”
 
   “Oh God,” I whimpered. We were alone on the beach with two pyschos. The house was too far away for us to make a run for it. Besides that, I really didn’t want to get shot in the back. I’d much rather see it coming. Okay, maybe not.
 
   Mac turned to glare at Siva. “You ruined me.”
 
   “You did that yourself,” he growled. I put my hand on his arm. 
 
   “You took everything from me!” screamed 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 said. He was so calm. I didn’t know how he did it. I was shaking. 
 
   Mac turned his head slightly to the side and said, “I don’t plan on making it out of this alive.”
 
   Mac lifted the gun in the air. Siva’s eyes widened.
 
   Mac aimed and pulled the trigger.
 
   Pop!
 
    The gun was pointed right at me.  
 
   “Noooooooo!” screamed Siva and blocked my body with his. “Ooomph,” he grunted from the impact and fell to his knees. He put his hand to his abdomen and his fingers came away red.
 
   “Siva?” I breathed.
 
   Pop!
 
   Pain coursed through my thigh. I couldn’t stand. I fell into the stand. I looked up to see Mac aiming the gun at me yet again. But this shot would be fatal. Siva groaned. 
 
   I put my hand to my womb as if by that simple movement I could protect the child growing inside me. The pain in my leg was throbbing and quickly becoming unbearable. I was surprised by the amount of blood that coated the ground. 
 
   “Just get it over with Mac!” screamed Alexa.
 
   Mac smiled. “Certainly my love.”
 
   This was it.
 
   The end.
 
   It wasn’t coming softly.
 
   It was coming with a bang.
 
   A loud resounding pop.
 
   “Get away from her!” screamed Siva. Mac turned his attention to the new threat. Siva, weakened, somehow found the strength the wrestle Mac to the ground and try to get the gun from him. Alexa watched fascinated. Her plump red lips were twisted into a smile. 
 
   I put my hand to my leg and tried to stop the bleeding. Black dots scoured my vision. 
 
   Pop! Pop! Pop!
 
   I watched both men slump to ground. Blood quickly soaked their clothes and the sand. I didn’t know whose it was. 
 
   Alexa, satisfied, turned her attention to me. With her foot she twisted Siva’s head from side to side. She clucked her tongue.
 
   “What a shame. We could’ve… had something,” she looked regretfully at Siva’s still body. She strode confidently towards me. My grip on my leg became tighter and I grimaced in pain. Alexa waved the gun in the air. “You know Sloane,” she said looking down at me, “This would’ve never happened if you had just let him go. Why couldn’t you let him go!” she screamed. “He was mine! Mine!” Her brown eyes darted wildly around her. I said nothing. I couldn’t cry. I couldn’t beg. “You took what was mine!” Calmly she pointed 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 flicked 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 put her finger in the trigger.
 
   I closed my eyes.
 
   Pop! Pop!
 
   Slowly I opened my eyes. 
 
   Alexa glanced down at her abdomen in disbelief. Blood coursed from her body. Her dark eyes widened. Then she fell. 
 
   “Sloane?” asked Siva as he crawled in the sand towards me. He was holding his side and his face was contorted in obvious pain. “Sloane?” he said again.
 
   I took in the horror scene before me. So much blood. It didn’t seem real. 
 
   A new pain joined the one in my leg. I put my left hand to my right shoulder. Blood. She’d shot me. But it had missed its mark when Siva shot her. Instead fatally wounding me in the chest she had got my shoulder.
 
   I swayed where I sat. I couldn’t hold myself up much longer. Siva had ceased his movement and was slumped on the ground. I couldn’t tell if he was breathing or not.
 
   I fell back into the sand. The pain was excruciating. I stared at the darkening sky. At the stars blinking in greeting at me. 
 
   Then, all at once, the stars rushed at me. 
 
   The darkness enfolded me. Swallowed me. Absorbed me. 
 
   Everything ceased to be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   The steady noise invaded my mind. 
 
   Shuffling. 
 
   Voices.
 
   In and out I drifted. 
 
   Time meant nothing. It just existed. 
 
   “…out of surgery.”
 
   “Is he okay?”
 
   “Shot three times.”
 
   “Bad…”
 
   “…dead… crazy… how… find… them…?”
 
   I heard the voices. But it didn’t mean anything to me.
 
   I felt someone’s hand press against my forehead. I tried to respond but my body wouldn’t let me. I felt heavy. I couldn’t move my muscles. I couldn’t open my eyes. 
 
   * * *
 
   Slowly, feeling crept back into my body. When it did, I wished it hadn’t. I hurt all over. The heavy numbness had been better than the pain. My eyes fluttered. I could still hear the incessant beeping. The noise hurt my head and I squished my eyes tightly together to block out the noise. I was too weak to lift my hands to my ears.
 
   “Sloanie?” asked a soft voice.
 
   My head hurt.  The pain was beyond that of a headache. My stomach hurt too. I blinked my eyes open. 
 
   “It’s… too… bright…” I said. Someone closed the blinds.
 
   “Sloanie? How do you feel?”
 
   “I hurt,” I whined like I was five. I put my hand to my head and hoped the spinning would stop.
 
   “I’m sure you do,” said the voice. As my eyes adjusted I focused on the person in front of me. “You were shot Sloanie. How did this happen?” my mom asked. Tears leaked out of her eyes and her nose ran. Her eyes were bloodshot so I knew she had been doing an awful lot of crying.
 
   “I’m gonna be sick,” I said.
 
   My mother thrust a pan in my hands and held my hair back. She gently massaged my neck.
 
   “How long have I been out?” I asked.
 
   “A week,” she said. “It was touch and go there for a while.” She brushed my hair back from my face. “You scared me Sloanie.”
 
   “I’m sorry mom,” I said. I looked around the room for the person that I really wanted to see. 
 
   A nurse came in at that moment. I looked wildly in between her and my mom. “Where’s Siva? Where is my husband? Is he… Please tell me he’s okay,” I sobbed. My head was pounding and with the tears I thought I might be sick again.
 
   “Sloanie,” said my mom.
 
   “Is he okay?” I asked again.
 
   I looked up. My mom looked at the nurse. “I’ll be right back,” she said. “I’m going to get the doctor.”
 
   “Mommy?” I sobbed when the nurse had left.
 
   “He had to have surgery,” she said, tears shone in her eyes again. “He hasn’t woken up yet. He- It was bad. The doctor says he’ll be fine. This is just his body’s way of recovering. He’ll be fine Sloane,” she said when I started to sob even harder.
 
   “I love him so much. I can’t lose him. I can’t-” A new thought occurred to me. I looked up at my mom. “The baby,” I breathed.
 
   “The baby’s fine,” said a new voice. I looked up at Dr. Fletcher. “The womb is quite amazing.”
 
   I put my hand to my stomach and breathed a sigh of relief. The baby was fine. 
 
   “How do you feel?” asked Dr. Fletcher.
 
   “Like I was shot,” I said.
 
   His lips quirked. “Well, that’s understandable.” He came to stand by my right side and my mom moved the bottom of the bed. “Let me check your shoulder,” he said. With the help of the doctor and the nurse they eased me into a sitting position. The doctor eased the gown off of my shoulder and then removed the bandages. He poked and prodded the tender area. “It appears to be healing well. This one was just a graze. Let me check your leg,” he said and put the bandage back in place. He lifted the sheet off my leg and took the bandage off the wound on my thigh. My eyes widened and I had to look away from the gruesome sight. I could clearly see the bullet hole and the skin around it was an angry red.
 
   “You’re going to have to use crutches or a wheel chair for a while,” he said.
 
   “Great,” I murmured sarcastically. I had had to use crutches in middle school. The whole experience had sucked and I wasn’t looking forward to doing it again.
 
   “Rest up,” said the doctor. He nodded to the nurse. She inserted something into the IV. Cold hit my veins and I was out like a light.
 
   * * *
 
   Days later I awoke again.
 
   “Siva?” I asked before I opened my eyes.
 
   “Nope it’s me,” said a voice. 
 
   “Lyndi?” I asked opening my eyes. She smiled and put 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 said. My mother was probably ready to collapse. I knew this whole ordeal had to be hurting her.
 
   “No problem,” said Lyndi. She grabbed my hand. “We’ve been so worried Sloane.”
 
   “We have,” said another voice. Coming into the room was Nate with two cups of coffee. He handed one to Lyndi and kissed her on the lips.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I asked. 
 
   He smiled. “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 blushed and looked at Lyndi. I was pretty sure there was another reason he had come.
 
   “Well, thank you,” I said. I looked between the two. “Do you know… what happened to Mac and Alexa?”
 
   Lyndi sighed and tucked a long piece of blond 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 closed my eyes. “Why did they do this?” I breathed.
 
   “They’re both crazy,” said Lyndi. “Thank God you’re alive though. I don’t know what I would do without my best friend.”
 
   “You’d be fine,” I said.
 
   “Never,” she smiled and tears glimmered in her eyes.
 
   “I want to see Siva,” I said softly.
 
   Lyndi nodded. “I figured.”
 
   She looked at Nate and he disappeared, a minute later he returned with a wheelchair and a nurse. The nurse helped me into the wheelchair and fixed my IV and bag for transport. Lyndi knew the way so she steered me down the hallway and the nurse left. Nate walked behind us. I took in my surroundings. My room was located in the Recovery wing but Siva’s room was in Intensive Care.
 
   Lyndi stopped just outside his door and I took a deep breath.
 
   “Ready?” she asked.
 
   “Yes,” I breathed. She opened the door and wheeled me inside. I refused to look at him yet. I knew when I did that my heart would tear in two.
 
   “I’ll be just outside the door. Call for me when you’re ready to leave,” she said as she put the brakes on the wheel chair and positioned me beside my husband.
 
   I heard her leave. 
 
   “Oh Siva,” I sighed, having finally looked at him. His caramel colored skin was pale and waxy. He was hooked up to a ventilator and his chest rose and fell. His eyes were closed and his hair lay dark against his forehead. He looked dead but I knew he wasn’t and thank God for that. 
 
   I took his hand in my mine. It was cold and clammy.
 
   “Siva,” I breathed and tears fell. “Why did this have to happen? I love you. Please don’t leave me. Please,” I begged. I laid my head against the mattress and kept his hand in mine.
 
    I cried and I begged for hours until Lyndi finally came in and removed me. I didn’t want to leave and I screamed at her to leave me. A nurse came and shot something into my IV. I heard her say something about, “Trauma. It’s best to keep them sedated,” and then the faces and the noises disappeared.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   “Ready?” asked my mom. 
 
   I closed my eyes. “No.”
 
   “It’s time to go home Sloanie,” she said.
 
   “No,” I repeated. “Not without him,” I shook my head back and forth. They couldn’t make me go. I wouldn’t leave him. He might wake up while I was gone.
 
   “Sloanie, you have to go home.”
 
   “Mom, please don’t make me go,” I cried and grabbed her hand.
 
   My mom sighed. “Sloane,” she said sternly. “I am taking you home. I’ll bring you back tomorrow.”
 
   “But- but what if he wakes up? I need to be here mom,” I said.
 
   My mom sighed again. “Jacob is here. He says he’s staying the night. I’ll bring you back in the morning.” Her tone brooked no argument so I finally let her wheel me out of the hospital and into the taxi. I still pouted the entire time. 
 
   The taxi dropped us off at the front of the building and my mom wheeled me inside, into the elevator, and up into the apartment. 
 
   For some reason I was surprised to see that everything was the same. I had been gone from home for so long that I had expected everything to be different. But of course it wasn’t. It was all the same. 
 
   “You can’t go up and down steps yet,” my mom said and broke me out of my thoughts, “so I fixed up the downstairs bedroom for you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said and squeezed her hand. “For everything. Really. I’m sorry for how I acted. I just hate- I hate to leave him,” I whispered.
 
   “I know Sloanie,” she said. “When you’re dad was in the hospital with the cancer… I didn’t want to be away from him,” she sniffled. “I thought every breath would be his last.”
 
   “You’re not helping,” I mumbled.
 
   “Sorry,” she said and grabbed a tissue to dab at her eyes. “Where do you want to get fixed?” she asked. “Are you tired? Do you want to go to bed?”
 
   “No,” I said. “Can you set me up in the family room? I’m so sick of lying in a bed.”
 
   “Of course,” she said. 
 
   Once I was fixed on the couch with some reality show on to distract my mind she went off to the kitchen to make us dinner. I didn’t bother to tell her I wasn’t hungry. I knew she needed to do something. These past two weeks had been hard on her. It was easier to push aside my own pain and focus on hers. I could be strong for her but I couldn’t be strong for myself. 
 
   She brought dinner into the family room. She sat down beside me and became absorbed in the show. I tried to eat, I really did, but after three bites I couldn’t force anymore into my stomach. 
 
   I put the plate of food down on the coffee table. My mom gave me a sad look. “It’s okay, Sloanie. I know you’re trying.” She put her own plate of food down beside mine. “Here,” she said, turning me so my back was to her. “Remember this?” she asked as she massaged my scalp.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “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 said. “And now you’ll have your own little one to do this with.”
 
   I smiled. “If it’s a girl. I don’t think my son would want me playing with his hair.”
 
   She laughed and then stilled. “Oh Sloanie, when I think about how close it came to losing you, Siva, and now my grandchild-” she choked up. “I’m so happy you’re okay. I know Siva will be too,” she said. “I’ve been praying.”
 
   “Thank you mommy,” I said and patted her knee.
 
   She continued massaging my scalp and before long I fell asleep on the couch.
 
   * * *
 
    “Mom! Come on! Let’s go!” I yelled up the steps. In the past few hours I had gotten the knack for wheeling myself around. I still frequently bumped into furniture but at least I could get around on my own somewhat. It wasn’t fun being a twenty-four year old and having your mom help you to the bathroom.
 
   “I’m coming,” she said and I finally heard her feet on the steps.
 
   The Recovery wing was mostly empty when we got there. I breathed a sigh of relief, yet again, that Siva had finally been moved from the ICU. My mom wheeled me into the room. Jacob was still there.
 
   “Hey, how are you feeling?” he asked.
 
   “Better. Has there been any change?” I asked.
 
   “No,” he said sadly. He stood and grabbed his stuff. “I’ll see you later,” he squeezed my hand and left the room.
 
   I turned to my mom. “Go do something. You’ll be bored. I’m fine,” I said when I saw her begin to protest. “Please mom. I just want to be alone.”
 
   “Okay,” she said softly. “Call me when you’re ready to come home.”
 
   I nodded and watched her leave. I turned my attentions to my husband. At least he wasn’t on a ventilator anymore. I watched as his chest rose and fell on its own. I took his hand in mine. It was slightly warmer than it had been. His color was getting better too and his lips were no longer white. His long dark lashes fluttered against his cheekbones. I held my breath in bated anticipation but his violet eyes never opened. My shoulders slumped in defeat.
 
   “Please wake up, baby,” I begged. “You can do it. Please.”
 
   Nothing. I sighed.
 
    His fingers twitched in mine. I held my breath. He would wake up soon. He would. I just had to be patient.
 
   I closed my eyes and held both his hands in mine. I struck up a one-way conversation. Time continued to pass and like clockwork I made it back to the same thing I said 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 said. “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?” croaked a voice. 
 
   Startled I looked up. 
 
   “Oh Siva,” I sobbed. 
 
   “Don’t… cry…” he said. His other hand pulled some hairs from my face so he could see me better.
 
   “Babe, don’t move,” I said. “You’re still hurt.”
 
   “I’m… fine… maybe a little… thirsty,” he said.
 
   “I’ll get you some water,” I said and then realized I was in the wheelchair. I laughed lightly, “Okay, maybe I’ll get someone else to get it.”
 
   I pushed the call button and a moment later a nurse appeared. “Look who’s up! I’ll get the doctor,” she turned to leave.
 
   “And some water please,” I said.
 
   “Certainly,” she said looking back over her shoulder.
 
   I turned back to my husband. “I love you,” I sobbed. “I’ve been so scared.”
 
   “I’m here,” he said, “I’m fine.”
 
   “I can’t lose you, Siva. I can’t,” I sobbed.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere Sloane,” he said. 
 
   The nurse returned with a Styrofoam cup of water and Dr. Fletcher came in behind her. Apparently Dr. Fletcher could do it all. He was there for sick calls, the baby, and he had even performed Siva’s surgery. He was a miracle worker.
 
   Dr. Fletcher went down a list of questions to which Siva answered. Siva had been shot twice in the abdomen and once in his arm. I didn’t know how he was still alive. The doctor left and Siva and I were alone once more.
 
   “You took a bullet for me,” I murmured.
 
   “I love you Sloane. I wasn’t going to let him hurt you. But he did anyway,” he sighed, looking at my wounds. 
 
   “You shouldn’t have done that,” I said, shaking my head. “He could’ve killed you.”
 
   Siva looked at me and tears glistened in his eyes. “Better me than you and the baby,” he said and gently placed 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 frowned and I watched the scar slashing through his lip move. He was so handsome it hurt. Even confined to a hospital bed he was perfect. 
 
   “We didn’t plan this,” I said softly. 
 
   He shook 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 kissed him.
 
   My mom came in some time later. “Sloane, I told you to call me,” she reprimanded me.
 
   “Sorry mom,” I said.
 
   “Sorry Tammi,” said Siva with a grin. 
 
   “Oh my God!” She said and burst into tears. 
 
   I looked back at Siva. His violet eyes widened. He hadn’t been expecting that kind of reaction from my mother. I hadn’t either. 
 
   “You’re okay,” she said. “You’re both going to be okay.”
 
   And we would be.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    Five months later
 
   The baby’s room was decorated and ready. The walls were purple and the crib was white. The bedding a pale lavender. Siva and I had painted it ourselves, I added some white bunnies frolicking on the walls, and he had put all the furniture together. I had 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 had 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 couldn’t believe that in just four short weeks our daughter would be here. I rested my hands against my stomach and smiled blissfully. 
 
   We had had several complications throughout my pregnancy do to the trauma my body sustained from the gun shots. But I had held on and now we were in the clear. The baby was fine and I was fine.
 
   Siva had been crazy, well crazier than usual, fussing over me and our unborn daughter. I was surprised he hadn’t shut down yet. He hardly seemed to sleep. Apparently he thought I’d go into labor while I slept and not wake up. I told him he was silly. 
 
   I sat down in the rocker and envisioned my daughter in my arms. I couldn’t wait to hold her. I strode over to the crib and placed my hands on the iron rails. The crib was off white and vintage looking. It was perfect. I picked up a pale purple blanked that smelled like a baby despite there not actually being one yet. My fingers skimmed over the soft purple and gray bedding. She would be here soon.
 
   I ventured to the changing table, which had been my destination when I first came in here, and grabbed the diaper bag. I pulled out a couple of onesies, diapers, blankets, and a going home outfit. Dr. Fletcher said the baby could come at any time. He figured she’d come early but now he was breathing a sigh of relief, as were Siva and I, because now an early birth was not a danger for our little one.
 
   I zipped up the diaper bag and carried it into our bedroom. I placed it next to my suitcase. I was being extra cautious in having everything ready. I knew when I went into labor that Siva would go into a tizzy. I wanted to make this as easy on him as possible. He had been great the past couple of months, despite us both having to do physical therapy and the worry over the baby. 
 
   I puttered down the steps, lovingly stroking the squirming baby inside me, a smile on my face.
 
   “Hey beautiful,” Siva said and pulled me in for a kiss. He then put his hands on my stomach and bent to kiss it to. “And hello to my new beauty,” he said. The baby kicked his hand and he grinned.
 
   “Hello Sloane. I hope you’re well,” Rajas cleared his throat.
 
   “I’m great,” I smiled, glowing. “Just ready to not be fat anymore,” I laughed.
 
   “You’re not fat,” said Siva and he kissed me again. “You’re pregnant with my child and you’re beautiful.”
 
   I lightly punched his stomach. “What are you making? Mommy and baby are hungry.”
 
   He laughed. “Roast with vegetables.”
 
   “Have I told you how much I love you?” I asked.
 
   He grinned. “Not enough.”
 
   “I love you,” I smiled.
 
   “I love you Sloane,” he said and kissed me again despite his father’s presence. After the… incident Rajas had completely turned around. I think he realized how close he came to losing all his children and knew that he didn’t want to miss out. He became gooey-eyed whenever he talked about the arrival of his granddaughter. Lila hardly spoke. She struck me as the, go-with-the-flow, type of person.
 
   “I’m glad you could join us,” I said to Rajas when I finally disentangled myself from Siva.
 
   “Well you never know how much time you may have left. I’m just happy my son has… embraced me,” Rajas took 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 that Siva was awake. Siva was scared to let his father in and I didn’t blame him. Sometimes you become sick of trying and you decide that 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 knew he hated the idea of our daughter ever looking at him the way he looked at his own. He was trying and that was what mattered. I loved him even more for it. He even played the piano now. The baby always kicked merrily when he did.
 
   Siva sectioned off pieces of the roast and placed them on everyone’s plates. Starving, I dug into mine as I walked to the dining table. Siva laughed behind me. I shot him a dirty look as I plopped into a seat. Rajas, Lila, and Siva took their seats. I was already a quarter of the way through my plate. 
 
   We finished dinner and Lila helped me wash the dishes while Rajas and Siva spoke. 
 
   My stomach was hurting and my back was killing me. I couldn’t wait to run a hot tub of water and relax into its warm depths. 
 
   “I’m happy they’re working things out,” said Lila as she dried a plate. Her pale blond hair was pulled back from her face.
 
   “Me too,” I said. “I hate seeing Siva hurt.”
 
   “I… I hated him for quite awhile after he pushed Siva through that window. He begged me to stay with him,” she said softly.
 
   I swallowed. “It’s in the past.”
 
   I hated thinking about Siva going through that window. It wasn’t like I had been there but I had seen what it had done to him. The physical and emotional damage. 
 
   “I just want you to know that I’m sorry.”
 
   “Lila,” I said, “I’m not the one you should be apologizing to.”
 
   “I know,” she said.
 
   “Lila-” I said suddenly, in a strained voice.
 
   “What?” she asked, looking at my pale face. 
 
   I squeezed the countertop between my fingers. “Get… Siva…” I ground between my teeth.
 
   Her blue eyes widened. “Siva!” I heard her call as she left 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 came running into the kitchen. He took my hand from the countertop and put it in his. 
 
   “Sloane?” he said, bending down to my level. “What’s wrong? Tell me.”
 
   “The baby’s coming,” I hissed between my teeth.
 
   “Now?” he asked shocked. 
 
   “Yes now!” I snapped looking down at the floor that was now covered in liquid. 
 
   “Shit! Fuck! Damn it!” he yelled.
 
   I smiled 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 asked, looking around frantically and patting his pockets like he might find them there.
 
   “Bedroom. Foyer.” I answered him.
 
   He took off upstairs.
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Rajas appearing in the doorway. 
 
   “She’s having the baby,” said Lila.
 
   “Now?” asked Rajas. Siva and his father were so much alike sometimes that it was hysterical. 
 
   “Yes now,” I snapped like I had with Siva. 
 
   Siva came thundering down the steps with the suitcase and diaper bag. “Keys, keys, keys,” he kept chanting to himself.
 
   I heard the front door open and close.
 
   “Fuck!” he cried coming back inside. “I forgot the wife part.”
 
   I laughed. He came running into the kitchen and grabbed my hand. Rajas and Lila followed behind. “Bags, keys, wife. Am I missing anything?” he asked.
 
   “We’re good,” I said.
 
   “We’ll follow you to the hospital,” said Rajas.
 
   “Okay,” said Siva. He was starting to sweat bullets.
 
   * * *
 
   I was hooked up to all kinds of monitors and Siva was sitting in the chair his long legs bouncing up and down in nervous anticipation.
 
   “Don’t forget to call my mom,” I said.
 
   “Shit,” he muttered and pulled out his cell phone.
 
   “Language Siva,” I scolded.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. I think that was the first time that he ever apologized for his use of foul language.
 
   He rang my mom and she answered. I had no clue what time it was there. He told her the baby was coming and that he’d call the airport and get her a plane. I could hear her freaking out but I was in too much pain to comfort her. I was stubborn and planned to do this the all-natural way much to Siva’s chagrin. He said my pain caused him pain. I just didn’t want to be drugged. After being shot… well… I’d had enough drugs to last me a lifetime.
 
   The doctor returned and checked me. 
 
   “It’s time to push Sloane,” said Dr. Fletcher.
 
   The doctor and nurses got everything set up and handed Siva a pair of scrubs. 
 
   “You make scrubs look hot,” I joked.
 
   He smiled. “You’re having our baby Sloane. Stop making jokes.” He put his forehead to mine. 
 
   “Let’s do this,” said the doctor. I looked at Siva and gripped his hand. “Push. Push. Push.”
 
   I pushed with all I had. I wanted to see my little girl.
 
   “Almost there. One more push.”
 
   I looked at Siva. His violet eyes reflected the same fear that mine held and then the fear was gone… replaced by awe and joy.
 
   “It’s a girl,” said Dr. Fletcher, holding up the screaming, squirming child. She was beautiful and she was ours. 
 
   I burst into tears. “I love you,” I sobbed into Siva’s shoulder.
 
   “I love you too,” he said and kissed me. “So much.”
 
   The nurse placed my daughter in my arms. A tear leaked out of the corner of her eye. She had a head full of black hair like her daddy and his eyes. 
 
   Those violet eyes blinked owlishly at me from the face of my daughter.  
 
   “We did this,” said Siva. “We created this,” he gently rubbed her hat covered head. “What are we going to name her? We never talked about names,” he said.
 
   I looked at our daughter, who was looking up at us with those wide us, “Violet,” I blurted.
 
   Siva looked at me and then back down at our daughter. “It’s perfect.”
 
   * * *
 
   “Let me see my granddaughter,” said Rajas coming into the room the next morning. I was so very tired but happier than I had ever been.
 
   Siva was in the corner holding the tiny squirming bundle in his arms as he sang to her softly. Rajas walked over to Siva and placed his hand on his granddaughter’s head. Lila smiled.
 
   “She’s beautiful,” Lila and Rajas said simultaneously. 
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
   Siva reluctantly handed the baby to his father.
 
   “What’s her name?” asked Rajas.
 
   “Violet,” said Siva. “Violet Saia Kapur.”
 
   Rajas smiled and tears moistened his dark eyes. 
 
   Siva came over and squeezed my hand. “I’ll be right back,” he said and kissed me.
 
   I watched Rajas hold my daughter. His dark eyes no longer seemed evil. He was happy. I was glad he’d finally made peace. 
 
   “Violet,” he crooned. “What a beautiful violet you are,” he said.
 
   I smiled.
 
   “You have your grandma Isla’s eyes. Your daddy’s too. Oh you’re going to be so spoiled,” he said.
 
   “Let me hold her,” said Lila.
 
   Rajas handed his wife the baby. Violet let out a tiny baby sigh.
 
   Siva came back in pushing a wheelchair with someone else behind him. “The grandmas are here!” 
 
   I smiled at Isla, whom Siva pushed into the room, and then I saw my own mother behind him.
 
   “You’re here!” I exclaimed.
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t be here for the birth,” she said. My mom had planned to fly up two weeks from now and stay until the baby came.
 
   Siva laughed. “Well, Violet had other plans for us. She’s just like her parents. She has to make a statement.”
 
   “Ooh! Let me see her,” my mom said, already reaching for the baby. Lila handed her the baby.
 
   “Isn’t she perfect Tammi?” asked Siva, the proud father already. I dreaded the day she started to date.
 
   “Look at all her hair,” said my mom. “She’s so beautiful. I swear there’s never been a more beautiful baby. Sorry Sloane,” she said over her shoulder.
 
   I laughed. “It’s fine. I agree completely with you. Plus, I was an ugly baby.”
 
   My mom chuckled. “No you were beautiful. But this little one… She’s…”
 
   “I know,” I said. “I can’t believe she’s mine.”
 
   Siva smiled and kissed me and then went over to his mother. He bent so he was at her level. “Mum? Do you want to meet your granddaughter?” she nodded her head. “Would you like to hold her?” he asked. She held out her hands. Siva smiled and took Violet from my mom. He placed our daughter gently in Isla’s arms but kept his grip on the baby too. She was much too frail to hold the squirming bundle on her own. 
 
   “Beautiful,” said Isla. I was surprised to hear her voice. It was soft sounding. 
 
   “Thank you mum,” said Siva and he kissed her cheek. Isla smiled. 
 
   Isla began to sing to the baby. It wasn’t the haunting song she sang the first time I met her but instead a soft sounding lullaby.
 
   I watched my husband tear up. “She used to sing that to us when we were babies.”
 
   I looked around at my family. At Rajas and Lila. My mom. Lastly, Siva, Isla, and our baby Violet. I had everything I ever wanted or needed right in this room. I couldn’t be any happier.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   Three years later
 
   The bed was cold. I trailed my fingers over to Siva’s side but my fingers only met emptiness. I sat up in bed and looked around. 
 
   I rubbed my eyes and yawned. Faintly, I heard the soft playing of the piano. I smiled and stretched. I stood and grabbed my robe, pulling it around me. I was always chilly when I climbed out of the warm bed. It was still dark outside. I looked at the clock and saw that it was three in the morning.
 
   I padded softly down the steps so as not to startle him.
 
   His back was to me as he softly played the piano and sang under his breath. I smiled. I loved watching him play.
 
   “Hey,” I said. “Come back to bed?”
 
   He turned and smiled. My heart lifted. I loved this man so much.
 
   “Hush,” he said to the squirming bundle in his arms. “Hush little one.”
 
   I came over to him and put my head on his shoulders. “Hey little man,” I said, looking down at my son. His golden eyes blinked at me. “You need to go to sleep,” I said and patted his cheek. 
 
   “I heard Devaj crying,” said Siva.
 
   I shook my head at my husband. “You can’t pick Dev up every time he squeaks.”
 
   “I hate for him to cry,” he said. 
 
   I kissed Siva’s cheek. “You’re such a softy. Who would’ve guessed?”
 
   He chuckled and Dev let out a cry. “Hush,” crooned Siva.
 
   “Mummy? Daddy?” said a voice behind me. 
 
   “Hey sweetie,” I said. “Come here my big girl,” I lifted Violet into my arms. Her large violet eyes blinked at me and her long wavy black hair hung down her back.
 
   “I heard the piano,” she said, “and daddy singing.”
 
   “I’m sorry I woke you up flower,” said Siva.
 
   “It’s okay daddy. I love it when you sing,” she said.
 
   “Do you want me to sing you back to sleep?” he asked.
 
   She nodded her sleepy head. I set her down and took baby Devaj from Siva. “I’ll get him back to sleep,” I said and kissed Siva.
 
    “Ewww,” said Violet, wrinkling her nose.
 
   Siva laughed and scooped her up. “Come on my flower. You need to go back to bed.”
 
   She giggled as he carried her back up the steps.
 
   I laughed to myself and ventured into the kitchen where I warmed a bottle. Dev had hardly sucked down half of the bottle before he was asleep. His plump lips were pouted. He was just so cute. I kissed his forehead and carried him back upstairs and to his room. I placed him in his crib and watched him sleep. Siva came in and kissed my neck. 
 
   “Violet’s asleep,” he whispered.
 
   I leaned back against him. His presence was so reassuring. 
 
   “I love you,” I breathed.
 
   “Scars and all?” he asked.
 
   “Scars and all.”
 
   I turned into his arms, he kissed me, and I was home.
 
    
 
    
 
   Turn the page for two additional scenes from Sloane’s POV and three scenes from Siva’s POV.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Sloane meets Devak
 
   The library was busy. I couldn’t concentrate and I really needed to study. My roommate was… entertaining her boyfriend, so there was no way I going in there. The librarian shushed a group of rowdy freshmen. They simply laughed. I pinched the bridge of my nose. I could feel a headache coming on. I looked around the library and decided to venture upstairs. Maybe one of those tables was empty. I grabbed up my stuff, glared at the offending group of people, and climbed the stairs. 
 
   I found an empty table in a darkened corner. I dropped my books on its surface and sunk into the uncomfortable wooden chair. I pulled my book towards me and my notebook so I could continue to take notes. Hopefully I could finally get some work done.
 
   A little while later a shadow fell over me. I looked up and was instantly captured by the richest, darkest, brown eyes I had ever seen. And the face that went with those eyes was perfect. 
 
   The guy was tall with shaggy black hair, the richest caramel colored skin I had ever seen, scruff covering his cheeks and chin, and a breathtaking smile. 
 
   “I was wondering if I could sit with you? It’s a bit too crowded for me,” he said and smiled. I think I stopped breathing for a moment.
 
   I glanced around and saw that the library was all but empty now. I looked back at him and raised an eyebrow.
 
   He grinned. “You caught me. I just really wanted to introduce myself,” he extended a hand. “I’m Devak. But call me Dev.” His British accent had me swooning, not to mention his looks, and manners.
 
   “Sloane,” I said and shook his hand. 
 
   He sat down across from me and suddenly studying was the last thing on my mind. 
 
   I had just met the man of my dreams. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Sloane and Siva’s 2nd Date
 
   I nervously fiddled with my hair. I didn’t know why I was so nervous. I knew the guy and we’d already been on a date. But for some reason, the idea of doing something so normal, so mundane, as going to the movies freaked me out. 
 
   “Ready Sloane?” asked Siva, knocking on the door.
 
   I jumped and glanced back at my reflection in the mirror. I thought I looked acceptable for a movie date. I was wearing jeans and a nice shirt with a light weight jacket since it was raining. I hated the near constant drizzle in London. 
 
   “Almost,” I said loud enough for him to hear.
 
   “Take your time,” he said, before moving off.
 
   I turned back to the mirror and added some product to my hair before pulling it back into a ponytail. With the rain my hair had turned into a frizz ball. 
 
   I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and decided that I couldn’t delay any longer.
 
   Siva wasn’t in the hallway so I assumed he was downstairs. 
 
   I found him in the kitchen, sitting on a stool, and looking over a file. I saw all kinds of graphs and statistical information that went right over my head. I never had been good at math.
 
   “Ready?” asked Siva, closing the folder. He was wearing khaki slacks and light blue button down shirt. His dark hair was brushed back and his violet eyes were glowing. He looked gorgeous.  
 
   So much for me looking presentable.
 
   “Yeah,” I said, anyway. 
 
   “Just give me a minute,” he said and put the file back in his office. 
 
   On his way to the door he stopped and grabbed an umbrella. He locked up behind us. I hated how fast my heart was racing. This man made me crazy. 
 
   In the elevator he leaned casually against the side while I stood nervously. How could be so calm? It was irritating.
 
   It’s just a movie Sloane. Don’t get your panties in a bunch.
 
   I gulped. 
 
   He led me to the Porsche and opened my door with a smile on his face. I wiped my hands on my jeans again.
 
   Siva climbed in and I said, “Do you know how to get to the theater?”
 
   He laughed and started out of the garage. “Sloane, just because I never go to the cinema doesn’t mean I don’t know where it is.”
 
   “Oh… right,” I said.
 
   Instead of going to the bigger theater Siva parked in front of a small, out of the way one. It was charming but there were hardly any people. People were my buffer when it came to Siva.
 
   I followed him to the outdoor ticket station. The high school aged kid looked up at us. I read off the names of the movies. None of which sounded familiar or for that matter current.
 
   Siva picked one and bought the tickets. He held the door open for me and upon walking in I got the impression that this used to be a warehouse before they converted it to the theater. 
 
   “Popcorn? Soda?” asked Siva.
 
   “Yeah,” I said smiling. I was finally beginning to relax. This wouldn’t be so bad. “Don’t forget extra butter,” I said.
 
   He chuckled. “You got it.”
 
   He ordered a large popcorn and drinks. He handed me the popcorn and I immediately stuck my hand in and started eating it as I followed him. 
 
   “Hungry?” he asked.
 
   “For popcorn? Always,” I smiled.
 
   “Come on, this way,” he said, grabbing my elbow when I turned the wrong way.
 
   I blushed. He opened the doors to the darkened room. I only saw three or so other couples.
 
   “Where do you want to sit?” he asked.
 
   “Over there is good,” I pointed to a spot in the middle.
 
   He plopped down and I sat beside him. The theater was old and the seats were in disrepair but for me it only added to the charm.
 
   When Siva grabbed a handful of popcorn out of the bucket I thought my heart would beat right out of my chest.
 
   The past couple of days had been really good between us despite the whole waking up naked thing. I felt like Siva was opening up to me. After all, he had let me meet his mom. 
 
   But with Dev I had been comfortable. With Siva I was anything but comfortable. He made my heart race and my palms sweat. He made me a crazy mess.
 
   “This is nice,” he whispered. “Normal,” he added.
 
   I smiled. “I always liked going to the movies. For just a little while I could disappear. I think that’s why I got into journalism. As long as I was focusing on someone else’s problems I could forget about my own.”
 
   “But they don’t really go away,” he said.
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   The lights dimmed all the way and the screen flickered to life. An old black and white movie came on. I smiled to myself. I loved old movies.
 
   “I hope this is okay?” whispered Siva, into my ear.
 
   “It’s great,” I said back to him.
 
   Even in the dark his smile blinded me.
 
   I wiggled in my seat and got comfortable, propping my short legs on the seat in front of me. As I got more comfortable, and the dark made me more bold, I took Siva’s hand in mine and laid my head on his shoulder. 
 
   The movie ended and Siva turned to me. 
 
   “Did you enjoy yourself?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “The movie was really good.”
 
   He smiled. “I’m glad. I was worried you wouldn’t enjoy it.”
 
   “I love the classics,” I said as we followed the other couples out.
 
   The drizzle was gone and it was now pouring, thunder boomed. Siva opened the umbrella and held it above us. We had to huddle together to stay dry. 
 
   He drove us home and once inside he turned to me. 
 
   “I don’t know why but I really want some smores,” he grinned.
 
   “Smores?” I asked.
 
   He laughed. “Yeah, when we were little and there were thunderstorms our mum always made us smores.” 
 
   “Well, let’s make smores,” I said, removing my jacket. Despite the umbrella I was still slightly damp. 
 
   He grinned and disappeared into the kitchen. Siva came back with all the making for smores. Marshmallows, graham crackers, and of course chocolate.
 
   He flicked a switch and the fire roared to life in the living room. He sat down in front of the fireplace, on the floor, and patted the space next to him.
 
   “Come on,” he said.
 
   I laughed and sat beside him. He handed me a metal rod on which he had speared a marshmallow.
 
   We both sat there toasting our marshmallows over the fire.
 
   This had to be the best second date ever. Or at least the sweetest.
 
   Once his marshmallow was golden he put his smore together. I liked mine crispy so I kept it over the fire. 
 
   “Delicious,” he said popping it into his mouth.
 
   I looked over at him. Marshmallow goo was stuck on the corner of his mouth. Boldly, I leaned over and kissed it away. The look he gave me made my toes curl.
 
   He kissed me back and my marshmallow rolled to the floor forgotten.
 
   “Oh Sloane,” he groaned in my ear. “I want to make you mine.”
 
   And he did, right there on the floor in front of the fire, I became his and he became mine. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   HERE ARE SOME SCENES FROM SIVA’S POINT OF VIEW
 
    
 
   First Encounter
 
    “What are you doing here? You’re not welcome,” snapped the black haired man, with his too young wife on his arm, wearing a grey Armani suit.
 
   I smirked and crossed my arms over my chest. “It’s nice to see you too, father.” I flicked my head toward the cathedral-like church. “But last I checked you didn’t own any churches.”
 
   My father narrowed his beady black eyes at me. “Siva,” he hissed. “I think the last time I saw you proved how much I dislike you. Stay away.”
 
   “Don’t worry, father. I still have the scars,” I said and rolled up the sleeve of my purple shirt to show him the raised, pale, portions of my skin. My arms and chest were riddled with scars from when my father pushed me through a window.
 
   Rajas’ eyes narrowed even more to the point that they were merely slits of black. 
 
   “Then why did you come?” he growled. His blond bimbo of a wife hung on his arm and didn’t say anything. She had been there when he threw me through the window but had done nothing to help me. They had both left me bleeding and didn’t care if death crept upon me. The hatred I possessed for this man and woman was unhealthy. But it was because of my father that I had vowed to succeed and now I was one of the most successful men in the UK. Second, only to my father and I was quickly surpassing him to take the top spot. He couldn’t be at all pleased about that. 
 
   I stared the man in the eye. I had my mother’s violet colored eyes and he hated seeing them on my face. “He was my brother,” I said. 
 
   “You haven’t spoken to him in ten years,” said my father. 
 
   “Not for lack of trying on my part,” I ground between my teeth. “But you made sure of that didn’t you? Heaven forbid Devak know the truth about you and what you did!” I yelled not caring who on the London streets heard me. 
 
   “You will not speak of that!” Rajas yelled.
 
   I smirked. 
 
   “That’s what I thought,” I said and crossed my ankles casually leaning against the building. But looks can be deceiving. I was incredibly tense. I could still feel the pain of the glass slicing through my skin as if it was yesterday and not ten years ago. “Well, it was nice seeing you. Always is,” I said icily and strode around them and to the church.
 
   It had been ten years since I had last seen my younger brother Devak. I was now twenty-eight. My issues had always lain with my father and not Devak. But my brother had chosen our father and his money over the truth. In Devak’s eyes I was nothing but a screw up and waste of space. 
 
   I pushed open the heavy solid wood doors and started forward. I stopped in my tracks when I saw a woman sitting in one of the pews. I had purposely waited until the end of the funeral to avoid confrontation with anyone but obviously today was not my day. She jumped when the door closed behind me.
 
   “Sorry, sorry,” muttered the woman standing and turning with her head cast down as if ashamed, “I’ll leave.”
 
   She had lovely dark hair, almost black, with an orange and red gleam to it. She was short, probably only five foot three. She had creamy soft looking skin. I begged her to look up so I could see her face.
 
   “Oh?” I said and startled by my voice she looked up. Beautiful pale gold eyes met mine. Her face was round but with defined cheek bones and plump kissable lips. She was gorgeous. The most gorgeous woman I had ever laid eyes on. I wanted to take her in my arms and never let go.
 
   “What the-” she faltered. 
 
   I slowly stalked towards her. She looked frightened and I didn’t want her to run. I needed her name first. 
 
   “You are?” I asked.
 
   She bit her delectable bottom lip and a look of intense concentration came over her beautiful face. Obviously, affected by my presence. 
 
   “Uh… Sloane,” she said.
 
   “Sloane,” I said rolling the name over my tongue. I liked it. It suited her. It was different and she was obviously different. “What are you doing here?” I asked narrowing my eyes. I had my suspicions and if I was right I wasn’t going to be at all pleased with her answer. 
 
   “I’m attending my boyfriend’s funeral service,” she said looking anywhere but at me. 
 
   I closed my eyes as if pained. I opened my eyes and took in the empty room before looking back at her.
 
   “Everyone left,” she said unnecessarily. 
 
   “But not you?” I asked studying her.
 
   She looked away from me. She looked at the floor, her shoes, anything if it meant she didn’t have to meet my gaze.
 
   “They don’t like me,” she said. “I wanted time alone.”
 
   I laughed. “We have that in common, Sloane.”
 
   “What?” she asked.
 
   “They don’t like me either,” I whispered like I was letting her in on a secret.
 
   She studied me for a moment. Her golden eyes raked over my body.  “Why?” she asked finally. 
 
   “Because I dare to go against the grain. Rules are not my thing,” I said. 
 
   “Who are you?” she asked in awe. I smirked, had she not figured it out. Last I checked my brother and I looked a lot alike.
 
   “Siva,” I said.
 
   Her cute dark brows knitted together in thought. Then her mouth popped open in a perfect O. So she did know who I was.
 
    I smirked.
 
   “I- I have to go,” she said and moved around me and all but ran from the building. 
 
   I ran my hand over my face. I wanted to get to know her better. Something about her called to me. I had never before been so affected by a woman. She was different, special. I had to find her.
 
   A man came into the cavernous room and I called out to him, “Excuse me sir,” I said.
 
   “May I help you?” he asked. 
 
   “I hope so,” I said. “Do you have a list of those that attended? The woman I just spoke to left her jacket and I was hoping to get it back to her.”
 
   If he noticed there wasn’t a jacket he said nothing. “Right over there,” he said pointing to a book.
 
   “Thank you,” I said flashing him a winning smile. 
 
   He disappeared and I ventured over to the brown leather book. Sloane, Sloane, Sloane, I thought to myself as my eyes skimmed down the list looking for her name.
 
   There.
 
   Sloane. Sloane Campbell.
 
   I smiled to myself. I had her name now. I ventured over to the casket and looked into the dead face of my little brother. 
 
   I sighed.
 
   “Devak, I’m sorry things ended up the way they did. I missed you every day.” I turned to the door that Sloane had just left through. “And I’m sorry that I think I might just be falling in love with your girlfriend.” I sighed, “But Devak, we always knew I’d go to hell so I might as well do it thoroughly.”
 
   With that I turned on my heel and left.
 
   * * *
 
   “We found her,” Jacob said over the phone. Jacob was my friend, a business colleague, and person finder extraordinaire.  Right now I could kiss him. Well… maybe not.
 
   “Excellent,” I smiled and rested my feet on my desk. I put one arm behind my head.
 
   “But there’s a problem, sir,” Jacob said.
 
   “What is it?” I growled and my chair and feet crashed down to the floor.
 
   “Her flat is owned by your father and he has kicked her out,” said Jacob.
 
   “Well, has she left yet?” I asked.
 
   “No Siva,” he said.
 
   “What’s the address?” I asked. He rattled it off while I wrote it down. “Thank you Jacob,” I said and hung up the phone. I ripped the piece of paper off and held it tightly in my hand like it held all the answers in the world. Maybe it did. Maybe she did. Maybe I could be saved.
 
   I turned my computer off and put my desk back in order. I left and locked the door behind me. 
 
   “Alexa?” I said to the brunette secretary. 
 
   “Yes, Mr. Kapur?” she asked pouting her red lips and pushing her ample chest together. I wanted to roll my eyes at her. Could she not be more obvious? 
 
   “I’m leaving. Finish sending out those emails and you may leave as well,” I said and started towards the elevator.
 
   “Thank you, Mr. Kapur. Maybe we could go get a drink together this weekend?” she asked. Luckily I was saved from answering by the closing of the elevator doors. I leaned back against the wall and fiddled with my phone. I’d have to fire her soon. Her interest was becoming too much and it was beginning to affect her work. 
 
   The doors finally opened to the lobby and I strode outside to the parking lot and climbed in the Porsche. 
 
   I drove through the London streets and stopped in front of the building. It was older but not old. 
 
   I climbed the three flights of steps and stopped in front of the door marked 312. 
 
   “That stupid, arrogant, hypocritical jerk!” Sloane’s voice sounded through the thin walls. 
 
   I laughed shaking my head and knocked on the door. 
 
   Forcefully, the door flew open. 
 
   “I certainly hope you weren’t yelling about me in there,” I said silkily.
 
   She gulped and her gold eyes grew large. “What are you doing here?”
 
   She was wearing a coral sweater and a pair of jeans that hugged every curve of her body. I swallowed thickly and pushed my black hair away from my face. She was too beautiful. I wanted to shove her against the door and take her right here. I swallowed and tried to calm my racing heart instead. No woman had ever made me feel this way before and I didn’t know what to make of it.
 
   I met her gold eyes and said, “I was under the assumption that I was rescuing a damsel in distress?”
 
   “I’m not a damsel in distress,” she said shaking her head and glaring at me.
 
   I clenched my jaw. I didn’t want to scare her away. 
 
   “Invite me in and we can discuss this matter further,” I challenged her.
 
   She opened her arm wide inviting me inside. I strode forward and sat down on the denim sectional. 
 
   “Can I get you something to eat or drink?” she asked. She looked nervous. Maybe my presence affected her as much as she did me. 
 
    “I don’t plan to be long,” I answered crossing my legs.
 
   She nodded her head and said, “Okay then,” before sitting down across from me on the sectional. “Why are you here?” she asked.
 
   “It recently came to my attention that you are to lose this flat,” I said throwing my arm across the back making myself comfortable.
 
   “How did you find out?” she asked.
 
   “I know things Sloane,” I said with a smirk on my lips.
 
   She narrowed her lion gold eyes at me making me squirm. How could she affect me so? 
 
   “What do you propose I do then? I’ve called every available flat or room in the area for rent and they’ve all been taken,” she challenged me. I liked that. Challenges were good.
 
   I smirked at her and sent a challenge back to her. “Live with me,” I proposed. 
 
   She blanched and her mouth popped open in surprise. “Live… with… you? You’ve only met me once!” she cried. “I- I could be a murderer for all you know!”
 
   I could see her slipping through my fingers. I didn’t want her to leave and lose her forever. I knew I was bad for her. I was messed up. But I was selfish and selfishly I wanted her and only her. 
 
   “You fascinate me and I hate to see harm come to you on these streets when you could so easily live with me,” I answered her honestly. “As for the question of you being a murderer? Well, I doubt that. You don’t strike me as the type and I could easily over power you. I promise to give you your space.” I would say anything to get her to stay with me. I’d buy her the world. 
 
   “I’d be in your way,” she said and I could see the wheels of her mind turning.
 
   “No, you wouldn’t,” I said. “If you’d be in my way why would I offer you the use of my home?” I countered. 
 
   “Touché,” she said and I grinned. “I’ll pay you rent,” she said quietly, wringing her hands. I didn’t think she even noticed what she was doing.
 
   I chuckled and leaned towards her. “That’s not necessary. I have money Sloane.”
 
   “Oh of course,” she said paling. 
 
   “Yes,” I smiled.
 
   “I can’t,” she said looking anywhere but at me. Her multihued hair caught the light and it shimmered brilliantly. I wanted to feel if it was as soft as I believed it was.
 
   “Yes, you can,” I said sitting back.
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t want to be a burden. I should just return home. I don’t belong here,” she said.
 
   “And where is home?” I asked clasping my hands together.
 
   “Georgia,” she said. 
 
   I said nothing and instead stood. I headed for her bedroom. I found a suitcase on the top shelf of her closet and began putting her clothes in it. I didn’t even bother to look and see what I was throwing in there. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” she cried, having followed me.
 
   “Packing for you. I had feared you’d be stubborn.”
 
   “Siva! This isn’t necessary!” she cried. I tried to hide my smile. I liked it when she said my name… even if she was yelling it.  
 
   She glared at me. Finally she threw her hands in the air and said, “Okay! Okay!” I grinned in triumph. “I’ll go with you if you’ll just stop going through my stuff!” she snatched a bra from my hands. “But only on a temporary basis. I’ll continue to look for my own place.”
 
   My face fell. 
 
   “I can be very convincing when I want something, Sloane,” I said and narrowed my eyes at her. 
 
   “I can too,” she hissed. I resisted a smile but it came out anyway. 
 
   “You’ll come with me now. I’ll have you furniture put into storage today. I’m aware that my father said that if anything was left he would take,” I said. Looking around I wondered why he would want any of this. It wasn’t exactly Rajas Kapur’s style. 
 
   She looked up at me, her golden eyes peeking through, and said “Thank you.”
 
   I grinned. “You’re welcome,” I whispered.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Cheater
 
   I watched her as she stood in the middle of the closet, hands on her hips, biting her delectable lip. She was looking at the clothes, packing for her trip, and I noticed that her suitcase was completely empty. She had to leave soon and I hated to see her go. I loved her so much that being without her created a strange ache in my chest. I wanted to tell her I loved her, I did, but the concept was so foreign to me that I wasn’t sure she would believe me. Sloane had bewitched my heart, stolen my soul, and saved me. Yes, she saved me. 
 
   Her long hair hung down her back. The wavy strands changed colors in the light. Black, brown, red, orange, so many colors. Her hair was a rainbow. 
 
   I couldn’t resist not touching her any longer. I wrapped my arms around her waist. She immediately responded by leaning into me. I pressed my lips to her cheek in a gentle kiss and then said, “Aren’t you going to be late?”
 
   She turned in my arms so she was facing me. She blew a piece of hair out of her face. “Yeah,” she sighed. “I don’t know what to pack.”
 
   I laughed. “Typically you start with clothes.”
 
   “Maybe the problem is that I don’t want to leave you. Can’t you come with me?” Sloane asked and pouted those perfect lips of hers.
 
   My lips turned down in a frown. “I told you Sloane. I can’t.” I said. 
 
   The little box in my pocket burned a hole. Inside that box was the ring my father gave my mother. The bastard may have bought it but it had belonged to my mum. She had given it to me one day in the hospital when she was in one of her more lucid spells. “Take it. Find right girl. Happen one day. I know,” she had said and tapped her head. She had then stuck the ring in my hands closing my fingers around it before she went back to singing one of her songs. 
 
   But that day had come. I had found that right girl. Sloane. 
 
   I had it all planned out. I was going to fly out to her hometown. Show up on her mum’s front porch. Tell her how much I love her and then I was going to pull out the box get down on one knee and ask her to marry me. To be my wife. And in a perfect world she’d say yes. 
 
   “I know,” she sighed and turned back to her clothes. 
 
   “I really do want to meet your mom,” I said and meant it. I used to say things all the time and never mean them but Sloane made me want to be better. 
 
   She bit her lip and said, “Siva, it’s fine really. Go back to bed. It’s early.”
 
   I kissed her bare shoulder and she shivered. I loved that I affected her as much as she did me. “I want to see you before you leave,” I said. “You won’t be back until, Sunday.”
 
   I was dreading being without her. I needed her. I felt like without her I might suddenly go back to my old ways. I didn’t want to be that person anymore.
 
   “I’m going to miss you,” she said, leaning into my body. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close. I breathed against her neck. She was going to miss me. No one had ever missed me before. 
 
   “I’m going to miss you too, Sloane. More than you know,” I said against her neck before I pressed my lips there. And miss her I would. Just as I had never been missed, I had never missed anyone before. It was a strange feeling.
 
   “You know what they say; absence makes the heart grow fonder,” she said.
 
   I chuckled. “I’ve never understood that saying.”
 
   Smiling and pushing at my arm she said, “You need to go. I’ll never get packed if you keep standing here talking to me.”
 
   I pressed my lips against hers. I loved the little noise she always made when I kissed her. I don’t think she even knew that she did it. “I’ll go make us breakfast,” I grinned.
 
   I opened the refrigerator and grabbed the carton of eggs and the bacon. I set to frying everything so that it would be done when she came downstairs.
 
   I watched her walk by the kitchen, with her bags in her hands. I could hear her drop them by the door and then she came into the kitchen just as I was sliding the eggs and bacon onto a plate. She slid into a seat. Her multi-colored hair hung down around her face. I loved her hair, it was unique like her. 
 
   I slid a plate to her, poured her a glass of orange juice, and sat down beside her.
 
   “You best hurry.”
 
   Suddenly, my chest felt heavy. In a matter of minutes she would be leaving.
 
   I swallowed and said thickly, “Jacob will drive you to the airport.” I winced at my own words. I wanted to be the one to take her. I wanted to spend every last possible second with her. But work had interceded and I wouldn’t be able to take her. Sometimes, having your whole life revolve around your job was a killer. 
 
   “You’re not taking me?” she asked. The look on her face broke my heart. 
 
   “I want to,” I said and meant it. “But I can’t. I have some important stuff to do for work. A couple of people are supposed to be stopping by.”
 
   “Oh,” she said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. I wanted to take her so badly. I wanted to tell her I loved her and most importantly I wanted to marry her. I hoped my plan would work and I could surprise her. It was probably odd that I wanted to ask her to marry me and I hadn’t even confessed my love to her. But- that was me. Odd. I never did anything normal.
 
   “It’s fine, really,” she said. “I’ve got to go. I’ll miss you.”
 
   “I- I’ll miss you too,” I said. She leaned into me and pressed her lips against mine kissing me passionately. Her fingers tangled in my hair and then left my hair to press against my cheeks.
 
   “Bye,” she said, putting her forehead to mine.
 
   “Bye,” I said a little breathless.
 
   She bit her lip and said, “I’ve really got to go.”
 
   “Stay,” I breathed.
 
   “Tempting,” she smiled. “But my mom would kill me.”
 
   “Well,” I grinned, “You’re no good to me dead.”
 
   “I guess I’m not,” she giggled.
 
   I kissed her again before leading her to the door, grabbing her bags, and walking her to the elevator. 
 
   “Bye,” she said again as the doors started to close. She looked sad.
 
   I waved.
 
   Then she was gone.
 
   * * *
 
   I was sitting on the couch looking at the sapphire and diamond ring when someone knocked on the door. I closed the jewelry box and stuck it back in my pocket. I stood and walked into the foyer, opening the door. 
 
   “Morning Alexa,” I grumbled. Could they not have sent someone else? 
 
   She smiled and thrust her ample chest out, which was enhanced by her tight dress. 
 
   “Here are the files you requested,” she said and handed them to me, making sure our fingers brushed in the process.
 
   “Thanks,” I said rather rudely.
 
   I opened the folder and proceeded to glance through them.
 
   I felt her hand on my arm. “Alexa,” I said in a warning tone. Her hand ventured lower. “Alexa,” I said again, this time moving away from her.
 
   She pouted at me. “You know you want me,” she said. “I can see the way you look at me.”
 
   “No Alexa. I’m not interested. You have the wrong idea,” I said.
 
   “I don’t think I do,” she said and grabbed my belt.
 
   I dropped the files onto the coffee table so that I could use both hands to remove her from my body. But she used the opportunity to attach her lips to mine. Shocked, my body froze. 
 
   “Siva! Siva!” I knew that voice. Sloane. Oh, fuck.
 
   I pried Alexa’s lips from mine. She smiled triumphantly. But I was still in a compromising position and when Sloane saw she assumed the worse. “Siva,” she gasped.
 
   “No!” she said, shaking her head back and forth. I could see tears reflecting in her golden eyes. “No, no, no!” Tears coursed down her cheeks as she walked backwards, away from me, “Siva,” she said like she didn’t know me at all. That broke my heart. 
 
   “It’s not what you think!” I cried, heartbroken. I watched her climb in the elevator. “Sloane!” I screamed, running towards the elevator. The doors started to slide closed. “Fuck!” I yelled in the hallway and pulled at my hair. That shattered, heartbroken, look she gave me just before the doors closed would haunt me for the rest of my life.
 
   I strode back into my flat and slammed the door closed. Alexa flinched. 
 
   “You bitch!” I screamed. I clenched my fists so I wouldn’t hit her. My body was shaking all over with my barely controlled rage. “You are fired! I never want to see your face again! Get out of my fucking house!”
 
   “Siva,” she said. “It’s okay. We can be together now. The way it’s meant to be.”
 
   “Are you fucking crazy? Get out!” I pointed at the door. 
 
   “But-”
 
   “Get out!” I growled. When she didn’t move I added, “Now!”
 
   But still she stood there. 
 
   Losing my patience and my temper, I upended the coffee table, threw the cushions off the couch, threw a lamp which smashed into a wall and broke, and finally crumbled to the floor.
 
   “Siva,” said Alexa.
 
   “I’m telling you,” I said in the iciest voice I could muster. “To. Get. Out. Now!”
 
   After a moment’s hesitation she left.
 
   I put my head in my hands and cried for the first time in my life. 
 
   * * *
 
   Someone came barreling into my apartment. I closed my eyes. It better not be Alexa again. 
 
   Looking up my eyes met the blue gaze of Jacob. Relieved I let out a breath I had been holding. 
 
   Jacob surveyed the mess before helping me up. 
 
   His fist flew at my face and I fell to the floor clutching my nose.
 
   Jacob’s face was red and spittle was flying as he yelled at me. “You no good piece of shit! Sloane is a nice woman! A nice woman that 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,” then he kicked my leg. “Do it!”
 
   “I-” I started.
 
   “I don’t care what you have to say,” said Jacob. “Just go find her.”
 
   * * *
 
   I drove myself to the airport. I ran through the building to the gate she was supposed to be at but I didn’t see her anywhere. 
 
   I looked and looked. Resigned that she was gone, probably forever, I bought a coffee and collapsed into a chair in the small café. I stared into the liquid. 
 
   The coffee wasn’t nearly strong enough to quench the ache in my chest. No, I needed a cigarette and a drink for that.
 
   I was fighting tears when from beside me I heard, “What are you doing here?” The question was hissed through clenched teeth.
 
   “I thought you were gone,” I breathed, looking at the woman before me. My relief though, was overshadowed by her anger.
 
   “I changed my flight before I came back to tell you-” she stopped herself before she could say something else. Her mouth snapped closed and she crossed her arms protectively over her chest. Her golden eyes darted wildly around, looking at anything but me.
 
   “I wanted to explain before you left,” I said and wrapped my hands around the Styrofoam cup of coffee just so I wouldn’t reach out and touch her.
 
   Her mouth narrowed and her eyes darkened. “I don’t think there’s anything you need to explain, Siva. You cheated on me,” she shrugged like it didn’t matter.
 
   Sloane’s reaction made me angry. My hand slapped the table and she jumped. “I did no such thing,” I said pointing at her. “Alexa-”
 
   “Alexa? Is that her name?” she sneered.
 
   “Yes, that’s her name,” I said through clenched teeth. “She works for me,” I said. “Nothing more.”
 
   “I’m not that cozy with my co-workers,” she hissed.
 
   “That’s why I fired her,” I said.
 
   “You fired her?” she asked softly.
 
   “Yes,” I said, “she was out of line. I’m sorry you had to see that.”
 
   “More like sorry you got caught,” she laughed.
 
   “No,” I hissed. “Never Sloane. Do you hear me? I would never do that.”
 
   “It looked like you did,” she said, a tear falling from her eye.
 
   “Exactly,” I said, “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.”
 
   “Dammit, Sloane,” I said. “Listen to me. Please, I’m begging you. Begging you,” I repeated. “Please listen to me. Please believe me.”
 
   “Why?” she asked.
 
   “Because I love you,” I whispered, loud enough for her to hear.
 
   “What?” she gasped and sat down in the seat across from me like she just couldn’t hold herself up anymore.
 
   “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,” I said.
 
   “Siva,” she gasped. “Don’t say that.”
 
   “Why?” I asked perplexed.
 
   “You hurt me,” she said and began to cry.
 
   “I know Sloane,” I said, choking up, “but I didn’t mean to. I swear it was all her. She’s been making her attentions clear and I did nothing to thwart it which was my fault. I just didn’t expect that to happen.” I laughed to myself, “Love is a weakness. Look what it has done to me.”
 
   Love had changed me. Turned me into a completely different person. I had thought I liked the person I was becoming but now… Now, the pain was going to choke me. 
 
   When my sister died I had tried to cease loving, it just hurt too much. But you can’t really do that. Despite my brother ignoring me I still loved him and his death had hurt just as much as Saia’s. The thought of losing Sloane though, broke me. I couldn’t lose her. 
 
   “Love is not a weakness,” she said, shaking her head back and forth. “Love is worth fighting for. Fight for me, Siva. Fight for us.” She reached across the table and grabbed me by the shirt. My eyes widened. 
 
   “I am!” I yelled, surprising myself. I hadn’t meant to scream at her. “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 Sloane. Never. You’ve bewitched me. I don’t want to lose you! I’m fighting! Fighting hard!” My shoulders shook with bottled up emotion. “Please believe me Sloane. I wouldn’t do that to you.”
 
   After a pause she said, “I believe you.” Three words had never sounded as good as those before. “But I’m hurt Siva. What I saw? I can’t just erase that,” she said and shook her head like she was trying to do just that.
 
   “I know,” I sighed. 
 
   They called for a flight.
 
   “Siva, I’ve got to go,” she said.
 
   “No,” I begged, shaking my head. She couldn’t go. Not now. 
 
   “I’ll be back Sunday like was planned. I need to think about some things. About us. About my life,” she said. 
 
   Those words cut my like a knife. She would leave and she’d decide I wasn’t right for her… because I wasn’t.
 
   I hung my head, defeated. This would probably be the last time I ever saw her. “I understand Sloane. But I do,” I said.
 
   “You do what?” she asked.
 
   “Love you.”
 
   “I really have to go,” she said.
 
   “Is there any chance?” I asked. I had to know before she left. 
 
   “Chance for what?” she asked.
 
   “That you’ll love me?” I asked.
 
   “I’m already there, Siva. I have been for a long time.”
 
   My mouth dropped open and the air hissed out. I hadn’t been expecting that.
 
   “Goodbye,” she said standing.
 
   I looked up, dazed. “I will see you Sunday?” I asked.
 
   “I’ll be back,” she said.
 
   And with those words, for the first time in my life, I dared to hope.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   We’re having a baby
 
   I placed the chicken in the pan before pouring the glaze over it. For some reason I really enjoyed cooking. My mom had taught me how to cook when I was just a small boy and I kept at it. Sloane hated to cook so it had worked out great. I laughed looking at the apron she had gotten me for my birthday. I refused to wear it.
 
   A wet nose nudged my leg. I looked down into the blue eyes of the black lab named Jet. I had wanted to be mad at Sloane but one look at this dog and I knew he was a kindred spirit. He had been hurt beyond measure and now he was just looking for someone to love him. Who was I to deny that to him?
 
   I washed my hands and was turning back around when I heard the door open. “Honey!” I called. “How did it go at the doctor’s?” I put the chicken in the oven. I stood back up and saw her standing in the doorway. She looked broken and frightened. My heart clenched. It was bad. I knew it! I told her to go to the doctor! Why didn’t she listen to me! Stubborn woman! Oh God, what if it was cancer? I couldn’t lose her. “Sloane? What is it? How bad is it? It’s not just a bug is it?” I looked down at the counter and a shudder past over me. “Are you going to be okay?” I finally whispered. She didn’t answer. “Are you going to be okay, Sloane? Answer me!” I yelled. 
 
   “In about nine months I’ll be okay,” she laughed. “More like seven and a half.”
 
   I looked up, shocked. She couldn’t mean- no. “What are you saying Sloane?”
 
   “Please don’t make me say it,” she said and shook her head back and forth. Tears poured out of her eyes.
 
   “Say it!” I screamed.
 
   “We’re having a baby,” she whispered.
 
   I closed my eyes. “How did this happen?” I whispered.
 
   “The typical way Siva,” she snapped.
 
   I slammed my hand down on the countertop. “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,” I whispered. I put my hands on my hips and let out a breath of pent-up frustration. “We agreed that in a few years-”
 
   “You think I did this on purpose don’t you!” she screamed at me. My brows narrowed, that was not what I had been thinking. I just wasn’t ready to be a… dad. I was going to be a dad. “I’m not ready to be a mother! I’m just learning how to be a wife!” she said and shook her head back and forth. “I don’t want to bring a baby into a broken household where neither one of its parents want it.”
 
   I paled. “What are you saying? You’re not thinking about-” She couldn’t seriously be considering an abortion?
 
   She glared at me. I was surprised by the amount of venom and pain in her eyes. “Never! This is our baby Siva!” I watched her put her hand to her stomach where our child was growing.
 
   I clenched my teeth. “Then what are you saying Sloane?”
 
   She closed her eyes and then opened them. She pulled a slip of paper from her purse, laid it on the counter, and slid it across from me. “This-” she pointed to the piece of paper, “changes things. Hearing our baby’s heartbeat-” she shook her head. “I’m saying that if you don’t want to be a part of this-” she bit her lip and tears threatened to overflow. “I’ll do it on my own.”
 
   She turned her back on me.
 
   “Sloane! Don’t walk away from me!”
 
   But she did. The front door slammed closed and she was gone.
 
   I swallowed thickly and looked down at the counter. I picked up the glossy paper. My teeth clenched. 
 
   My baby. I was looking at my baby.
 
   I couldn’t do this though. I couldn’t be a dad. I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t good enough. I wanted kids… but not now. Not yet. 
 
   I buried my head in my hands. I had really fucked everything up. I should’ve been happy about this… and a part of me was… But a bigger part was screaming and freaking out. 
 
   I had to get out of here.
 
   I turned the oven off, grabbed the dog, and headed to Jacob’s apartment.
 
   * * *
 
   “You can’t just come over without warning all the time,” said Jacob opening the door. “I know this is shocking but sometimes I have girls over here. Can’t you call or something?”
 
   “Sloane’s pregnant,” I said.
 
   “Come on in,” he said opening the door. “Whoa! Whoa! What is that?” he pointed at Jet.
 
   “My dog,” I said.
 
   “You have a dog?” he asked. 
 
   “Yes,” I said.
 
   “And now a baby? You’ve been busy,” Jacob said and slapped me on the back. 
 
   “Don’t remind me,” I grumbled.
 
   “What’s the problem?” asked Jacob. I sat down on his black leather couch. His whole place screamed bachelor pad.
 
   “I can’t do this,” I said. “I can’t be a dad. If- if Devak hadn’t died she’d still be with him. She would’ve married him and be having his baby.”
 
   Jacob sat down in a chair across from me. “I’m confused,” he said. “What does Devak being dead have anything to do with the baby?”
 
   I rubbed my face. “Are you not listening to me? I can’t do this. I can’t be a dad. I thought that in a few years I’d be ready but not now.”
 
   “But why do you feel that way? Why do you think you can’t be a dad?” he asked.
 
   “What are you a fucking psychologist?”
 
   “Maybe,” he shrugged. “My parents always wanted me to be a doctor. Now answer the question.”
 
   I groaned. “I don’t want to be like my dad. I want to be the kind of father that enjoys spending time with my kids, plays with my kids, and teaches them stuff.”
 
   “Why can’t you do that?” asked Jacob.
 
   “I don’t know,” I shook my head. “I just- I feel like I don’t deserve her. Or a family.”
 
   “Siva,” said Jacob. “Sloane chose you. I don’t know why, but she did. She loves you… don’t ruin that.”
 
   I shook my head. “She probably hates me now,” I mumbled.
 
   “She probably does,” Jacob laughed. “You can be such an arse sometimes.”
 
   “Do you mind if I stay here? It’ll give us both time to cool off,” I asked.
 
   “Of course,” said Jacob. “My couch is at your service.”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “Hungry?” he asked.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “I am.”
 
   Jacob ordered takeout food and we ate it sitting on his couch watching TV. It reminded me of my college days. 
 
   “I’m going to bed,” said Jacob standing. “You know where the blankets are.”
 
   Over dinner Jacob had continued to tell me how stupid I was. I tended to agree. But I was still angry. A baby wasn’t something to be taken lightly. 
 
   I grabbed the blankets and pillows from the hall closet and made up the couch. I stripped off my pants and shirt and pulled a blanket over me. Jet laid on the floor beside me. I idly pet his head as I tried to distract my mind with the television. I had ruined things with my behavior like I always did. Sloane would hate me now. I didn’t really blame her, after all I hated myself. How can you expect other people to like you or love you when you can’t do it yourself?
 
   I grabbed my pants off the floor and pulled the piece of paper from my pocket. I stared at the blurry black and gray image.  I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t be a dad. My own childhood had been so fucked up that I wouldn’t know what to do and in my heart I wasn’t sure that I could love a child yet. That’s why I had wanted to wait. Everyone I loved seemed to leave me. After the way I acted Sloane would leave to. I always managed to push away the people I cared about the most. 
 
   I twisted onto my side and continued to look at the ultrasound. I felt like I was looking at something that shouldn’t be mine. This should’ve been Devak’s.
 
   I should be the one dead. 
 
   Sloane would’ve never picked me had there been a choice. 
 
   I always was, and always would be, second best.
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