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To my brother, Luke. Thank you for helping me with my math homework
growing up. (Well, more so, getting frustrated with my inability to calculate
equations, and then doing it for me).

Not all heroes wear capes.
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Chapter One



Devid)

I loathe surprises.

You always hear people say things like, “I can’t decide. Surprise me!”

I’'m convinced those people have some kind of diagnosable menta
condition. Who wouldn’t want to plan for any situation and know exactl
what to expect?

Not me. No, thank you. Surprises are for people who love chaos.

I’'m currently standing outside the front door of my craftsman-style home
and despite how sturdy and structurally sound it is... I do not want to stej
through that front door.

“Why?” one might ask. It’s because today is my thirtieth birthday, and
happen to know my family is inside, waiting to surprise me.

The Windells aren’t known for their ability to be sneaky or keep secrets
No, our family is known for being flawless. Good looks, magnificent brains
charismatic personalities. We have it all... well, everyone except me.

I’m the only dull one in the family. The crooked screw, the squeaky wheel
You know those activities in children's magazines where you find the iten

that doesn’t belong? Well, that’s me, I’'m the item.



A familiar meow coming from behind me interrupts my thoughts. I don’
even have to turn my head to know my next-door neighbor’s gigantic cat i
sitting on my porch steps.

“Not today, cat.”

Meow.

I heave a heavy sigh and force myself to grasp the doorknob and turn it. A
least going inside will get me away from this stupid cat. I open the front doo
gingerly, bracing myself for impact. I can feel my body stiffen as I wait fo
people to jump out and scream at me.

“SURPRISE!”

The light flicks on, illuminating my living room. My family fills the space
everyone is wearing party hats and they’ve blown confetti all over mny

limmaculate floors.

y My jaw clenches and I close my eyes for a second to compose mysel
before opening them again and forcing myself to smile and ignore the mess
“Wow, thanks, guys.”

, My sister, Sophie, appears from behind her giant of a husband, Drew. He
oblonde hair is braided down her back, and she’s wearing a yellow sundres:
that’s as sunny as her personality. “We got you! I knew you’d be surprised.”

I “Yep.” I shrug one shoulder. “You got me good.”

Drew’s brown eyes meet mine, and he gives me a knowing look as if t
.say, “Thanks for playing along.” We’ve become pretty close since h
,married my sister, and he can read me pretty well. “You want a drink?” Hi

asks.

“Please.” I nod my thanks to him.

1 My younger brother, Brooks, and older brother, Madden, embrace me i

brotherly hugs and back pats. They have the signature Windell looks witl



tblonde hair and blue eyes. They’re pretty much carbon copies of our father
sMadden is dressed professionally in dress pants and a polo, which is actuall
pretty casual for him. Meanwhile, Brooks is wearing distressed jeans with
vintage tee and backward ball cap.

“Happy birthday, bro,” Brooks says with a mischievous smirk on his face
t“T know how you love surprises.”

r Madden laughs. “Yeah... Mom and Sophie couldn’t be stopped,” hi
rwhispers with a grimace.

My mom runs toward me, shoving my brothers out of her way. For a tin

woman, she packs a punch. I got my dark hair from my mom but thankfully
;inherited my dad’s height. “My sweet David!” She pulls me into a bear hug
y“Happy thirtieth birthday.”

Dad comes around to my other side and wraps his arms around me so I'n
fsandwiched between the two of them. “Happy birthday, Son,” he says as hi
.pulls away.

“We’re so proud of you,” Mom tells me, her blue eyes glossing over witl
rtears.

s Dad wraps an arm around my mom. “Come on, Diane. Let’s get you .
cocktail.” Dad winks at me as he leads her away.

Drew comes from the kitchen with a glass of bourbon in his hand an«
bhands it to me just as my nieces and nephews bombard me and wra]
ethemselves around my ankles.

2 “Uncle David! Happy birfday!” little Samantha tells me with her lisp.

Drew’s daughter, Penny, who’s now Samantha’s big sister, corrects her

“BirTH-day,” she says, enunciating the th sound.
1 Penny places both hands on her hips and looks me over. “So, you’re thirty
1huh?”



“Yes, ma’am.”
y Her eyebrows raise slightly. “Gettin’ pretty old.”
a Drew overhears his daughter and rushes over and hoists her over hi
shoulder. “That’s enough out of you. Thirty is not old. I’'m way older thar
.that!” Samantha runs after them.
My two nephews are still attached to my ankles. Their blonde heads lool
eup at me with smirks on their adorable faces. It’s like seeing Madden anc
Brooks reincarnated.
y Lord, help us all.
y Oliver glances around the room before whispering, “Hey Uncle David, cai
.you tell them you’re ready for cake? Mom says we can’t have it until you say
s0.”
1 I glance at my sister-in-law, Odette, who rolls her eyes at her son. Kids ar
eloud whisperers, so the entire room could easily hear his request.

I shuffle my way toward the kitchen, where I’'m assuming the cake is
iwhen I spot a large poster of a man tacked up on my living room wall. I
looks like they have painted clothing on him, and he’s holding a calculator.

a Sophie comes up behind me, laughing. “Pin the calculator on th
accountant.”
1 “I see that.” I shake my head, but can’t help the smile that tugs at my lips
>“But did he used to be naked?”
Odette appears at my other side. “Um yeah... we got it at a shop online fo
bachelorette parties.”
Sophie stifles a giggle. “Let’s just say he previously didn't have clothing..
or calculators...”
, Oliver releases himself from my leg and studies the poster. “Why was hi

naked? And what would you pin to him if there weren't calculators



Mommy?”
Odette rolls her lips together to keep from laughing. “Umm... So, hov
sabout that cake?”
1 Sophie and Odette erupt into laughter. I sigh and bend down to pick up m
youngest nephew, Bradford. He’s only a year and a half and not talking mucl
<yet, so he’s currently my favorite. He cuddles into me and I lay my chii
lagainst his fuzzy blonde head as I walk into the kitchen to find the birthda
cake. They covered my large kitchen island with an array of desserts. Thert
are several flavors of pie, cupcakes, sugar cookies decorated to look lik«
1calculators, and a giant birthday cake that’s frosted to resemble a W-2 ta:
yform.
I chuckle, amused at how much thought my sister put into this. Sophis
esidles up next to me with a big grin. “You like it?”
“As far as surprise parties go, this one isn’t so bad.” I playfully bump he
,shoulder with my own.
t “I’ll take that as a yes.” She winks and then walks around to the other sidt
of the island to get a cake knife. “Who’s ready for cake?” She yells louc
eenough for everyone in the next room to hear.
All four children appear in the kitchen seemingly from out of nowhere anc

")
.

.scream, “me, me!” Oh, and also Brooks. Because he’s basically a child.
Brooks picks up Samantha and Oliver and chants with them. He’s the fur
runcle. Don’t get me wrong; I love being an uncle way more than I thought
would. My nieces and nephews are hilarious... I’m just not going to get o1
.the floor and let them play “horsey.”
Once everyone is in the kitchen, I’'m forced to listen to them serenade mu
awith the happy birthday song. Then we dig into the desserts.

,, I have a weakness for chocolate, so I select a chocolate calculator cookir



and sink my teeth into it and sigh. Brooks claps me on the back, nearly
vcausing me to choke on my cookie.

I cough a few times and he chuckles. “So, you’re thirty, single, anc
yboring.” He smirks, and I notice he has frosting on his upper lip but I don’
1tell him.

1 Madden is sitting at the bar a few feet from us feeding Bradford cake anc

ylaughs at Brooks’ comment. “Isn’t it thirty, flirty, and thriving?”

> “David isn’t boring!” Sophie defends me before shoving a bite of pie intc

2her mouth.

x Brooks scoffs. “Are you kidding me? He’s the most predictable persoi
I’ve ever met.”

> “It’s called consistent, Brooks,” I deadpan.

He shrugs. “Sure. But doesn’t it bother you that in thirty years of lifi
ryou’ve done nothing exciting or out of the ordinary?”

His comments are hitting home and he doesn’t even realize it. He think
ahe’s just jesting, but it actually does bother me. I'm thirty and have neve
leven left the United States. I’m constantly reading about other countries anc

watching travel documentaries... but I can never convince myself to book
1flight. What if the beds are uncomfortable? Or the flights are turbulent? O
the food. What if I hate it?

1 Leaving the comforts of home seems daunting. Traveling vi:
Idocumentaries is much safer.

1 I can’t even remember the last time I took time off work and went on .
proper vacation.

> [ take a large bite of my cookie to disguise my facial expression, then wasl
it down with some bourbon. Note to self: cookies and bourbon do no

acomplement each other.



y My brother-in-law, Drew, pipes up. “There’s nothing wrong with being
comfortable and content.”

1 Am I content though? Comfortable yes, steady yes, boring... yes.

t Brooks smirks at me. “Yeah, I suppose so. If David ever does somethinj
out of the ordinary, I’ll run through the streets naked.” He laughs.

1 Drew and Madden perk up at his comment. “Really?” Drew asks, crossing
his arms.

> Madden mirrors his movement. “Yeah, are we betting on this?”

Brooks rolls his eyes. “Okay, sure. I’ll take that bet.”

1 “I’ve actually been thinking about doing a bit of traveling,” I tell them

trying to conceal my smile.
Brooks raises a brow. “If you do anything out of the ordinary befor

2Christmas, I’ll run through the streets nude. But, if you don’t... you have tc
go skydiving with me.”

s I calculate for a moment. It’s August 25th now, so that gives me severa

rmonths to think of something.

1 “You’re on, but I have something better in mind than you running arounc

anaked. Nobody wants to see that, anyway.”

r “That’s definitely not true... but what do you have in mind?” Brook
crosses his arms and eyes me curiously.

1 “If you lose the bet, you’ll go four months without dating.” I thrust m
hand out in front of me.

a He bites his bottom lip as he contemplates my terms. “Fine. Since you’r
going to lose the bet, it really doesn’t matter.”

1 Madden jumps between us before Brooks and I can shake on it. “Wait

twhat’s the consequence if Brooks loses and doesn’t hold up his end of ths

agreement?”



3 Drew hums and nods in agreement. “Yeah, I don’t trust him.”

Brooks grins mischievously, showing off the dimples in his cheeks tha

have long gotten him out of trouble. “I know, I know... it’s hard to believt
swomen could resist me for four entire months.”
Madden, Drew, and I roll our eyes in unison.

3 “Alright,” I start. “Since you so generously gave me the idea.” I smirk a
Brooks. “If we catch you on a date with a woman, kissing a woman, or evel
holding a woman’s hand before the four months are up... you’ll run nakec
through the Lady’s Annual Spring Garden Party at the country club.”

, The set of Brooks’ shoulders exudes unadulterated confidence... but th
slow descent of his Adam’s apple as he gulps gives his true feelings away.

e He laughs, but it sounds forced. “Isn’t Mom on the planning committee fo

ythe garden party? And all of her friends?”

I nod my head, and a smile slowly creeps across my face.

1 “We’d make sure Mom wasn’t there to witness your demise.” Maddei
reassures him. “But there’s nothing we can do about her friends.”

1 Brooks shrugs and extends his hand to seal the deal. “I’m not too worried.’

I narrow my eyes at him before I grab his hand, and we seal our fates witl
sa firm shake.

Madden and Drew look on with excitement in their eyes. They’ll b
yentertained either way, but I’'m going to make sure Brooks loses this bet.

My doorbell rings, and Odette goes to answer it. A few seconds later
2Odette enters the room with my annoying neighbor, Isabella Romero. I clos

my eyes and curse under my breath. Why did she invite this woman into my

~house? The more she knows about me, the better she can retaliate in ou
2ongoing neighbor pranks.

Okay, pranks is putting it nicely.



I cock my head to the side and widen my eyes at my sister-in-law. Tryin;
tto convey my disapproval of her letting in an unwanted visitor. Isabella ha:
enever been inside my home, and I wanted to keep it that way.

Everyone’s attention turns to the petite woman now standing in m

kitchen. Brooks, Madden and Drew all glance at her then turn their attentiol
ton me. Their eyes are wide and amused. Isabella is wearing short denin
1cutoffs and a loose t-shirt that’s short, so her tanned stomach peeks out whei
1she moves. She has her long black hair piled up on top of her head in a big
loose bun.

e She’s an attractive woman, I’ll give her that. But she’s still annoying a
hell... I bet she’s one of those chaotic people who loves surprises.

r She glances around the room, taking in my family, who are all abnormall;
quiet at the moment. “I’m so sorry for interrupting your party, but I wa
wondering if you’ve seen Mo? For reasons unknown... he seems drawn tc

1you.”

“Your cat's name is Mo?” I ask, wondering where she came up with such «
’ridiculous name.

1 Her lips form a straight line as if trying to conceal her annoyance in fron
of my family. “Well, at first I thought he was a girl and named him Moana..

ebut then the vet told me he’s a... he. So I shortened it to Mo.”

I try to keep a straight face... I really do. But my mouth won’t cooperat:
vand turns up in a smirk. “You insulted his manhood, and you’re confusec
awhy he likes me better than you? Seems self-explanatory.”

y Isabella’s eyes turn hard and murderous, but she forces a smile on he

rpretty face. “Thanks for clearing that up for me. Now, have you seen him?”

Noticing her eyes dancing around the room again, taking my home in anc

probably making mental notes on how to make my life more miserable,



gnarrow my eyes at her. “He was on my porch earlier, but I haven’t seen hin
ssince.”

She meets my steely gaze and lifts her chin like she’s trying to appea
ybigger than she actually is. I want to laugh at the thought. This woman is th
1chihuahua to my German Shepherd. She has to be at least a foot shorter thai
1me.

1 A loud meow interrupts our stare-down. We both look in the direction the

,sound came from and see the cat in question meandering down the hallwa
toward us like this is his home.

s I scrub a hand down my face with a groan. “How did he get in here?”
direct the question to Brooks since he’s the troublemaker.

y He throws his hands up in defense. “I opened your bedroom windov

searlier to let some fresh air in... Odette changed a dirty diaper back there anc

dthe stench was awful.”

My eyes flick to Odette, and she rolls her eyes. Mo walks toward me anc
arubs himself against my legs while he purrs loudly.

Isabella smiles. “Wow, he really likes you.”

t “Great. Just what I wanted.” I cross my arms and quirk a brow. “Was ther
.anything else you needed? Besides a basic feline anatomy lesson?”

She opens her mouth to speak, but Brooks interrupts her. “Do you wan
asome birthday cake? There’s plenty!”

1 TIshoot a glare in his direction and he grins back at me.

She glances at me briefly, just long enough for me to see the defiance ii
rher gaze. “Sure, I’d love some cake.”

Her tongue peeks out to wet her lips as she eyes the desserts on my kitcher
lisland. This draws my attention to her full, dark-pink lips, which give her ths

Iappearance of having a constant pout. Which is contradictory to what I’vi



1seen of her personality so far. Whenever she interacts with the mail lady o
her sisters—at least I’m assuming they’re her sisters because they all lool
ralike—she’s all charming smiles with an easy way about her, like she doesn’
ahave a care in the world. Until she talks to me... then she’s not so smiley.
1 Sophie cuts a big slice of cake and hands it to her with a smile. “It’
David’s thirtieth birthday today!”
> Isabella’s big brown eyes twinkle with mischief. “Only thirty? I though
yyou were much older.”
The kitchen fills with my family’s laughter at her comment. Her effortles
Icharm and witty comebacks have even my own family enraptured. Maybe i
she didn’t live next door to me, I’d like her more...
v “He’s always acted much older than he is, ever since he was a child,” m
Imom tells her.
Brooks swings an arm around Isabella’s shoulder, which makes me feel ai
lunwanted prickle of annoyance. I can’t pinpoint why it annoys me, but it’:
definitely not jealousy.
“Yep, he’s always been a boring, old goodie-two-shoes,” Brooks tells he
awith a chuckle.
I use my thumb and index finger to adjust my glasses. “I believe the wort
tyou’re looking for is responsible.”
“That’s exactly right,” Mom says as she sidles up next to me and loops he
arm through mine. She briefly wrinkles her nose at Mo, who’s still rubbin;
1against my legs. My mother has always been very against animals living
indoors. “My David is the most responsible, safe, consistent person I know.”
1 “Which could also be described as predictable, mundane, and vanilla,’
2Brooks retorts before winking at Isabella.

e My nostrils flare and I feel my face heat with frustration, or mayb:



rannoyance. I’m not sure what’s triggering this reaction. Brooks and I roas
<each other constantly. Perhaps it’s because Isabella’s in my house.
t It’s definitely not the fact that Brooks is flirting with her.

Isabella finishes her cake and walks toward me to pick up her cat. Mo is «

slarge cat, most likely a Maine Coon. I may have googled cat breeds out o
curiosity. He’s fluffy and orange with light orange stripes. Like a baby tiger
tHe looks huge in her arms. Her small stature makes him seem even large
than normal.

s “Thank you for the cake. I need to get this guy back home.” She nuzzle
fhim with her nose. “Yes I do,” she baby talks to Mo.

I sigh and withhold an eye roll. “On your walk back, why don’t you stoj
yand trim the English ivy creeping up on my side of the fence?”

“Sorry, I would... but for some strange reason, my beautiful English ivy
1shriveled up and died. Almost makes me wonder if someone sprayed then
swith poison?” she says sarcastically, then gives me an accusatory glance.

I keep my expression neutral but feel secretly satisfied that the English iv
rdied... in my defense; I was only trying to kill the ivy on my side of th

fence, but the entire plant keeled over. And I’m not a monster... I didn’
Ispray poison on them because I wasn’t sure if it would hurt Mo. Ugh,
cannot get used to that name. Vinegar worked just fine—perhaps a little toc
rwell.
3 Isabella turns to leave. Before she’s out of eyesight, she stops and looks a
sme over her shoulder. “Oh, and happy birthday, David.”

As soon as we hear the front door close, my family explodes witl
"comments and questions about the tiny spawn of Satan, who lives next doo

to me.

e “Duuuuuude! You never mentioned she was a smoke show,” Brooks says



tthen fans himself like he’s on fire.
Sophie chimes in, “Yeah, even I can admit she’s hot.”
Odette nods in agreement. “She also seems really sweet!”
a Drew and Madden are quiet, but they’re smirking at me like they knowv
fsomething I don’t.
“What?” I ask Madden, irritated at his smug face.
r He rolls his lips together like he’s trying not to smile. “You like her.”
“He totally does,” Drew agrees.
s Rolling my eyes, I walk over to the cake and serve myself a big slice, thei
use a plastic fork to shove a big bite into my mouth. I close my eyes anc
ysavor the sweetness. But once my eyes are closed, my neighbor’s eyes poj
into my mind, the same color as the chocolate I love so much. I groan. Nov
yshe’s ruining chocolate for me, too!
1 The only way to cure my irritation is more chocolate. Lots of chocolate.
Odette rattles something from across the room, getting our attention. “I
yyou don’t like her, then what are these?”
e Ilook at the container she’s holding that’s clearly labeled cat treats.
t Everyone waits for me to answer. I take my time chewing and swallowin
Ithe cake, trying to come up with a suitable answer.
> “Her cat always seems to end up inside my house... how else would I ge
him out than by enticing him with treats?”
t Odette sets the container back inside the cabinet she found them in anc
crosses her arms. “But why take the time to label them?”
1 I walk over to the cabinet and open both doors for everyone to see. Thu
rshelves are lined with glass containers, each one with a matching label
“Everything in my pantry has a label.”

, Sophie walks over and peeks inside the cabinet. “Wow. Can you organiz



our pantry next?”
“Fine,” I tell her with an annoyed sigh. But I love using my label maker, s
I don’t really mind.
v Brooks grabs a cookie and takes a bite. “I dunno, Soph,” he says arounc
the cookie. “He’s going to be awfully busy doing all that unpredictable stuff.’
“Brooks!” Mom hands him a napkin and grabs the cookie out of his hand
“Use your manners.”

I withhold a groan and wonder when I can kick them all out withou
1coming across as rude. All T want to do is enjoy my birthday in my clean
1quiet house and watch a documentary while sipping some bourbon.
> The annoying thing is, they’re not completely wrong... I don’t liki
vIsabella, but I can’t deny her beauty. What hot-blooded male could?

But in my thirty years of life on this earth, I’ve never met a woman I couls

tolerate enough to spend over one evening with, and Isabella Romert
fdefinitely will not change that. I don’t dislike all people... but my circle i
small, and I like it that way.

Plus, women like changing things. And I like my orderly life... and m

Jorganized pantry.

(gP]
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our pantry next?”

“Fine,” I tell her with an annoyed sigh. But I love using my label maker, so
I don’t really mind.

Brooks grabs a cookie and takes a bite. “I dunno, Soph,” he says around
the cookie. “He’s going to be awfully busy doing all that unpredictable stuff.”

“Brooks!” Mom hands him a napkin and grabs the cookie out of his hand.
“Use your manners.”

I withhold a groan and wonder when I can kick them all out without
coming across as rude. All I want to do is enjoy my birthday in my clean,
quiet house and watch a documentary while sipping some bourbon.

The annoying thing is, they’re not completely wrong... I don’t like
Isabella, but I can’t deny her beauty. What hot-blooded male could?

But in my thirty years of life on this earth, I’ve never met a woman I could
tolerate enough to spend over one evening with, and Isabella Romero
definitely will not change that. I don’t dislike all people... but my circle is
small, and I like it that way.

Plus, women like changing things. And I like my orderly life... and my

organized pantry.
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Iyelelle

I scratch Mo behind the ears as I carry him back over to my house. “Why art
you so smitten with Mr. Grumpy Pants, anyway?”

I open the front door to my little rental house, which isn’t nearly as well
maintained as my neighbor’s. But it’s my own, and I love it. Even though my
infuriatingly traditional parents didn’t think I should move out until T go
married.

I set Mo down and close the door behind me. He instantly runs to the doo
and starts scratching at it like he wants to go back to David’s house.

“Mo Catson Romero... you’re a traitor.” He plops down in front of th
door and rolls over onto his back. I ignore his begging and walk to my smal
floral couch and sit down. It’s a hand-me-down from my parents, but it’
comfortable.

David’s annoyed expression flashes in my mind. He’d be so handsome i
he smiled once in a while. And what’s up with his abnormally perfect family’
Are they secret vampires like the Cullens from Twilight or something?

I pick up my laptop to continue the post I was creating for my trave

website, Isa’s Itinerary. A documentary about the Inca Empire is playiny



quietly in the background for inspiration, but I’'m too distracted to focus o1
the documentary or my website.

I can’t help but glance around my small house and compare it to David’s
His house is masculine with wood floors that are perfectly polished... jus
like the man himself. His simple leather furniture is minimalistic, but look:
rich and luxurious at the same time. Meanwhile, my house is a little run
down—shabby-chic, if you will. I love my colorful vintage style, but afte
being in my neighbor’s house for the first time, my house seems a littl
childish and cluttered.

I cross my arms and frown. How did he manage to make me feel bad abou

emy entire life after just five minutes of interaction?

My sister Rosa waltzes through the front door without knocking. My
-sisters know they never have to knock. It’s our rule.

y  She walks across the room and then flops down on the couch next to me
t“Oh my gosh, are you watching another documentary about Machu Picchu?”

“I want to learn as much as possible before I visit! Plus, it’s our heritage.”
r Rosa rolls her eyes. “You and your genealogy results. I don’t get wh
you’re so obsessive about it.” Rosa has made fun of me incessantly since
etook a DNA test last year and found out we’re actually only 85% Mexicai
land 15% Incan. She swears it’s incorrect and there’s no way that’s true.

s Turning off the TV, I stand to get myself a glass of water from the kitchen
which isn’t that far away since my house is small. “I wouldn’t say obsessed

fI’d say... fascinated.”

?  She follows me into the kitchen with a smirk. “You’ve never seemed a
fascinated about Mexico as you are about Peru.”

1 Cocking my head to the side, I give her an annoyed stare. She knows hov

sproud I am of our Mexican heritage, and how much I looked forward to ou



1trips to Guadalajara with Abuela. Those trips with her, exploring the cit
where she was born, were some of my most precious memories and instillec
.in me a love of travel.

t “You know I’'m proud to be Mexican-American. I love our art an
sculture... and don’t even get me started on the food. But there’s an entirt
-world out there to explore! I already know everything there is to know abou
rour history. Mama and Papa have practically made us memorize the famil
etree.”

She gives me a sympathetic nod. “I know, Bella. I was only teasing.”

t I smile at her before opening the kitchen cabinet, so she knows I’'m no
upset. The cabinet door creaks like it always does, but I ignore it and grab «
yclean glass. The kitchen has off-white cabinets and laminate countertops tha
are supposed to look like marble—but don’t quite pull it off. I like that m
.house is older and feels like a cottage, and it’s just big enough for me and my
cat—the cat that was supposed to be the embodiment of my free-spirit anc
need to have adventure... aka Moana. Oh well, I love Mo anyway.
y And my house doesn’t have to be as fancy as David’s for me to love it, too
I “Why are you scowling?” Rosa asks, taking the glass from my hand anc
1turning to fill it with water from the tap.
I hadn’t realized I was scowling... ugh, I'm turning into my neighbor
,“Nothing, just anxious about my trip,” I lie, then take a sip of water. “Yo
.know, it’s not too late for you to come with me... they still have a few spot:
left.” I slide the travel pamphlet that’s laying on my counter towards her.

s She quirks a brow and slides the pamphlet back toward me. “Yeah, hiking
fifty miles up to some old ruins isn’t really my thing.”

v “It’s only forty-seven miles.”

r She sighs and Mo jumps up on the countertop and plops down right on toj



yof the pamphlet. Rosa laughs. “See? Even Mo doesn’t want me to go.” Sh

1pets him a few times and he purrs. “Besides, I need to stay back and take car
of him for you.”

1 “Good point.”

> She looks at me with a twinkle in her eye. “Maybe you’ll meet a guy o1

tthe trip. Someone into hiking and looking at really old stuff.”

y 1 bat my eyelashes playfully. “It’s always been my dream to find a mai
who loves old stuff!”

We both laugh and take our water into the living room and sit on the coucl
tside by side. Rosa breaks the silence with a grimace on her face. “Speaking
aof your future husband...”

t “Oh jeez, what now?”

y “Mama invited a man to come into the restaurant tomorrow night. The'
ythink if they give you his table you two will fall in love and not know the?
lhad anything to do with it.” She wrinkles her nose and looks away from me.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. My temper will not help th
.situation. “Their meddling is out of control. I’'m twenty-eight and they ac
1like I’m a spinster!”

“Well, you do live alone with your cat,” she teases.

I shove her, but can’t hide my smirk at her comment. “Shut up... you'r
inext, you know.”

s “Psh, they have to marry you off first since you’re the oldest.”

I release a heavy sigh. “There’s so much to do and explore before I settl
sdown. I don’t know why they’re in such a hurry.”

“Sorry, Sis.” Rosa glances at the laptop I set on the sofa earlier and thei

looks at me with a sympathetic gaze. “Have you talked to Mama and Pap:

yanymore about cutting back your hours at the restaurant?”



e I slump back into the couch cushions. “Not since that failure of
econversation a few weeks back.” I rest a hand on the laptop sitting next tc
me. It’s the life source of all my dreams. “They think my website is som
silly little blog.”

1 “That sucks. I know you’ve worked really hard on it.” She sighs. “But yot
know them... the family legacy...”

1 “I know.” I rest my head on the couch and look up at the ceiling. “The?
want to give me roots, when all my heart longs for is wings.”

1 Rosa rests her head on my shoulder. “Sorry to cut our conversation short

sbut I have to get to the restaurant. I’m closing tonight.”

“That’s alright. Don’t let our parents marry you off during your shift.”
We laugh and say our goodbyes. She gives me a hug and Mo a pat on thy
yhead on her way out.

y Once she’s gone and I'm left alone in my quiet house with only my
thoughts, I decide not to let my parent's expectations get me down. I’n

aleaving for Peru in two weeks, crossing another place off of my travel list.

t I glance around my small but open living space, seeing my Eiffel Towe
figurine from Paris, and the framed photo I took of the Empire State Building
in New York. These are just a few of the reminders I need that I don’t need «

elot of money, fancy things, luxurious leather couches... or a husband. If I jus
keep working on my website, I can continue earning enough to cover m
travel expenses and this little house. Just me and Mo against the world—er

2my parents.
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aThe following evening, I walk into the large breakroom at Abuela’s, m’
yparent’s restaurant. I’m wearing my least flattering black pants and an ill
ofitting white button-up. Basically, you can barely even tell I’'m a woman.

also made sure not to put any makeup on and braided my hair into pigtails.

1 What can I say? I ugly up pretty well.

I lock my purse and belongings into my locker and then sign-in on the iPa«
ysystem we installed five years ago when my Abuela passed and Mama anc
Papa took over the restaurant. When I turn to leave, I almost run right into m

,mother.

She takes me in with a look of horror on her face. “Isabella! No, no, no
Porque te pones asi?”

e Ugh, this isn’t good. She only speaks in Spanish when she’s mad. I decid
to play dumb. “What’s the matter? Black pants, white shirt. True to ou

yrequired uniform.”

1 “My sweet Bella, you always look so lovely, even for work. But this?” Shy
puts one hand on her curvy hip and flails her other around in mid-air like sh

rcan’t decide what to gesture at first.

3 She doesn’t know that Rosa told me about the guy coming in tonight, so

acontinue with this little charade she thinks she’s pulling off. “I’m sorry it’

tnot my nicest outfit, but it’s my night to work in the kitchen, so I didn’t thinl
yit would be a big deal.”

, I hold her gaze, the same big brown eyes as my own, waiting to see if sh
caves. Instead, she stands up a little straighter and grabs my wrist, yankin;
me from the office and then down the hallway and into the large kitchen. Thi:
is my favorite space in the restaurant; it’s all stainless steel and organized, bu

grab some spices and veggies and the possibilities are endless. I love hov



ycreative you can be while cooking. Our chef, Marco, waves at me and I wav

-back with my free hand.

I My mother lets go of me and grabs a black apron from the hook on thi
wall. She throws it over my neck and then ties the strings around my waist st
tight I can barely breathe.

1 “We’re short-staffed tonight, Bella. You’ll have to wait tables instead o

lworking in the kitchen.” She pauses to look me over. “Did you bring an

ymakeup?”
“Um, no. [ wasn’t supposed to be waitressing tonight.”
She mutters something under her breath in Spanish. “Well, nothing mor
can be done. Start with the back corner tables.” She exits the double door:
awith a heavy sigh.

r Marco looks at me with a sympathetic expression. “What was that al
about?” he whispers, looking at the double doors like Mama has superhumai

ehearing. Honestly, she probably does.

e “Youdon’t even want to know.” I grab one of the tablets we take orders o1
from the charging station next to the double doors, and head out to meet tht

Iman who will most definitely not be my future husband.

s As I walk toward the back corner of the restaurant, I take in m

<surroundings. My family’s restaurant is nostalgic for me. Although Abuela’.
has been in the same location since my grandparents opened it forty year

rago, my parents have completely changed it since taking over. It used to havt
sugly red carpet, and the walls were adorned with colorful sombreros. Mam:.
sand Papa modernized it so the ambiance matched the amazing Mexicai

tcuisine. The walls are now stucco with colorful paintings of flowers native t

vMexico, and the floors are light brown tiles. We even installed more window



eto bring in light. The restaurant has really taken off since they remodeled fiv
years ago.

e Weekends are the busiest, of course, so it’s a full house tonight. I smile a

othe other servers, noting that our usual Saturday evening staff is here..
meaning we aren’t actually short-staffed. Just as I suspected.

f One server, Courtney, walks toward me with a smile. She’s blonde and ha:

ya bubbly personality, which makes her great with the customers. She leans i1
to whisper, “Did Rosa warn you?”

I sigh. “Yep.”

e Courtney grimaces and pats me on the shoulder. She’s probably close t
smy parents’ age, but she’s worked here so long she feels like a big sister. Thq

staff all feel like part of the family, and I enjoy working here. But if I wasn’
lworking at the restaurant so much, I’d have more time to dedicate to buildin
1my website and getting sponsorships.

I continue walking around the tables, smiling at any customers looking m»
away. Finally, I make it to the back corner. There’s a man alone in the corne
ebooth, looking at his leather-bound menu. His white linen shirt looks nict

against his brown skin but is unbuttoned one too many buttons, exposing hi:
yfurry chest. I bet he told my parents he’s Catholic, maybe even hung som
srosary beads on his rear-view mirror for good measure. I wish I knew wha
svehicle he drives so I could go out to the parking lot and see if I’m right.
> I’m sure this man isn’t a horrible person, but the fact that he’s in on thi:
ascheme with my parents makes me instantly dislike him.
1 Stepping close to his table, I clear my throat. “Good evening. I’'m Isabell:
band I’ll be your server this evening.”
s He smiles up at me with decent-enough teeth and brown eyes. “Well hello

I’m Fabio. Nice to meet you, Isabella.”



e Fabio? My parents really want me to marry someone named Fabio? Yikes.

“Can I start you off with something to drink?” I smile, keeping ou
tinteraction professional.

“Sure! What do you recommend? What’s your favorite beverage?”

I decide to have a little fun with him. “I love our margaritas, just don’
shave too many or you’ll end up dancing on the table with your top off...
1had to learn that the hard way.”

His eyebrows shoot up and then furrow in concern. “Oh dear. Thanks fo

the warning.”

> I bite the insides of my cheeks to hold in my laughter.

(g¥]

“I think I’ll just have water for now.”
t “Good choice. I’ll be right back with that.” T spin on my heel and wall
stoward the kitchen. As soon as I’m through the double doors, I allow mysel
to laugh.
y My youngest sister, Lily, is in the kitchen now and stares at me with .
rbemused expression. “What’s so funny?”
> She’s chopping vegetables for Marco and wearing a white apron. Her darl
shair is pulled back in a French braid. She looks youthful and adorable a
ealways. I walk over to her and give her a kiss on the cheek.
t “Nothing, just having a little fun.” I wink.

She smirks. “Does this have anything to do with Mama switching ou
sduties for the evening?”

I laugh. “Maybe...”
1 Walking across the kitchen, I grab a glass and fill it with ice and water
then head back out to Fabio’s table.
,  “Here’s that water, sir.”

He smiles and takes a sip of water. “Thank you, please call me Fabio.”



I nod my head. “Are you ready to order, or do you need some more time?”
r “I was actually wanting your input. What’s good here?” he asks, holdin

eye contact too long.

I bite my bottom lip while I think. “Well, that depends... if you’r
tcongested, I'd recommend our spicy chimichanga. But if you’re having
Idigestive trouble... our burrito platter could solve that right away.”

His mouth gapes open for a second before he snaps it closed. Missiol
raccomplished.

“Excuse us, Fabio.” Mama appears out of nowhere and puts her hands o1
my shoulders. “I need to have a word with my daughter.” She smiles politel
at Fabio, then spins me in the kitchen's direction and basically pushes me thi

<rest of the way.

f We go through the double doors and she whirls around, her eyes wide i
outrage. “What are you doing out there??”

a I shrug. “Trying to be a good server?”

“By asking him about his digestion?!”
< I hear Lily snicker behind us. Mama glares at her and she goes back t
schopping vegetables.

Papa enters the room from the back door, probably coming from his office

He’s wearing a green polo with the Abuela’s logo on it and dress pants. Hi
rbrown eyes go wide as he sees me and Mama arguing. He attempts to sneal
back out until I narrow my eyes at him. He grimaces before cautiously
walking up behind Mama and placing a hand on her back.
,  “Tranquila, mi amor. Let’s calm down,” he tells Mama in his soothing
voice.

She snaps her head to look at him. “I am calm!” Then she turns her angn

gaze back to me. “You’re ruining this on purpose, aren’t you?”



I bring my hand to my chest. “Whatever do you mean?”
3 “Don’t play dumb. It’s obvious Rosa told you. Fabio is a very nice man
Bella.” She takes a deep breath and gives Papa a pat on the cheek. “Give hin
ea chance. I just want you to be happy like me and your Papa.”
3 “I know. But you’ve got to stop with the meddling.” I look between m
parents and my father looks as guilty as my mother. “Both of you! I neve
nknow when some random guy is going to show up and try to marry me.”
“You’re being dramatic.” Mama rolls her eyes. “Go back out there and b
1your normal, charming self and we can forget this ever happened.”
y I place a fist on my hip. “And then you’ll stop trying to set me up?”
2 “] was married and already had two children by the time I was twenty
eight, you know.”
1 “Mama...”
She crosses her arms. “Fine. I’ll stop trying to set you up. But no mort
talking about bodily functions to customers.”
“Deal.” I turn to leave the kitchen.

> Papa calls out, “We love you, Bella!” as I’m leaving.
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I bring my hand to my chest. “Whatever do you mean?”

“Don’t play dumb. It’s obvious Rosa told you. Fabio is a very nice man,
Bella.” She takes a deep breath and gives Papa a pat on the cheek. “Give him
a chance. I just want you to be happy like me and your Papa.”

“I know. But you’ve got to stop with the meddling.” I look between my
parents and my father looks as guilty as my mother. “Both of you! I never
know when some random guy is going to show up and try to marry me.”

“You’re being dramatic.” Mama rolls her eyes. “Go back out there and be
your normal, charming self and we can forget this ever happened.”

I place a fist on my hip. “And then you’ll stop trying to set me up?”

“I was married and already had two children by the time I was twenty-
eight, you know.”

“Mama...”

She crosses her arms. “Fine. I’'ll stop trying to set you up. But no more
talking about bodily functions to customers.”

“Deal.” I turn to leave the kitchen.

Papa calls out, “We love you, Bella!” as I’m leaving.
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It’s Saturday, the day after my birthday, and I’'m glad to have the party ove
with so I can get back to my normal routine.

I open my front door to retrieve my newspaper—yes, I still subscribe to «
newspaper. Social media is the worst. I prefer getting my news the old
fashioned way—and, of course, Isabella’s cat is sitting on my porch.

I sigh, and he greets me with a meow. With a quick glance around the quie
neighborhood, I bend down and pat him on the head. He purrs and leans intc
my hand.

My lips quirk into a half-smile. He’s actually not too bad... for a cat.

Walking past him, I head to the bottom of my steps to pick up the paper
When I get back to the top of the steps, Mo is gone, but there’s a brochure o
something in the spot where he sat.

Strange, he must’ve been sitting on it. I pick it up and see it’s a trave
pamphlet for Peru. Interesting. I stick it under my arm along with m
newspaper and head back inside.

I walk straight to the kitchen island, where I left my hot cup of coffee, anc

take a seat on one of the wooden barstools. Opening up the newspaper, I taki



my time reading it from cover to cover, like I do every morning. The smal
words are becoming more difficult to see, which means it’s probably time fo
some new glasses.

It’s not typical for me to be easily distracted, but I keep looking over th
top of my newspaper at the brochure. Finally, I can’t take it anymore and se
the newspaper down and pick up the brochure.

It’s a tri-fold pamphlet detailing the Salkantay Trail to Machu Picchu. The
brochure has colorful photos showing off the glorious views of the mountain:
and Machu Picchu itself. It looks like the travel company even sets up tent
every night of the four-day hike.

r This kind of trip wouldn’t usually be something to spark my interest, but «
part of me is fascinated. I love history. However, the idea of staying in a hu
aand hiking fifteen miles a day doesn’t really speak to me. The times I’vi
-traveled with my family, we’ve stayed in five-star hotels that include a ho
tub and room service.
t My bet with Brooks pops into my mind, as well as the look of shock tha
ywould be on his face if I were to go on this excursion. It would be extremel
out of character for me, but would definitely win the bet and show him I'n
not so predictable after all—at least, not when I don’t want to be.

I laugh to myself and pull out my phone to look up the travel company.

1 “ o

ySunday afternoon, I head over to my parents’ house for a family BBQ

Normally, I’d be mildly annoyed about it since we just saw each other twt
jdays ago. But I can’t wait to see the look on Brooks’ face when I tell hin

~about my trip.



1 T pull up to my parents' large historical home that’s only about ten minute:
rfrom my place and see everyone else has already arrived. Usually, I make it
point to be early, but today I wanted to increase my shock factor by bein
olate.
t Heading straight to the backyard, I type in the code to the wrought-iroi
gate and let myself in. My parents have an impressive backyard. A gardene
2has professionally landscaped and maintained it weekly. They use the spac:
sto host many events, but I prefer it as it is now... with just my family.
s As I round the corner, I see everyone gathered on the patio surrounding thi
large outdoor table as I expected. They’re all gawking at me, making a shov
1of looking at their watches. Of course, I assumed they’d be dramatic—the?
talways are—but I’m amused by the rigamarole, nonetheless.
e My mother enforces a certain... dress code... to our family BBQs. Shi
tseems to think the president could waltz into her backyard at any moment anc
we should all be photo-ready. Most of us appease her to keep the peace, anc
tglancing around the patio, I see that it looks like a Vineyard Vines cataloy
ycould be shot here. The guys are wearing polos and khaki pants and the ladie:
1all have on flowy sundresses. My eyes land on Brooks last and I resist thu
urge to wrinkle my nose at his messy hair and backward ball cap.

Brooks is the baby and has always been able to get away with anything
Mom would make me or Madden remove our hats to come into her perfec
backyard. But not her baby. It doesn’t really bother us, though. Mom i
overbearing enough without us having to be smothered with her affection thu

-way Brooks is. There’s a part of me that wonders if that’s why he dates nc
Jone seriously... he knows Mom will hate anyone he brings home.
1 Slowly, I swagger my way over to join everyone on the patio. With my

hands casually in my pockets, I’m the picture of cool and collected.



s “David, did you realize you’re... late?” Mom asks, genuinely shocked. O

amaybe perturbed.

3 I smile and adjust my glasses. “Yeah, this is the new me. Super chill anc
unpredictable.”

1 Brooks guffaws. “Wow, do you think you’re going to win the bet by beiny

rfifteen minutes late to a family BBQ? I don’t think so.”

e He runs a hand through his blonde waves to sweep them out of his eyes
He needs a haircut; he’s looking like Justin Bieber from 2008.

e “Actually, I'm only thirteen minutes late.” I pretend to inspect m

vfingernails, huff on them, and wipe the non-existent dirt away from m

yfreshly pressed blue polo.

I smirk, and Brooks narrows his eyes at me. “However, I do think I’ll wii
athe bet with this.” I pull the Machu Picchu travel brochure out of the bacl
1pocket of my khakis and hold it up for everyone to see.

1 Sophie comes closer to get a better look. “Peru?”

3 “Yep, I'm leaving in ten days,” I tell them before casually taking a seat a

sthe table. During my research last night, I discovered there was one slot lef

ofor September and I know September is the prime month to visit... at least i
is according to the Peru documentary I watched last month.

Brooks sits in one of the off-white lounge chairs near the table an
tstretches his arms before resting them behind his head. “I’ll believe it when
ssee it.”

e My dad takes the pamphlet and peruses it with Mom looking over hi:

yshoulder. Dad clears his throat. “Uh, you realize this is an outdoor hiking anc
camping expedition, right?”

vy  “Yes, Dad. It’s six nights total, and only four of those are camping. Anyon:

can hike and camp for four days.”



r “But David,” Mom places a hand on my shoulder as she speaks, “you’v
never even left the country before.”
1 I shrug her hand off with a bump of my shoulder. “I’'m a grown man. I’l
manage,” I say confidentially, although I have my own doubts about that.
3 My brother-in-law, Drew, raises an eyebrow. He’s solid muscle and i
looking at me like he doubts my capability. “How many miles will you hik
..each day?” he asks.
I shrug my shoulders. “Ten to fifteen miles a day.”
y “It won’t be easy. But it’s doable.” He sighs. “You really should’ve trainec
yfor a few months before booking the trip, but I’d be happy to work out witl
you a few times before you leave, at least.”
1 I purse my lips, knowing he’s right. But I wanted to book the trip before
<thought about it too much and changed my mind or chickened out. I wantec
to rip off the proverbial band-aid.
“That’s probably not a bad idea. Text me your schedule and we’ll plan «
tfew times to work out.”
t He grins, looking way too excited about the prospect.
t Odette and Madden are standing behind me and Odette pats my shoulder
“I’m proud of you, David. I bet you’ll have a great trip.”
1 Madden ruffles my hair. I hate it when he does that. “I’'m proud of you
[too. Can’t wait to hear all about it.”
“What about work?” Dad asks. Of course, that’d be what he’d think o
sfirst, with his workaholic tendencies and all.
1 T shrug. “Perks of owning your own business. I can take a vacatiol
whenever [ want.”
2 Dad doesn’t look convinced. “You rescheduled clients at such a lat

notice?”



e “Seeing as I’ve never taken a vacation—ever—they didn’t mind m
rescheduling this once.”
1 My dad shakes his head. “Bad business practice, son.”

Sophie’s eyes shift between me and my dad. She giggles awkwardly an
schanges the subject, “I’m not sure what’s more exciting... David going on
abig trip... or Brooks not being able to date for four months.”

Everyone laughs except Dad who is apparently still concerned about mu

taking off work for the first time in my life.
1 The family turns their attention to Brooks. He’s still sitting in his chair
1looking unconcerned. “As I said, I’ll believe it when I see it.”

The rest of my family laughs and continues their meal, but I see the lon

Idrop of sweat slowly making its way down Brooks’ forehead.

1
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Monday morning begins just like any other, except I’ve begun packing for ai

d

international trip. I don’t leave for nine more days, but I did an inventory o
.my closet, knowing I’d need to do some serious shopping today. I don’t ever
have hiking shoes, or a backpack... or a water bottle.
I start my day by getting dressed in business casual attire. Working fron
home doesn’t mean being sloppy, and I meet with a lot of my clients ove
fvideo chat.
After freshly grinding the coffee beans and filling my French press witl
,hot water, I pour the coffee grounds on top and let it set while I head outsid
to get my morning paper.

» Perfect coffee can’t be rushed.



2 As I walk outside to grab my paper, I notice Isabella’s yard is... onc
again, out of control. The grass—if you can even call it that—is long anc
overgrown. The weeds are growing in between all the cracks in the patl
1leading up to her front door. Even the ants noticed how little yard work shu
adoes, taking full advantage by building an ant hill complex along her fence
Her yard alone ruins the look of the entire neighborhood. Everyone else’.
ayards are perfectly trimmed, but she can’t seem to manage her own.
I can hear her awful yoga music coming from her backyard—you know
the music they play in a spa, with harps and birds and all that bullshit—so
know she’s awake. I see Mo clawing at the front window like he’s desperat
ato escape. Poor animal. Even the cat hates her music.
How can she relax when there’s so much work to be done? I’ve asked he
several times to keep her music down and her lawn trimmed, to no avail.
Having not inhaled any coffee yet, I’m not in the mood to deal with m»
neighbor. I decide instead to go back inside and blare my own music. I have
Ifantastic Bluetooth surround sound system installed, which makes listening t
fmy favorite audiobooks and podcasts delightful. But today I get to use it for «
1little heavy metal.
I snicker to myself sardonically. I hate heavy metal. Honestly, does anyon
lactually enjoy heavy metal?
I' 1’1l be enough to interrupt her yoga. I make sure the patio speakers are o1
and turn the music up to its max volume. I’d watch for her reaction since ou
lyards are close together, but I have work to do. Grabbing my noise-canceling
“headphones, I finish the coffee and pour myself a cup before sitting at ths
kitchen table and opening my laptop.
Enjoying a perfectly brewed cup of coffee in peace while working o1

budgets for my clients are a few of the simple pleasures in life.



> My open kitchen and dining room have French doors that open up onto thu
1patio, giving me a clear view of my backyard and patio from where I sit at th
1dining room table. I watch Isabella fling open the gate to my side of the fenc
aand stomp into my yard and straight to my patio.
Well, that was fast. Honestly, she makes this too easy.
s She stops in front of the French doors and makes eye contact with me. He
chocolate-brown eyes are wild with rage, and I have to hold back a grin
,She’s dressed in her yoga clothes, which is distracting. A white, cropped
Isporty top with matching white yoga shorts. The white stands out against he
eskin, making her look even darker and more bronzed. She knocks on the glas
with one fist, then crosses her arms and taps her foot impatiently.
r Sliding my headphones down around my neck, I rise from my seat an
walk over to the French doors. Calmly, I open the door, then glance down a
ymy Apple watch. “Siri, remind me to get a lock for the gate in my backyard.”
a2 The voice on my watch responds that she’ll remind me tomorrow an
dlsabella’s glare deepens. “You think you’re really funny, don’t you?”
1 “Is there something you need?” I lean against the doorframe and try to lool
bored.
e “I think you already know why I’'m here.”
Bringing my hand up to my chin, I furrow my brow in mock confusion
1“Hmm, I can’t think of a reason.”
r She glances up at the speakers connected to the pergola above my deck—
sthe speakers that are blaring heavy metal music—then back at me again
2“Funny, you struck me as more of a classical music person.”
My mouth is tempted to quirk into a smile at her sass. She’s not wrong;
1am a classical music person. But I’'m not letting her know that she’s correct

“I guess you don’t know me very well.”
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She sighs. “David, turn the music off.”

m

“I’1l turn it off when you mow your lawn.”
e Her hands go to her hips. “Are you kidding me right now? That’s what thi:
is about?”

“Your yard looks like a jungle. It’s uncouth.”

r “Uncouth? Who even talks like that?” She rolls her eyes. “My dad i
.coming over to mow the lawn later today. So can you please turn off th
,music?”

r The knowledge that big words irritate her inspires me to continue
s“Marvelous. I truly hope he cuts the grass posthaste.”

She huffs and spins on her heel to leave. I shut the door, chuckling tc
dmyself as I flick the music off. I shouldn’t enjoy seeing that look of ire in he
teyes, but I can’t help it. I enjoy it. My spats with Isa are the only excitiny
' moments in my life.

1 “Isa,” I whisper to myself, testing the shortened version of her name.
always thought Isabella was too formal a name for such a wild, sassy little

<thing. But Isa suits her perfectly.



She sighs. “David, turn the music off.”

“I’1l turn it off when you mow your lawn.”

Her hands go to her hips. “Are you kidding me right now? That’s what this
is about?”

“Your yard looks like a jungle. It’s uncouth.”

“Uncouth? Who even talks like that?” She rolls her eyes. “My dad is
coming over to mow the lawn later today. So can you please turn off the
music?”

The knowledge that big words irritate her inspires me to continue.
“Marvelous. I truly hope he cuts the grass posthaste.”

She huffs and spins on her heel to leave. I shut the door, chuckling to
myself as I flick the music off. I shouldn’t enjoy seeing that look of ire in her
eyes, but I can’t help it. I enjoy it. My spats with Isa are the only exciting
moments in my life.

“Isa,” T whisper to myself, testing the shortened version of her name. I
always thought Isabella was too formal a name for such a wild, sassy little

thing. But Isa suits her perfectly.
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Monday evening, Papa comes over after he gets off work. This is probabl
the main reason why he wants to marry me off... so he can have a break fron
mowing my lawn and being my on-call handyman.

He shows no sign of annoyance as he walks up my narrow walkway anc
grins at me. “How’s my Bella?”

I smile, noting he’s already changed out of his work clothes and into worti
jeans and an old t-shirt. “Pretty good. Thanks for coming over and mowing.
can never seem to get the mower started.”

Walking toward the small shed in my backyard, Papa releases a sigh
“Why don’t you just ask that guy next door to help you start it?”

I scoff. “David?? You obviously haven’t met him... He’s perfectly prope
and well-manicured. I doubt he could start a mower.”

Papa chuckles and opens the shed door. “Ah, one of those types.”

I smile sardonically to myself, thinking of all the yard ornaments
purchased today at thrift stores. As soon as the sun goes down, David”
pristine lawn is getting a fun makeover.

My father pulls the mower out of the dusty shed and I hold the door opei



for him. “Are you good here, Papa? I was going to get some work don
inside.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Are you still working on the little blog?”

Holding back a sigh, I answer, “It’s a website, Papa. And I have ove
200,000 subscribers.”

He nods. “It better not get in the way of your work at Abuela’s.”

“Yeah, I know.” I give him a tense smile, not wanting to get into this ye
again. “I’ll bring you some lemonade in a half hour, okay?”

“Sounds good,” he answers, then starts the push mower effortlessly witl
one pull.

y 1 wishI could do that.

1 Ten minutes later, I’'m back on the sofa with my laptop, scheduling m»
usual Tuesday and Thursday posts to my website for the next few weeks.
1like to have my articles and posts planned out in advance so they don'
interfere with my schedule at Abuela’s. And I never know if I’ll have servic
iwhen I’m traveling. I always have my phone and laptop with me, but they ar
Imostly for photos and videos since I don’t want to spend money on ai

international phone plan.
As long as I can take pictures and make notes for my travel anc
entertainment website, Isa’s Itinerary, I don’t care too much about not havin
rWi-Fi.
Mama and Papa pay us decent enough for working at Abuela’s, but I have
to stay on a strict budget so I have enough money to travel.
I Working at Abuela’s just doesn’t fulfill me; it isn’t my passion. I want tc
stravel the world and explore. Not stuck in Kansas working in a kitchen. O
married off to the next man my parents find for me.

1 I click on a tab that shows all of my sponsorships and make sure I havt



ewhat I need for photos in Peru. One of my biggest sponsors is a company tha
makes women’s athletic wear. My contract states I need to make two posts .
week that include photos of their clothing. This will be easy on a hiking

rexpedition. I have all my favorite matching athletic sets packed and can tak
lots of gorgeous photos wearing them in the Andes Mountains. Hopefully th
group I’m traveling with doesn’t think I’'m a huge dork for all the photos I’l

ttake... but these sponsorships are how I travel every few months, so i
doesn’t really matter what they think.

1 After confirming I’ve packed all my necessary sponsored items anc
secured posts for the next two weeks, I realize it’s been over thirty minute
and I need to get Papa's lemonade.

y As I’'m walking outside with his beverage in hand, I notice the sun i

Isetting. I smirk to myself as I look at the sky. Almost time to make over m}

tneighbor’s yard.
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The next morning, I’'m woken abruptly by a very loud knocking that seems t
jcome from my front door. Mo hisses at the sound, arching his bacl
sdramatically.

“Oh, calm down. You’re fine,” I tell him.
- Sliding out of bed, I step into my fluffy white slippers and glance at m
reflection in my floor-length mirror. I’'m wearing lavender shorts that ar
ysilky and short, along with a matching spaghetti strap top.
r 1 shrug. If they wanted me dressed, they shouldn’t bang on my door at nin
o’clock in the morning. My body is used to staying up late at night an

~sleeping in—struggles of working at a restaurant.



t I pad down the short hallway, through the living area, and to the front door
aMore obnoxious knocking comes from the other side. I fling the door open t
3find David standing there, his hand raised mid-knock.

> For a split second, he looks down at my pajamas. His cheeks flush slightl

eand he stutters, “Um, oh. Uh, about time you answered.”

1 He holds up a flamingo in the hand he wasn’t using to pound on my door
tHis lips twist angrily as he looks from me, then back to the flamingo.

I shoot him my biggest grin. “Well, good morning to you, too.”

1 He takes a deep breath. I think he’s attempting to calm himself. “Yot

sknow, some of us have eight o’clock clients coming to our homes fo
business meetings.”

s “Wow, that’s early for a meeting. Are you a drug dealer?”

y He closes his eyes and mutters a swear under his breath. “If you mus
know, I’m an accountant and financial advisor. Hence the sign on my fron
door that says, ‘David Windell, CPA and financial advisor,”” he adds dryly
like I must be a moron not to have noticed the sign.

“Clients sometimes need to meet before they start their workday

JSomething you obviously know nothing about.”

€ T prickle at his jab. He doesn’t know how hard I work, not only at th
restaurant but also writing for Isa’s Itinerary. I straighten my posture, tryin;
to let his comment roll off me.

Y “The meetings are at your house?” I cross my arms and lift an eyebrow i1

2question.

“I have worked from home since starting my business,” he grits out.

© “How does any of this have to do with you practically banging my doo

down at the crack of dawn?”

“The crack of dawn?! It’s NINE.” He shakes his head and groans. “Thi:



~was my biggest client, and he thought he had the wrong house when he sav
omy yard covered in gnomes, flamingos, and cement geese.”
I roll my lips together to keep from laughing. “Again, what does this havi
yto do with me?”
“Even if I can’t prove it, I know you did this.” He thrusts the flamingo intc
~my arms and turns to stomp off. “And why are the geese wearing weird littl
outfits? Infuriating woman.” He waves his hand around in the air while hu
rants.
1 Before I can shut the door, Mo runs out the door and follows David back tc
rhis house.

I whisper, “Traitor.” Like he can hear me.
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t
-I'rush inside Abuela’s a few hours later. I'm running late for my shift. I’'n

never late, but I got distracted finalizing things for my trip—and watchin;
-David from my window as he removed all the yard ornaments. The gees:
really weren’t that heavy. He should workout more.
» Internally, I'm praying my parents didn’t notice I’m ten minutes late fo
zmy shift. I tiptoe into the break room and quietly sign in on the iPad system
then put my bag in my locker.
., As I'm attempting to sneak past Papa’s office, I hear him clear his throa
from inside. “Bella.”

I sigh in defeat and walk into his office. My father’s office is simple, witl
rwhite walls and a large oak desk in the center. Filing cabinets line one side
with a large screen displaying the security camera footage on the oppositt

swall. Mama has hung several family photos around the space, including ol



vphotos of the restaurant. One is a black-and-white photo showing m
grandparents when they were young. My abuelito died a few months after i
awas taken. Mama is in Abuela’s arms in the photo. She must have been abou
two years old. Next to it is a photo taken in the same spot, but it’s of m
yparents in front of the restaurant with me and my sisters. This one was takei
sabout five years ago. We took it a week after my abuela passed. Mama ha:
esince hung several more photos of Abuela around the room.
Unfortunately, both of my parents are seated like they’ve been waiting fo
yme. Papa is seated in his large leather office chair, and Mama is resting
against the edge of his desk.
“Wow, you both look twenty years younger today. Have you changed you
skin care routines?”
“Nice try,” Mama says, crossing her arms over her chest. “We’ve made i
very clear to you and your sisters that our expectations for you are the samq
las every other employee.”
2 “I know. I’'m really sorry. I lost track of time getting everything ready fo
®my trip,” I admit. “It won’t happen again.”
Papa rubs his hand down his face. “I knew this ridiculous travel blog
I'would distract you.”
> “I agree,” Mama says, nodding her head. “You need to stop and focus o1
what’s really important.”
Ut “What’s really important?” I ask, grinding my teeth together.
“This isn’t just a restaurant, Bella. It’s a family tradition.” Mama’s voice i
lgetting louder every time she speaks.
> Papa gets up from his desk and walks over to close his office door
2“Family comes first, and this is a family business.”

1«1 shouldn’t have to pour everything I have into this place to be a part o



ythis family.” My voice comes out louder than I wanted it to. I take a dee]
tbreath and close my eyes for a second to calm down.
t  “If our family was the most important thing to you, you’d be preparing tc
ytake over Abuela’s someday, just like your father and I did.” She points to th
1photo of our family on the wall.
s  “Why can’t Rosa take over? Or Lily?” I rub my temples. “I love thi:
family with all my heart. But restaurant management isn’t my passion. Don’
ryou want me to do something I love?”
3 “You’re being selfish instead of setting an example for your younge
sisters.You know your Abuela’s lifelong wish was for you to run th
rrestaurant someday.” Mama stands and comes close so we’re face to face
“Respect your Abuela’s memory. And show your sisters that family stay:
ttogether. They don’t run off to different countries all the time and leave th
awork for everyone else.”
Hot, angry tears fill my eyes. “We only have one life to live. I want t
rspend mine seeing the world, not being stuck in one place my entire life.’
Tears stream down my face. “My path doesn’t have to look just like yours.”
3 Papa pounds his fist on his desk, startling us both. His expression is one o
anger and disappointment. “Enough! Bella, you will speak respectfully tc
1your mother.”
I meet his angry gaze with my own. “I’m late for my shift.”
I exit the room and slam the door behind me, only to find my sisters righ
soutside the door. They see my tears and both embrace me in a hug.
Lily speaks first. “They’re too traditional for their own good.”
Rosa smirks. “I’d love to take over the restaurant, so keep coming in late
by all means.”

f I laugh through my tears. “You two are the best. You know how much



blove you, right?”
“Of course we do,” Lily tells me while looping an arm around m
>shoulders. The three of us walk down the hallway toward the kitchen.
e “And we love you too,” Rosa says. “You should do what you’re passionat
about, what makes you feel alive. Mama and Papa will come aroun
seventually.”
t “Maybe,” I reply, trying to stay positive in front of my sisters. But deej
down, I have serious doubts that Mama will ever be on board with me takin;
ra different path than she did.
e Abuela’s death hit her really hard—it hit all of us really hard. Not onl
.were we her only grandchildren, but we also worked together. And I knov
sshe wanted me and my sisters to run Abuela’s together someday, but my
egrandmother also told us to do whatever made us excited to wake up ever
morning... only I think Mama conveniently forgot that part.
> “I want to do right by our parents, but I can’t keep putting my life on holc
”just to appease them.”
Rosa sighs. “I know. We’ll support you no matter what.”
f Lily loops an arm around my waist and leans her head on my shoulder
ORosa comes to my other side and links her arm through mine. The three of u

walk toward the kitchen, connected to each other... literally and figuratively.



love you, right?”

“Of course we do,” Lily tells me while looping an arm around my
shoulders. The three of us walk down the hallway toward the kitchen.

“And we love you too,” Rosa says. “You should do what you’re passionate
about, what makes you feel alive. Mama and Papa will come around
eventually.”

“Maybe,” I reply, trying to stay positive in front of my sisters. But deep
down, I have serious doubts that Mama will ever be on board with me taking
a different path than she did.

Abuela’s death hit her really hard—it hit all of us really hard. Not only
were we her only grandchildren, but we also worked together. And I know
she wanted me and my sisters to run Abuela’s together someday, but my
grandmother also told us to do whatever made us excited to wake up every
morning... only I think Mama conveniently forgot that part.

“I want to do right by our parents, but I can’t keep putting my life on hold
just to appease them.”

Rosa sighs. “I know. We’ll support you no matter what.”

Lily loops an arm around my waist and leans her head on my shoulder.
Rosa comes to my other side and links her arm through mine. The three of us

walk toward the kitchen, connected to each other... literally and figuratively.
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I took my time plotting my revenge against Isa... Three days, to be exact
Ideally, she’ll think I’ve forgotten all about the flamingos. But I haven’t.

And I’ve concocted—heavy on the “cock”—the perfect retaliation.

I read through the ad I wrote for the wanted listings in the paper once mort
before submitting it online.

Wanted: Live roosters of all breeds and sizes. Wichita, Kansas, is ii
desperate need of a rooster rescue and I want to remedy that. If you have an
unwanted roosters, please drop them off at the address listed below.

A chuckle rumbles out of my chest. It’s a little higher-pitched than usua
and I’m relieved no one is around to hear it. After paying the twenty-dolla
fee for the ad, I hit submit and they send me a confirmation number and the
date the ad will run, which is tomorrow morning. Friday will be perfect
seeing as she won’t be able to call and dispute the ad all weekend sinc
they’ll be closed.

Having roosters next door will be annoying... but knowing how much sh

loves sleeping in, they’ll annoy her way more than they will me. I’'m up early

anyway.



There’s a chance that no one will pay attention to the ad, but hopefully «
few will be dropped off.

I can’t wait.

Cleaning up the table from my rooster research, I pull up the link for my
FaceTime meeting with a client who just started a non-profit in the form of .
coffee shop. Helping entrepreneurs is my favorite part of this job. I love th
challenge the larger companies bring, of course, but there’s something abou
like-minded small-business owners that makes me love what I do.

I open the link and my client, Tom, pops up on the screen. He’s a younge
guy, probably mid-thirties, with red hair and green eyes. He’s wearing

.black t-shirt that has the logo of his new coffee shop on it.
“David! So glad we could meet so fast.” He chuckles as he uses his hand:
to put air quotes around the word meet.
> “You too, Tom. How are things going at Bean There, Roasted That?”
grin; it’s impossible to say the name of his coffee shop with a straight face.
1 He ducks so I can see the view of the coffee bar behind him. “Great
yThings are really taking off. But I'd feel better if I could get a grasp on thes:
state nonprofit taxes. You think you can give me some kind of estimate o1
lhow much to put aside once tax season rolls around?”

r “I’ll do my best.” I pull up a new spreadsheet and get started.
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e
That evening, I pull up to Drew’s house—er, Drew and Sophie’s house—fo

»my first training session with my beast of a brother in law. Drew is waiting i
_the large garage gym he built with a big smile on his face. He looks way toc

excited for this, and that makes me dread it all the more.



1 But I like being prepared, and this is something I can do to make thi
Peruvian expedition more tolerable.

I park in the driveway behind Drew’s Bronco and step out of my Lanc
yCruiser. Drew meets me in the driveway but stops in his tracks as he takes i1
amy clothing.

e “What the hell are you wearing?”

t I look down at my v-neck tee, linen shorts and leather loafers. “What’:
wrong with it? This is the most casual outfit I own... besides swim trunks.”

r He groans and motions with one of his muscular arms for me to follow hin

ainside. “Come on, I’ll let you borrow some gym shorts.”

Reluctantly, I follow him inside, where my nieces attack me with love a
ssoon as they see me.

“Uncle David!” Penny yells and runs to me before throwing her arm
Iaround my waist. I smile down at her and ruffle her dark-brown curls.

Samantha is never far behind her new big sister and hugs my legs. “Hey
ISammy girl,” I say.

2 Sophie comes around the corner and giggles at the sight of the girl
1embracing me. “Hey, David.”

Drew walks past her down the hallway toward their room and smacks m:
sister’s butt as he passes her. She bites her bottom lip as she swats him awa
but he just chuckles as he disappears into their room.

“You guys are disgusting.”

She looks slightly abashed and shrugs. “Newlyweds. Sorry.”

I Brooks bursts through the front door without even knocking. “Where ar
Imy two favorite girls?” he bellows.
) Penny and Samantha run toward him giggling, and he picks both of then

up in a big bear hug. When he sets them down, I notice he’s wearing



ssneakers, red gym shorts, and a Vote Madden Windell t-shirt that he’s cut thy
sleeves off of so you can see his arms and way too much of his armpits.

1 “Why are you here?” I ask. It’s obvious he’s here to work out, but h

1wasn’t invited.

Drew reappears from the hallway and throws me a pair of black gym
shorts. “I saw Brooks at the store earlier and told him you were coming ove
sto work out—"
“And 1 invited myself along. I couldn’t miss out on the fre
1entertainment,” Brooks interrupts.
With a groan, I take the athletic shorts into the bathroom to change. Thi
sgirls decorated the bathroom in a unicorn theme and the bathtub is filled witl
Barbies... and Barbie hair. Gross.

s I slide off my linen shorts, then fold them neatly and set them on th
bathroom counter. As soon as I step into Drew’s gym shorts, I can tell they’r

,going to be huge.

I sigh heavily when they slide right down my hips onto the tile floor.
syank them back up and roll the waistband twice so they’ll stay up. Glancin
in the mirror, I look lean and maybe a little pale since my skin rarely sees th
ylight of day.

y Smoothing my v-neck tee down, I decide I look decent enough and leav:
the bathroom. As soon as I step out into the main living area again, Brook
and Drew look me over. Brooks bursts out laughing and Drew pushes him.

“You don’t have any tennis shoes?” Drew asks over Brooks’ laughter.

2 I wrinkle my nose. “I purchased hiking boots the other day, but no tenni
shoes.”

1 Brooks walks up to me, still chuckling, and lifts my shirt. “Oh my gosh

3You had to roll the waist band?”



e “Shut up!” I shove his hands away and pull my shirt back into place.
Sophie looks at me sympathetically. “Don’t let Brooks get to you. It’s no
eyour fault my husband is huge.”
I look over at Drew, who is preening at her compliment. Wait, is he doin
-a Superman pose? What a weirdo.
r “Can we please get this over with?” I ask before walking toward the doo
in the kitchen that leads to the garage.
2 As soon as I turn my back to the room, I hear Sophie reprimand Brook
and tell him to be nice to me. I withhold a laugh and continue walking unti
el’m in the garage. Drew and Brooks follow closely behind me.
1 Drew’s three-car garage is large enough to store his precious Bronco, m?
sister’s SUV, and one area completely dedicated to his gym. He’s lined ont
ewall with mirrors and the floor is covered in thick, black mats. On top of the
emats there’s a squat rack, a few benches, a long shelf for dumbbells, som:
kind of yellow and black contraption—I think he referred to it as a TRX bant
Ibefore—and some other machines that sort of look like black, metal prayin;
Jmantises.
e “Alright,” Drew says before clapping once and then rubbing his palm:
together. “Let’s get to work.”
e Brooks swaggers toward the weight rack and picks up a tiny pinl
sdumbbell. It’s obviously the smallest weight, as well as the only pink one. Hi
hands it to me.
“Let’s start you off with this one.”
s I glare at him. “Funny.”
“Soph told you to be nice.” Drew grabs the weight and sets it back on thu
.weight rack. “Let’s start with lunges, and then we’ll do squats. You’ll b

using those gams while hiking, so we’ll focus on that.” He points to my legs



which compared to Drew’s muscled calves look more like sticks than gams
t“Grab the heaviest weights you can manage, and you can lower as you nee
to for each set.”
3 I grab a fifteen pound weight in each hand and test their weight with .
lunge. These feel good enough. I don’t want to be so sore tomorrow that I cai
rbarely function. Drew grabs the fifty-pound weights and Brooks takes the
forties.
s Show-offs. At least I know what a bifurcated derivative is.
1 After completing our first set of lunges, Drew and Brooks both lose thei
shirts. Sophie brings out three glasses of ice water and Drew sneaks in a Kkiss
yShe pretends to be disgusted by how sweaty he is and I pretend to be annoye
aby their public display of affection... but honestly, it’s nice to see my siste
250 happy.
e Brooks' phone rings in the middle of our second set. He grabs it out of hi
1back pocket and smiles before answering. “Hey, Molls.”
3 Molly is Brooks’ best friend; they met at M.I.T. And now they co-own .
medical supply company that they started after college. They specialize i1
splastic surgery, because of course Brooks would focus his skills on making
people look better.
< “They want to rush the order?” Brooks asks, his eyebrows drawing
etogether briefly.

The muffled sound of Molly’s reply goes on for a minute. I notice tha
Brooks' demeanor changes while he’s on the phone. He’s more serious, an
even stands up a little straighter.

2 Brooks keeps his work life separate from his personal one. I never see hin
2in work mode, but it makes me like him just a little bit more seeing him lik:

,this.



Brooks nods and then speaks into his phone. “Yeah, bring the contract b
land TI’ll sign it real quick. I'll text you my brother-in-law’s address.” H
smiles as she responds and then ends the call.
a  “Who are you giving my address to?” Drew asks in an annoyed tone.
1 Brooks grimaces. “Sorry, my business partner, Molly, is going to stop b
250 [ can sign a contract real quick. She lives in this neighborhood.”
Drew arches a brow. “You know someone in my neighborhood and you’vi
never mentioned it before?”
r He shrugs. “It never came up.” His neck and face are growing more pinl
.by the second.
1 TI’ve always wondered if Brooks held a secret flame for his friend, but nov
rmy curiosity is piqued even more.
A sleek, white Tesla pulls into the driveway and Molly steps out with ai
siPad in hand. She’s tiny and cute with thick brown hair and bangs. Molly i
one of the few people I’ve seen that can actually pull off bangs. She’.
awearing a pink sundress and strappy heels that clack against the pavement a:
1she walks toward us with a warm smile on her face.
3 Her step falters when she sees my shirtless brother. I don’t miss the way
she looks at him and how her cheeks turn the same pink color Brooks’ were
smoment ago. Brooks must have noted her discomfort because he walks bacl
inside the garage and tosses his shirt back on.
t She chuckles. “You caught me off guard, Brooks. I’'m not used to seeinj
dyou so casual.” Drew and I snicker at her comment. The only way we knov
Brooks is... casual.
1 Brooks shoots us a perturbed glance before turning his attention back t

eMolly, his smile firmly back in place. His posture is straight and he even run



ya hand through his messy hair a few times like he’s trying to look mort
aprofessional in front of Molly.
He gives her a sweaty side hug. “You look great. Where are you off to?”
“I’m meeting Todd for dinner tonight,” she answers.
y Brooks’ shoulders droop for a moment before he straightens his spin
again. “Oh, fun. So I need to sign the contract for the new gluteal implants?”
e “Yeah, sorry it’s last minute.” She unlocks the iPad and types in the
passcode. “I printed off a hard copy for you, it’s on your desk. But m
<contact for the plastic surgery center was adamant that the contract be signec
as soon as possible.”
v “Got it.” He leans over and takes the iPad from her and uses the Apple pei
to sign the document she had pulled up. “Done.”
1 “Thanks.” She grins at him before looking over his shoulder at myself anc
sDrew.
s Brooks suddenly seems to remember we’re here and turns around. “Ol
ssorry, this is my brother-in-law, Drew.” He gestures toward Drew and sh
reaches forward and gives him a firm handshake. “And you’ve met my
ybrother David a few times, right?”
1 “Nice meeting you, Drew. And David, good to see you again.” She nods i1
<my direction.
“You too. It’s been a while.”
3 An awkward moment passes before she speaks again. “Alright, well,
vbetter head out. Todd hates it when I’'m late.”
I swear I hear Brooks swear under his breath. But I’m probably deliriou
©from the physical exertion I’ve just been through.
s “Have a good time. See you tomorrow,” Brooks tells her with a strainec

smile.



e Drew and I say our goodbyes and she waves before getting back in he
Tesla and driving away.

“How have I never met your business partner?” Drew asks, the look on hi:
face showing he’s just as curious about Molly as I am.

2 “She’s usually busy with her boyfriend,” Brooks responds before ripping
his shirt back off and walking back over toward the weights. He grab:

aDrew’s fifties and starts lunging like a maniac.

y  “You don’t like her boyfriend?” I push further.

1 He drops the weights abruptly. “The guy is awful. He strung her along al
through college, and I’ve even seen him out with other women.” He takes

1deep breath. “I tried talking to her about him, but she just gets defensive anc
swears he’s going to propose any day... but he never does.”

1 Drew nods and grabs some weights. “You seem pretty passionate about th
subject.”

1 “Molly is my best friend. I don’t want her to get hurt,” Brooks say:

edefensively. “Now let’s get back to work.”

y Brooks starts lunging away from us and I give Drew a glance that says,
have no idea what his problem is.

1 Drew shrugs his shoulders and we start lunging again. Not even a half hou
later, Brooks says he has to get home and go through the contract Molly
dropped off. He’s been unusually somber ever since she stopped by.

I We watch his truck pull out of the driveway then turn back to each other
“What’s up with him and Molly?” Drew asks the question we’re botl

swondering.

I shrug. “You think he has a secret crush on her?”
1 “Definitely,” he answers quickly, and we both laugh.

We finish our sets of lunges and Drew sets up the squat rack for me. Thy



rbar is forty-five pounds by itself, so I’'m not sure why he’s adding weights t
it.

s “So, how are you feeling about your trip? It’s coming up.”

I take a deep breath and then blow it out slowly. “Yeah, I leave in fivi
3days. Not gonna lie; I’m nervous.”

s Drew does one squat, instructing me how to use the proper form befort
responding. “You’re a homebody, and there’s nothing wrong with that. But
hope you can let loose and have a little fun.”

1 Bending to get the bar onto my shoulders, I step back and start squatting

a“Letting loose isn’t my strong suit,” I grit out as I pop back up and set the ba

1back on the rack.

“Four more,” Drew says, pointing to the bar. “It’ll be good to get out o
eyour comfort zone; maybe you’ll love it and start traveling all the time.”

I glare at the bar like it has personally offended me, then get bacl
sunderneath it for another squat. “Maybe. But I doubt it.” I squat down and an

breathing heavily. “I like...my own....mattress,” I say with a groan as I forc

Imy legs back up and set the bar down once again.

Drew huffs out a laugh and then gives me an encouraging pat on the back
r“You’ve never been camping though. Sleeping outside and being in nature..
ythere’s nothing like it, man. I love camping.”

I’d roll my eyes if I had more energy. Drew goes camping all the time witl
~his buddies from work.

1 “Oh, I almost forgot! I got you a birthday present. Be right back.” Drev
dashes inside the house, appearing a minute later with a Target bag. “Sorry
didn’t wrap it.”

He hands me the bag and I peek inside. There’s a small black notebool

ewith a stretchy band that holds the pages closed. “A notebook?”



> Drew rubs the back of his neck like he’s mildly embarrassed. “Yeah. Whei
I turned thirty I started... journaling.” His eyes become shiny like he’s abou
to cry. “I’d write down my goals, my bucket list, my feelings.” He clears hi
athroat, which is apparently thick with emotion. “Sorry, you know I’m .
crier.”
2 “Uh, that’s okay.” Awkwardly, I lean forward and pat him on the back
Ifew times. His very sweaty back. “Thanks for the present.”
I set the bag to the side, and we continue our workout. By the time we’v
.finished two more sets of squats, I’'m wiped out and ready to go home. Drew
rtried to talk me into going for a short run... but I made an excuse abou
needing to get some work done. Thankfully, he bought it.

f On my drive home, I wonder how I’'m going to walk tomorrow... alsc
what on earth I’'m going to do with a journal?

<
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Drew rubs the back of his neck like he’s mildly embarrassed. “Yeah. When
I turned thirty I started... journaling.” His eyes become shiny like he’s about
to cry. “I’d write down my goals, my bucket list, my feelings.” He clears his
throat, which is apparently thick with emotion. “Sorry, you know I’'m a
crier.”

“Uh, that’s okay.” Awkwardly, I lean forward and pat him on the back a
few times. His very sweaty back. “Thanks for the present.”

I set the bag to the side, and we continue our workout. By the time we’ve
finished two more sets of squats, I’'m wiped out and ready to go home. Drew
tried to talk me into going for a short run... but I made an excuse about
needing to get some work done. Thankfully, he bought it.

On my drive home, I wonder how I’'m going to walk tomorrow... also

what on earth I’'m going to do with a journal?



Chapter Six



Chapter Six



Iyelelle

I didn’t bother setting my alarm for Friday morning since I closed at work thi
night before. I’'m able to sleep in until about nine a.m., when I hear a rooste
crowing. Deliriously, I throw my pillow over my head and fall back asleep. £
few minutes later, I’'m woken up again. This time it seems the roosters havi
multiplied. There’s a lot of crowing going on, so it has to be more than one.

“What in the world...” I grumble to myself as I crawl out of bed.

Which one of my neighbors got roosters? It definitely wouldn’t be David
He’s no animal lover. I walk to my front door, still in my spaghetti straj
nightgown, and peek out the front window.

My jaw drops and my eyes slowly widen when I see my small front porcl
is currently hosting half a dozen roosters. They’re all in cages and look to b
a mixture of colors and breeds.

“What the—" A knock on the door interrupts me mid-swear. I grab a zij
up hoodie that’s on my sofa and throw it on before opening the door.

Standing there is a short, older man dawning suspenders and a cowboy hat
He has a caged rooster in each hand. “Good morning, ma’am,” he drawls in «

thick Southern accent.



I can barely form words, but manage to stutter out a good morning.

“Saw yer ad, and brought these old boys by for your rooster rescue. Grea
work you’re doing for roosters, by the way.”

I blink rapidly. “I’m sorry, rooster rescue?”

He ignores my question and drops the cages on the porch, then turns tc
leave. “Have a good one!”

The two roosters stare at each other, then at me. I stare back at them, at :
loss for words. I hear the man’s pickup door shut and my brain finally start
functioning at full capacity.

I run toward him, waving my arms in the air. “Wait! Sir!”

e He smiles and waves before driving away.

r “This isn’t a rooster rescue!” I yell, throwing my hands up. He’s too fa

\down the road for me to chase him, especially since I’m barefoot.

e Standing there in the center of the street, I look from my front porch anc
then back to the man’s truck, which is growing smaller in the distance. Fron
the corner of my eye, I notice movement from David’s front window and m?

.head whips in that direction.

> The curtains close abruptly, like he had just been holding them open anc
watching this entire scene take place.

1 “David,” I whisper through gritted teeth. I should have known this was al

2him. He let the flamingo and cement geese debacle go too easily. Tip-toeiny
to his front door, I bang my fist on it as hard as I can.

> A full minute passes, but I keep knocking. I know he’s in there. Finally, he
opens the door with a bored expression set firmly on his chiseled face. Hi

.adjusts his tortoise-shell glasses, which look new, and sighs.

1 “Can I help you? You’re upsetting Mo.”

I hear a little meow and look down at my neighbor’s loafers. There he is i1



all his fluffy, traitorous glory.
t “A rooster rescue?” I demand, using one hand to point toward my fron
porch. “Plastic animals are one thing, but live ones?”

“Plastic and cement animals.”

> I ball my hands into fists at my sides, trying to keep from smacking him i1
the face. “What am I supposed to do with eight roosters??”

1 He grimaces. “Nine.”

s “What?”

He nods his head toward my house and I look over to see an old womai
dropping off an equally old-looking rooster. “No, no, no!” I run toward my
house, stubbing my toe on a rock in the process. “Ouch!”

r The woman sees me coming and waves to the rooster she’s abandoning
before running off down the street. Does she not own a vehicle? Where dic
1she even come from??

1 “Ma’am! This isn’t a rooster rescue!”

y She cackles as she continues running away from me, remarkably fast fo
her age, I might add.

1 I can practically feel angry smoke coming out of my ears and nostrils, jus
like in those old cartoons. Slowly, for dramatic effect, I rotate my head tc
lglare at David. “This. Means. War.”

3 He smirks and then closes his front door, leaving Mo on his front doo
meowing.

g
. 2 P =
L B |

After spending my entire weekend cleaning up chicken poop, finding home:

Lfor nine roosters, and working... I hardly had time to plan my revenge on my



demented neighbor.

t He thinks his clients seeing his yard filled with faux birds wa

embarrassing? Oh, it’s about to get so much worse.
While cleaning up chicken poop from my yard and front porch on Friday,
1heard him taking calls on his back patio. He probably thinks I felt humiliatec
with him watching me, but in reality I was making internal notes of all ths
appointments he set up for Monday morning.
I’ve been counting the minutes for Monday to finally arrive, and here it is.

1 Last night I hung David’s new sign, which was previously a neat littl

yplaque David hung on his front door during business hours. Well, his nev
and improved sign includes some much needed flare. His clients are sure tc

sbe impressed by his professionalism. They’re also going to be wowed by hi

Inew business assistant.

With a peek at my watch, I see it’s almost eight a.m.. I walk over to m
floor-length mirror and straighten my tie. I’'m wearing my most professiona
routfit: black heels, black trousers, and a white button up blouse, complet:
with a little black tie. I grab the stack of business cards I made at Kinkos anc
ttiptoe over to David’s front porch. Removing my heels, I carry them up the
ysteps so the sound of my shoes won’t alert him to my presence. Then slij
them back onto my feet.

r I smile at his new sign. It’s fluorescent yellow poster board, the kind you’«
use for an elementary school project, and covered with calculator stickers
His old sign was black and had the words David Windell. Certified Publit
Accountant and Financial Advisor engraved in gold lettering in a classit
Times New Roman font. The new one has the same words, but I wrote then

Swith my left hand so it would look extra messy. All the I’s have heart

Yinstead of dots, which is pretty cute if I do say so myself.



But the business cards I made are probably what he’ll hate the most. I hac
sto really think of what would get to him, this man who’s so dry anc
professional all the time... And then it came to me: Comic Sans font.
I A shiny, black sports car pulls into the driveway and a wealthy-looking
1man steps out. You can practically smell the old-money wafting from hin
ewith his Ralph Lauren polo and freshly pressed dress pants. He’s graying a
the temples and has a fancy watch on his tanned arm.
“Good morning, sir,” I say with a smile as he walks up the front porcl
asteps.
v One of his perfectly groomed eyebrows arches. “Good morning... I have
»meeting with David Windell.”
s “Yes, Mr. Chamberlain, correct?” I remember that from eavesdropping thi
other day.
y He nods, looking confused.
1 “I’m Mr. Windell’s assistant, and due to food poisoning, he asked me t
acancel his appointments today.” I hand him one of the yellow business card:
1I’m holding. “Here’s his card in case you lost his number.”
2 He carefully takes the card, pinching it between his thumb and forefinge
blike it might be sticky. “Um, thank you. These are very... bright.”
“I’ll pass on the compliment. Mr. Windell is doing a branding overhaul.”
1 Mr. Chamberlain grunts, then spins on his heel and walks back to his car
.Once his car is gone, I pull my laptop out of the bag that I brought with m
cand schedule some articles to post while I’'m on my trip—articles I meant t
cfinish during the weekend before nine roosters appeared on my doorstep. A
18:45 on the dot, the next car pulls in the driveway.
s “Jeez, these people are punctual,” I whisper under my breath.

The next client’s last name is either borington or lorington. It was hard tc



1tell all the way from my front porch. David really needs to speak up whei
1I’m trying to eavesdrop.

A middle-aged woman in a sleek pencil skirt and high-heels gets out of he
3SUV and walks toward the house. Her brown hair is in a smooth bob and shu
1has glasses on that remind me of David’s. She smiles warmly when she see
tme on the front porch. Her eyes move toward the sign on the front doo

briefly and her eyebrows pinch together slightly before she turns back to me.
1 “Good morning Mrs. Blortington.” I mix the b and 1 sounds together anc
hope she doesn’t notice.
a “Mrs. Lorington, yes.”

Crap. She noticed. “I’'m Mr. Windell’s assistant. I’'m so sorry for the las
aminute change, but Mr. Windell has food poisoning.”

She gasps. “Oh no, the poor dear!”

“I know. He has barely left the bathroom all morning,” I say, trying to lool
>sympathetic about the illness I made up. “Here’s his card to reschedule.”
shand her one of the gaudy yellow business cards.

She eyes it and smirks. “Thanks, but I already have David’s number. I’vi
rbeen friends with his mother for years.”

“Oh, good.” I huff out a sigh, trying to sound relieved. “He was too sick t

forward me today’s clients. So I’m just having to stand guard here and gues
~who’s who.”
e “Right.” She nods, but her eyes are squinting at me like she doesn’t believi
ba word I’m saying.
t Something inside of me is screaming, abort, abort, abort! Missioi
canceled!
Mrs. Lorington pulls a phone out of her briefcase and dials a number, thei

Jtaps the screen to put it on speaker.



1 David’s deep voice answers cheerfully—cheerfully for David, anyway
“Good morning, Mrs. Lorington, are we still on for today?”
r She gives me a saccharine smile and her eyes are twinkling as if she’:
senjoying catching me in my lie. “I'm actually on your doorstep now
sspeaking with your lovely assistant. I’'m so sorry to hear about the fooc
rpoisoning.”
He scoffs. “What? I don’t have food poisoning, or an assistant.”
1 David answers the door and I gulp the lump that’s been stuck in my throa
since she pulled her phone out.
He taps the screen to end the call, and looks between me and Mrs
tLorington before asking, “What are you doing here?”
I laugh awkwardly. “Just trying to help out, I know how busy you are witl
your clients.”
< “Mrs. Lorington, I'm so sorry about this.” He touches her arn
Iaffectionately, like you would someone you’ve known since childhood.
She chuckles, looking curiously between the two of us. “Let’s rescheduls
eand I’ll let you two take care of... whatever this is.” She points from Davic
then to me and back. She winks playfully at David before walking back to he
OSUV and driving away.
s David crosses his arms and glares at me. I smile tightly at him and brac
myself for a lecture. He looks me up and down, his eyes stopping on th
ayellow cards in my hand. He grabs my wrist firmly and pries my hand open.
He closes his eyes and runs his tongue over his front teeth before speaking
1He’s angry. Really angry. But I have to admire his self-control.
“Comic Sans?” He asks, finally opening his eyes again.
1 I bat my eyelashes innocently. “I thought your branding needed som

updating... you know, to show how fun and silly you can be. Plus, the:



.match your new sign.”
His eyes widen and he turns around. He looks at the sign for about half .
ssecond before he rips it off and crumples it in his hand with a growl.
,  “Growling? Okay, now I’m scared,” I say sarcastically. But when he whip
laround and pins me with those steely blue eyes... I actually am a little scared
He uses his free hand to grab the yellow business cards from me. “Okay
we’ve had our fun with these... pranks,” he says through gritted teeth. Hi:
tself-controlled exterior slipping more by the second. “No more messing witl
my business.”
I cross my arms. “And no more live animals.”
“Fine.” He narrows his eyes. “And by the way, no one would've believe
1your little charade this morning, anyway.”
Mo makes an appearance on the front porch. I’m not sure if he came fron
1David’s house, or mine. I pick him up and hoist him over my shoulder befor:
responding to David’s comment. “Oh, really? Well, someone might want tc
ainform Mr. Chamberlain, because he seemed pretty convinced.”
1 Then I turn and walk back to my own house.

r
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match your new sign.”

His eyes widen and he turns around. He looks at the sign for about half a
second before he rips it off and crumples it in his hand with a growl.

“Growling? Okay, now I’'m scared,” I say sarcastically. But when he whips
around and pins me with those steely blue eyes... I actually am a little scared.

He uses his free hand to grab the yellow business cards from me. “Okay,
we’ve had our fun with these... pranks,” he says through gritted teeth. His
self-controlled exterior slipping more by the second. “No more messing with
my business.”

I cross my arms. “And no more live animals.”

“Fine.” He narrows his eyes. “And by the way, no one would've believed
your little charade this morning, anyway.”

Mo makes an appearance on the front porch. I’m not sure if he came from
David’s house, or mine. I pick him up and hoist him over my shoulder before
responding to David’s comment. “Oh, really? Well, someone might want to
inform Mr. Chamberlain, because he seemed pretty convinced.”

Then I turn and walk back to my own house.



Chapter Seven



Chapter Seven



Devid,

Two days after Isa’s attempt to destroy my business, I fly to Peru.

I hardly slept last night, waking up over and over thinking I’d forgotten t
pack my passport or something, just to get out of bed and check my bags fo
the millionth time. My knack for being prepared for anything came in hands
for this last-minute trip since I already had an updated passport, despit:
having never traveled out of the country before.

Also, I’'m still hot over Isabella’s stunt the other day. Deep down, I know
asked for it with the roosters and all... but this is my business. Maintainin;
professionalism is of utmost importance to me. She has now made me lool
like a buffoon in front of clients, not once, but twice. Including the CEO o
Wichita’s largest construction company, and my mother’s best friend wh
owns a successful cosmetics brand.

I started my finance business for the pleasure of working and the
satisfaction of crunching numbers and helping businesses thrive. But betweel
my trust fund and real estate investments, I don’t have to work. If only my
neighbor understood work ethic and responsibility. But she’s too bus

sleeping in until noon and doing yoga.



This trip couldn’t have happened at a better time. I’ve never had a pressing
urge to leave the comforts of home and country, but getting as far away fron
Isa as possible is pretty enticing. With each flight, my shoulders relaxed
little more, and I started enjoying myself just knowing I was getting furthe
and further away from her.

When my last flight lands in Cusco, Peru, I get my suitcase and backpacl
from baggage claims and grab a shuttle to my hotel.

Checking into the hotel was no easy feat since foreign languages wert
never my strong suit. Our private school prided itself in teaching internationa
languages... and despite taking Spanish and French all four years of higl
school, I still can’t roll my r’s.

>  When I finally reach my hotel room, I feel slightly more at ease. I officiall’
rleft the United States. With a deep breath, I tour the small room. It’s nothing

yfancy, just a full-sized bed with simple white bedding, worn carpet, and larg

ephotos of Machu Picchu hung on the walls for decoration. I’ll only b«
sleeping here tonight and the night after the expedition, so I didn’t nee
Ianything extravagant.

3 After camping in the mountains for several nights, I’ll probably need :

<vacation. A real vacation.

f I take a shower then make sure my hiking backpack is packed and read

ofor the expedition—the hotel stores the rest of our luggage for us—then I pul
back the covers and slide into bed. I should be exhausted after traveling al

aday, not to mention it’s almost midnight, but stress is creeping its way bacl

1in. My thoughts are whirling again and my body is tense.

y Before I completely spiral, I shoot a text to my family group chat.

y David: Hey, wanted to let you all know I made it to Cusco City. Won’

have service for the next five days.



U

Mom: So glad you made it safely!

1 Dad: Me too. Have a great trip and take pictures for us.
a  Sophie: And bring home a woman!
r Madden: Forget a girl, bring home an alpaca!
Dad: An alpaca would be infinitely easier to care for than a woman... an
kcheaper.
Mom: Not funny.
2 Brooks: Don’t think the alpaca would get along with your cat.
1 David: ] DO NOT HAVE A CAT.
1 Brooks: Riiiiiiiiight. *wink emoji* I bet you miss him already.
David: *Eye Roll emoji*
y David: Maybe I'll bring a woman home for Brooks... oh wait... he can’

3date for four months.

e
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Brooks: *gif of a man crying and eating ice cream*

I snicker to myself and grab my phone charger. My phone pings with a tex

from Drew.

Drew: Heard you made it to Peru! How ya doing?

I take a deep breath and then release it slowly.

David: Anxious about tomorrow. I’'m worried I’ll miss my bus ride o

1forget something important.

£

t

Drew: Try not to overthink it. Everything will be fine. Can’t wait to hea

all about it when you get back.

David: Thanks, man.

Drew: Let’s resume training when you get back, mmk? *gif of Spongebol

lifting a stick with stuffed animals on each end*



David: *gif of Jim from The Office leaning the seat of Dwight’s car bacl
until he disappears*

Drew: Haha. Night!

I silence my phone, plug it into the charger, then turn my bedside lamp off

1As I lay in the dark, trying to fall asleep, I swear I hear a woman on the othe
side of the wall who sounds just like my next-door neighbor.

Wow, I must be so exhausted I’'m hallucinating. I realize I’ve gone thi
entire day without hearing a meowing cat, having an argument with Isa, o
stumbling over a ceramic goose dressed in a rain jacket.

I smile to myself, relieved that at least I don’t have to deal with any of tha
for the next five days.

t



David: *gif of Jim from The Office leaning the seat of Dwight’s car back
until he disappears*

Drew: Haha. Night!

I silence my phone, plug it into the charger, then turn my bedside lamp off.
As I lay in the dark, trying to fall asleep, I swear I hear a woman on the other
side of the wall who sounds just like my next-door neighbor.

Wow, I must be so exhausted I'm hallucinating. I realize I’ve gone this
entire day without hearing a meowing cat, having an argument with Isa, or
stumbling over a ceramic goose dressed in a rain jacket.

I smile to myself, relieved that at least I don’t have to deal with any of that

for the next five days.
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Iyelelle

I’m finally in Peru, embarking on a journey I’ve dreamt of for years. I coul
hardly sleep last night I was so excited to start hiking and exploring. In fou
days, I'll finally see Machu Picchu in person instead of on my televisiol
screen.

I was a ball of energy during the short bus ride from the hotel to th
meeting place for our expedition. When we arrive at our meeting place, I sel
that the porters already have the mules loaded up with everything the tean
needs to make camp each night. They’re piled high with supplies, and I mak
a mental note to give the mules extra pets every evening.

Our group is easy to spot, not only because of the mules, but because all o
the travel expedition employees are wearing matching green, long-sleeve
tees with the travel company logo on the front. Their first names are printec
on the backs of their shirts along with a little cartoon llama and fun letter.
that say, Only you can prevent drama.

We all pile into a small hut for a safety briefing. They announce that ther
are thirty-one people hiking in this group and then they go over some basit

safety tips for the trek.



I already made friends with a young couple on the bus ride here from th
hotel—perks of being an extrovert. I find a place next to Anthony anc
Hannah—aka my new besties. They’re probably around my age, but they’r
both extremely fit and look like this hike will be nothing to them. Anthony
has dark hair pulled back into a man bun, and Hannah is blonde witl
gorgeous blue eyes that remind me of someone’s, but I can’t put my finger o1
who. Definitely not David’s.

Once our guides introduce themselves and their team, the safety briefing
wraps up and we chat amongst ourselves for a few minutes.

Rocco, a native to the area and the expedition leader, whistles to draw th
1group’s attention. “We have about fifteen miles to cover today, so let’s ge
rstarted!”

1 The group cheers and we begin our hike up the Andes.

About five minutes into the hike, Hannah strikes up a conversation. “So
a[sabella, are you single? Because there’s a really cute guy a few yards behinc
2us.
1 “Hey!” Anthony says in mock defense. I note that he has a thick Europeai
aaccent, possibly Italian.

Hannah and I laugh. “Not nearly as cute as you, babe.”

f He winks at her.

1 “I am single. But I'm not looking for a relationship. My parents are alread:
1bugging the crap out of me about that.” My breathing is beginning to ge
sheavier as the incline becomes steeper.

I had hoped the extra strength training I’ve added in with my yoga wouls
ahelp me out, but I can already tell this trek will be a challenge.
¢ “Ugh, parents can be so smothering sometimes,” Hannah says, her voic:

not even strained like this is literally a walk in the park.



e She glances behind her and smirks at me. “But... what happens in th
1Andes stays in the Andes... so no harm in a vacation fling.”

2 Anthony scoffs. “Would you leave the poor girl alone?”

y 1 laugh and Hannah joins me. Curiosity gets the better of me and I take .
1quick peek over my shoulder. My eyes widen and I stop dead in my tracks
1causing a collision of hikers.

“David?!”

3 His bright blue eyes, a color that should look so friendly and inviting, mee
mine. His eye color is a complete tease because they don’t match his dark anc

2dull personality at all. David uses his index finger to push his dark-rimmec
tglasses up his perfect, aristocratic nose and studies me for a second before hi
brain registers who he’s looking at.

His eyebrows shoot up. “Isabella?” He closes his eyes and uses his thuml
,and forefinger to massage his temples as if my presence is causing him t
lhave a brain aneurysm.

“What are you doing here?”

1 He huffs out a breath. “What am I doing here? What are you doing here?”

The rest of the group is making their way around us as we stand there

gawking at each other with annoyed expressions. Hannah and Anthony havt
stayed behind and are eyeing us with amusement.
y “I booked this trip months ago. I’'m 15% Incan and wanted to explore thu
tland of my ancestors. I have every right to be here!” I raise my chin i
defiance.
1 I’m not usually disagreeable, but this man brings out the worst in me.
“As far as I know, it’s not a requirement to have Incan heritage to se

aMachu Picchu.” His voice is calm and steady, as usual. If it wasn’t for th



atwitch in his eye, I wouldn’t even realize he was annoyed and not simpl
bored. “And besides, a brochure showed up on my doorstep.”
I heave a heavy sigh. “That was probably my brochure.”
a “Is it my fault you can’t keep your paperwork organized and containe
,within your own household?”
I’m grinding my teeth so hard that my jaw is starting to hurt. “Listen, Mr
Grumpy Pants,” Hannah giggles and Anthony shushes her. “Let's just sta
taway from each other. There’s no way I’m letting you ruin this trip for me.”
1 “‘Mr. Grumpy Pants’? Very mature.” He clears his throat and begin
1walking to catch up with the rest of the group.
s Anthony and Hannah start walking in the same direction, and I follov
along. I take a few deep breaths and remind myself that I'm in a magnificen
yplace, crossing a huge item off of my bucket list. I cannot let David drag m«
ddown.
I zip my fleece jacket up a little higher to protect my neck from the cols

morning weather, and walk toward the group with determination in my steps.
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An hour and a half into the hike, we stop at the gorgeous Humantay Lagoon
~The lagoon’s clear blue water is breathtaking paired with the snow-cappe«
smountains in the background. We were all sure to dip our fingers into thi

freezing cold water since legend has it that the water keeps you youn;

forever. I noticed David harrumphed when the guide told us that.
» Does the man have no imagination?
» Hannah was nice enough to assist me with photos for my website

Thankfully, she was already well-versed in iPhone photography and got



ywide angle to show the entire lake but also capture my outfit spectacularly
My royal blue leggings and coordinating fleece jacket looked perfect next tc
the lake. My sponsors will love the photos.

1 After visiting the lagoon and taking photos, we continue our trek, stil
having many miles to cover today. During the hike, I’'m able to observe thi

.others in the group and notice everyone is paired up with a significant other

yfriends, or relatives. David and I seem to be the only ones solo on thi
expedition.

s Oh well, I make friends easily—unlike Mr. Grumpy Pants who has kept tc
himself so far.

v
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Seven miles in, we stop for a lunch break. The porters set up a tent for th
jchef who travels along with us and their team gets started with lunch prep
From my research, the food will be amazing.

I make sure to capture photos of the entire process before I take a seat o1
the ground next to a group of others, including Anthony and Hannah. I’'n
enjoying the view of the mountains and the cool breeze on my face. Jus
.soaking it all in and allowing my legs to rest.

1 There’s a group of four guys sitting in the circle next to us. I’ve chatted of
2and on with them today and they seem nice. They’re childhood best friend:
zand this is a trip for Eric, the one with shaggy red hair, who’s getting marrie
next month. Next to him sits Dustin, who’s pale and freckled with blond
hair. The third one, Nick, has dark brown hair and hazel eyes. The on
.nearest to me is Chris. His hair is light brown and his eyes border somewhert

abetween blue and green.



Eric, the one getting married, clears his throat. “So, Isabella, you’re on thi:
Jtrip by yourself?” His eyes shift to Chris and then back to me. Chris begins tc
choke on the drink of water he just took from his water bottle.
1 “Uh, yeah.” I shrug. “I tried to get my younger sisters to come, but they’r«
anot really outdoorsy.”
,  “Ah, gotcha.” He nods and looks at Chris again. “So, just curious... Whe
sare you sharing a tent with tonight?”
Feeling creeped out by his question, I decide to be blunt. “Um, aren’t you
yengaged?”
He chuckles and Dustin and Nick laugh along with him. “Oh yeah,
wasn’t offering to share a tent. Don’t worry.”
Nick nudges Chris, whose face is bright red. “But this big hunk right her
would be the perfect tent mate.”
& “There’s not a more trustworthy guy,” Dustin adds.
“Just something to consider if you don’t want to sleep in a tent with somu
random weirdo,” Eric says and the others nod in agreement.
1T smile. “Thanks for the offer... but you’re kind of all random weirdos a
1the moment.”
U Everyone laughs and Hannah joins our conversation, “I can share a ten
with you. Don’t worry about sharing with a creepy guy.” She looks up a
fNick and Chris. “No offense.”
S “But babe... it’s our anniversary trip,” Anthony reminds her, lookin;
Imildly annoyed at her offer.
©  “I know, but she’s all by herself!”
2 “Don’t worry about it.” I cut in before Anthony can answer. “I’'m sure I’l
*find someone to share with. Preferably a female.”

Rocco, the expedition leader, announces lunch is ready and we all get uj



sand make our way toward the tent. The food smells amazing, and we’ve al
oworked up an appetite. I glance around and notice David has been sitting
alone several yards from the rest of the group. A very small part of me feel:
2bad for him. Maybe if he wasn’t so grouchy he’d make friends more easily.
Our group goes through the small buffet set up in a long tent and fill ou
plates with rice, fruit, and chicken. Then we shuffle to find our seats at th
tables the porters set up for us. David is the last one out of the food tent anc
1the only spot left is right across from me.
He glances at me, almost as if to ask my permission to sit there. I nod an«
IThe takes a seat, looking uncomfortable. His hair is in disarray from sweatin;
and then getting blown around by the wind. He has a smudge of dirt on hi
ashirt, which makes me smile. I’ve never seen him look unkempt and wild lik
this.
Chris is next to me; I’m noticing the guys in his group keep forcing u
etogether whenever given the chance. Eric is seated across from us with Davic
on one side, and Nick and Dustin on the other.
t “How many miles do we have left today?” Chris asks his friends.
The three sitting across from us start counting on their fingers and looking
tup like they’re internally calculating the math.
t David glances at them, then calmly answers, “We’ve trekked seven mile:
so far, which means we have eight miles to go. Roughly twelve point eigh
skilometers.”
He takes a bite of his rice and Eric stares at him with an annoye«
expression.
1  “Dude, we can do simple math,” Nick says defensively.
“I’m sure you can. I was merely answering his question.”

> Dustin leans over to get a better look at David. “Hey man, you forgot tc



Itake the tag off your fancy new backpack.”

3 FEric, Nick, and Chris laugh at their friend’s jab. Eric reaches over anc

syanks the price tag off of David’s backpack. “Dude! Six-hundred dollars for «
backpack?”

r David shrugs, doing a fairly good job of pretending to be unfurled by thei

emocking, but his eyes are practically shooting lasers at them. “If I can affor

1the best, why not buy the best?”

Nick scoffs. “It’s a hike, not a runway.”

1 “You don’t hike much, huh?” Chris asks him.

3 A blush creeps up David’s neck, making his pale skin look red anc
ssplotchy. This is the first time I’ve seen him look so uncomfortable, perhap:
2even embarrassed.

“No, I don’t hike much. I’'m usually indoors... doing simple math.”

s He makes eye contact with me, and something about the look in his eye
land the guys making fun of him, makes me feel sympathetic to him being sc
out of his element here. I assumed he hadn’t spent much time with the grouyj
today because he’s a snob, but maybe it’s because he’s uncomfortable aroun
speople he doesn’t know well.

I continue studying his features while the guys make jabs at David. Thi
sintensity in his expression conveys a vulnerability I haven’t seen there before
tHis eyes are captivating by themselves but paired with his black-rimme«

glasses, square jaw—complete with chin dimple—and mussed dark hair... h
lis a beautiful man. Infuriatingly so.

“Figures,” Chris mutters under his breath. “If you got outdoors more often

maybe you’d get a tan.”

Clearing my throat, I change the subject. Attempting to take the spotligh

yoff of David. “Wow, this chicken is incredible!”



Chris stands with his empty plate in hand, then turns to me. “I completel
lagree! I’'m getting some more food. Isabella, can I get you anything?”

a  Before I can answer, David speaks up. Apparently regaining hi
confidence. “Speaking of food, who’s feeding Mo while we’re away?”

r The question draws everyone’s attention back to David. Chris look:

1between us, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Who’s Mo?”

I shoot David an annoyed look. Here I attempted to rescue him from thei
teasing and he basically announces to the group that we’re neighbors.
“Mo is my cat,” I answer without looking up at Chris. I keep my eye:

Inarrowed on David. “And my sister is feeding him.”

s Without looking away from me, David replies, “Ah, I see. I'm glad
closed all my windows before I left the house. I tend to find him on my be
when I forget.” The corner of his lips twitching just enough for me to knov

she’s trying to get a rise out of me.

>  “Do you two... live together?” Chris asks, his voice cracking on the wor

ytogether, like it pains him.

1 “No!” I answer, much louder than I intended to.

“We’re neighbors. And unfortunately, her cat likes me better than her.’
aDavid dabs his face with his neatly folded napkin.

. Everything about his mannerisms makes it seem like he belongs at a fanc

dtea party and not a makeshift picnic area in the middle of the wilderness.

e



Chris stands with his empty plate in hand, then turns to me. “I completely
agree! I’'m getting some more food. Isabella, can I get you anything?”

Before I can answer, David speaks up. Apparently regaining his
confidence. “Speaking of food, who’s feeding Mo while we’re away?”

The question draws everyone’s attention back to David. Chris looks
between us, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Who’s Mo?”

I shoot David an annoyed look. Here I attempted to rescue him from their
teasing and he basically announces to the group that we’re neighbors.

“Mo is my cat,” I answer without looking up at Chris. I keep my eyes
narrowed on David. “And my sister is feeding him.”

Without looking away from me, David replies, “Ah, I see. I'm glad I
closed all my windows before I left the house. I tend to find him on my bed
when I forget.” The corner of his lips twitching just enough for me to know
he’s trying to get a rise out of me.

“Do you two... live together?” Chris asks, his voice cracking on the word
together, like it pains him.

“No!” I answer, much louder than I intended to.

“We’re neighbors. And unfortunately, her cat likes me better than her.”
David dabs his face with his neatly folded napkin.

Everything about his mannerisms makes it seem like he belongs at a fancy

tea party and not a makeshift picnic area in the middle of the wilderness.
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Chapter Nine



Devid,

For the rest of the day, I try to stay close to Isa. I don’t trust this Chris guy
and he hasn’t left her side all day.

Jeez, Chris. Give the girl some space to breathe. If she wasn’t s
irritatingly gregarious, guys like Chris wouldn’t be attached to her like a be
to honey.

She’s being nice and friendly to him, the same way she is toward everyon:
else in our group, but she’s definitely not being flirtatious. He just can’t tak
a hint, and it’s pissing me off.

I’m not jealous or anything, but as a man who has a sister, I feel the urge tc
protect. Her filling my yard with consignment store flamingos doesn’t mean
want her to get murdered. Although that would make my life a little easier.

The fact is, you don’t have to like someone to make sure they’re safe. It
simply the right thing to do.

Mile after mile, it becomes more difficult to stay near Isa and Chris. I en
up at the back of the group with the two oldest hikers, Gerald and Austin
They’re identical twins and their constant jabs at each other are keeping mi

entertained.



And as much as I hate to admit it, being around the twins also makes m
miss my own brothers. I can see how this trek would’ve been a lot mor
enjoyable had I brought them along.

“So, David, you keep staring at the lovely little gal with raven hair. Wh
don’t you go talk to her?” Gerald asks as he adjusts his worn Booey hat ove
his white hair. “Shoot your shot, boy.”

Austin nods his head in agreement. “You can’t go five seconds withou
looking in her direction. Plus, that guy who’s been on her heels all day seem:
like a twerp.”

“Takes one to know one,” Gerald teases.

, I chuckle. “Isabella lives next door to me, and we don’t exactly get along
I’m just trying to keep an eye out since she’s traveling alone.” I shrug. “I’«

Owant someone to do the same if my sister was traveling by herself.”

> “Ahh, I see. So you’re checking her out for her own safety then?” Austi
winks and he and Gerald burst into laughter.

2 I shake my head at their antics but my lips curve into a grin. “You two art

atrouble.”

“She’s a pretty girl, David,” Gerald says with a raise of his brows.

> “Her looks are fine, but her personality?” I blow out a breath. “We’d driv
Ieach other to the brink of madness. We have nothing in common.”

“Opposites attract.” Austin grins, causing the wrinkles on his face tc

sscrunch up. “Just like me and my Lale.”

“Lale is, and always was, too good for you. She probably thought she wa

Imarrying me but just couldn’t tell us apart.”

Austin slugs his brother in the arm but Gerald just laughs.

e My foot finds a loose rock on the path and I kick it to the side. “There ar

opposites... and there are mortal enemies. Big difference.”



e “There’s a very fine line between love and hate, my boy,” Gerald says anc

eAustin nods in agreement.

We continue walking in amicable silence until we finally reach ou
ycampground for the day. Drew was right; I should’ve trained for weeks fo
rthis hike. I’m exhausted and ready for a shower and some sleep.

The porters have already set up our campsite when our group arrives. Th
tmules are tied up to rest for the night. I feel sorry for them, doing this trel
swith supplies piled high on their backs. However, they don’t seem bothere«

by it.

I remove my backpack and take a seat on the ground for a moment whei
.movement catches my eye. Isa is near the mules and pulls something out o
lher jacket pocket. She pats each mule on the head and feeds them what look

to be apple slices from lunch.

1 I smile to myself as I watch her. She’s quirky as hell, but there’s something
very endearing about her thoughtfulness at this moment.

2 Standing, I walk toward her. She notices me coming and wrinkles her nos
in annoyance. This is the first chance I’ve had since early this morning tc
speak with her without Chris and his posse there.

e I clear my throat, already regretting what I’'m about to say. “I know we’r
not exactly friends—" I begin, but she interrupts me with a snort.

> “That’s an understatement.”

I release a heavy sigh. “I overheard your conversation earlier about wher:
syou’re going to sleep.”

She crosses her arms over her ample chest and I shift my eyes to the muls

next to me. “And?”

2 “Listen, you and I got off on the wrong foot from the moment you movec

in next door and Mo invited himself over.” I look down at my feet and kick



1small pebble distractedly. “Maybe we can move forward? Instead of enemies
we could just be two people who don’t really get along.”

r Isa stares at me with a befuddled expression.

r “I, uh, wanted to let you know I can share a tent with you, if you’d prefer
The tents are decent in size, so we can have space. And at least you know I’n

anot a serial killer.”

< She raises one eyebrow. “Do ?”

1 TIroll my eyes. “If I was, your cat would’ve been my first victim.”

She surprises me by laughing. It’s a rich, husky laugh and does something
aweird to my stomach. I haven’t eaten much today, so that’s probably th
fissue.

s “Did Mr. Grumpy Pants just make a joke?” Her mouth curves into a wid:
grin, making me notice once more how soft and pouty her lips look.

3 “There you are!” Chris interrupts, walking toward us. “Dinner’s ready.” Hi
glances at me like I’m an afterthought. “Oh, hey math guy.”

e “David,” Isa reminds him.

) “Huh?” Chris seems confused by her statement.

“My name is David,” I answer on her behalf.

e “Right.” Chris places his hand on Isa’s back possessively. “Let’s go eat.”

Isa steps to the side, putting some distance between herself and Chris

making me wonder if she’s uncomfortable with his attention. She start:
ewalking in the direction of the dinner tent and he follows on her heels.

This guy has no decorum whatsoever.
> Isa glances over her shoulder at me. “You coming?”

The mule next to me nudges my side like he’s encouraging me to go. He’.
1probably not happy that I didn’t bring him any apples.

d
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After dinner, we take turns using the privacy screens to wash ourselves

- Everyone is provided with a bucket of warm water to bathe with. It’s nothin;

ofancy, but it really felt good to wash up after hiking all day. I changed int
some fleece-lined sweats and a red hoodie that says, Madden Windell fo
Congress on the front. Everyone on my brother’s campaign team a few year
back got one.

; Our group huddles around a campfire after washing up and then ho

achocolate is served. It’s impressive how much thought and planning was pu
into this expedition.

» I 'walk over to the table where they’re serving the hot cocoa and grab a ti
mug. The chef grins at me, and I thank him for the warm beverage befor
~making my way to the campfire and taking a seat on the ground. My gaz
instantly lands on Isa before anyone else, the soft glow of the fire making he
brown skin look like it’s glowing from the inside out. I’'m not sure why
seem to seek her out today; maybe it’s because she’s the only person I knov

here, and I’m not very good with new people or building relationships.
If this trip has given me any epiphanies so far, it would be that I use m»
, family as a crutch. As I've hiked throughout the day, I've realized this is th
sfirst time I’ve ever traveled without my family. I don’t even hang out witl
anyone else. Even when I worked at an accounting firm before starting m
own business, I never attended work functions.
Then when I’'m home by myself every evening, I wonder why I’'m alone
sI’m pretty stupid for a smart person.
I realize Isa is posing with the fire in the background and the blonde girl

Hannah I think is her name, is snapping photos of her. Of all times to b



taking photos for Instagram. I swear, women these days.

Isa meets my gaze, and I realize I’ve been staring at her. I quickly lool
-down at my mug and take a sip of hot cocoa. I drink it too fast, not onl
Sburning my tongue in the process but making it go down the wrong pipe.
Istart coughing like a lifelong smoker and everyone stares at me witl
I'concerned expressions.

S Our guide, Rocco, sits next to me and gives my back a few hard thumps
“You okay?”

t T nod and he puts two fingers to his lips and whistles loudly to ge

leveryone’s attention. “Great first day everyone!” He claps for us and th
group laughs softly. “So, we like to create sort of a family atmosphere o1

lthese expeditions, really get to know each other and make lasting memories

“Why don’t we go around the circle and tell everyone what made us decide tc

*see Machu Picchu?”

I'  Starting clockwise, everyone explains how they ended up here. Anthony

Iand Hannah tell us they love hiking and this was one of the hikes on thei

Vbucket list, so they came for their anniversary. Chris and his buddies explaii
they wanted to do something unique for their friend’s bachelor party. And Is:

Ytalks about her love for travel and wanting to see where her ancestors lived.

®  When everyone’s finished, I’m the only one left. I shrug my shoulders anc

1tell them, “I’m here because of a bet I made with my brother.”

Y Isa’s jaw drops open. “A bet?”

“Yeah.” I grimace. “He didn’t think I was capable of doing something
“unpredictable. So we bet on it.”

Hannah, who’s next to Isa, laughs. “Okay, we have to know what the be
»was.”

€ I run a hand through my hair nervously. I’'m not usually one to speak in :



large group like this. But everyone’s eyes are focused on me, waiting for mu
<to continue with my story.
y Clearing my throat, I continue, “Basically, if I didn’t do something
Iunpredictable by Christmas, I had to go skydiving with him. But if I did... h
1couldn’t date for four months.”
Isa still looks shocked.
“So you already won the bet?” Hannah asks.
I grin. “Yep.”
t Chris scoffs. “Not going on a date for four months doesn’t seem tha
ecrazy.”
1 “Not for me either,” I agree with him, probably the first and last time tha
.will happen. “But Brooks is a serial dater. He can’t go anywhere withou
Oflirting with a woman, or multiple women, and getting their numbers.’
Briefly, my mind wanders back to the awkwardness between him and Molly
yI wonder if he’s ever dated her?
r Gerald and Austin guffaw from the left side of the circle. “Sounds like yor
1back in your prime, Gerald!” Austin tells his brother, nudging his shoulde
awith his own.
Our group laughs and continues in conversation while we finish our ho
1chocolate. Rocco then stands up again and announces we should all get som
sleep and rest for another day or hiking tomorrow.
Most everyone knows who they’re sharing a tent with and grabs thei
sbackpacks, heading off to bed for the night. I stand and walk over near th
tents, awaiting instructions from Rocco. Isa, Chris, and his buddy Nick, a:
twell as Hannah and her husband Anthony, are standing nearby. I meande
over their way as does Rocco.

1 “Isabella, it’s really not a big deal for me to share a tent with you. Anthony



awill be fine.” Hannah glances at her husband. His face is set into a seriou
pout.

3 “What’s the trouble here?” Rocco asks.

e Isa glances at me, raising her eyebrows slightly. I'm not sure if she’s tryiny
to silently ask if my offer to share a tent still stands, or if she’s trying t
convey that she hates my guts and wants me to fall off a cliff... so I jus
shrug my shoulders.

She huffs out a sigh. “Everything’s fine. I’ll be bunking with David.”

t “Are you sure you trust him?” Chris asks in a loud whisper.

She rolls her eyes. “Mo is an excellent judge of character; I’ll be safe.”

t “Mo??” Chris asks, seemingly having forgotten our conversation at lunch.

t “Her cat,” 1 remind him, feeling exasperated and ready to get away fron

"him.

“I’m sure we can find a female for you to share with. It’s very important tc
us that everyone feels safe here.” Rocco looks intently at Isa as he speaks.

1 She smiles and places a hand on his arm. “Thank you, but I’'m good. Davic

rand I are neighbors back home.”

Rocco’s shoulders relax. “Oh good, I didn’t realize you two were friend
tbefore this.”

e Isa and I shoot each other a knowing glance, as if silently acknowledgin
that we’re not friends, but we also won’t murder each other. Well... I'n

199.9% sure we won't.

> We all head off to our designated tents, Chris glaring at me over hi

sshoulder before stomping off to spend the night with his friend Nick insteac

rof Isa. I feel a sense of relief that she’ll be with me—not because I enjoy he
company, of course, but because I know she’ll be safe.

y I’'m sure Chris isn’t a bad guy or anything, but he’s taken an obviou



sinterest in her, and for some reason... it just doesn’t sit right with me.

U

U



interest in her, and for some reason... it just doesn’t sit right with me.
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Iyelelle

David and I step inside the green tent, which is just large enough for twt
people, but with enough space that we don’t have to be in each other’s faces
We glance at each other awkwardly. We’ve never hung out, or even had
pleasant conversation. I inwardly cringe when I think back to our most recen
interaction... which was me standing on his front porch, donning a tie, anc
untruthfully telling his clients he had food poisoning.

I was surprised when he offered to share a tent, but appreciative. Oddl
enough, I do feel safe sharing a tent with him. Maybe because I met his siste
and they seem like a close-knit family... so what he said made sense. Also
none of his pranks were necessarily dangerous or malicious.

If I’m being honest, the rooster thing was pretty ingenious.

Taking a seat on my comfy pallet, I unzip my backpack and grab my woo
socks. While I slide them onto my feet to keep warm, I watch David from th
corner of my eye. He’s remaking the pallet that has been pre-assembled fo
us, folding the edge more neatly and layering the blankets in a different order

“What are you doing?”

His head snaps up to look at me. “Remaking the bed for optimum warmth



Do you need assistance with yours?”

There’s not a hint of sarcasm in his voice, so I can tell he’s totally serious
I bite the insides of my cheeks to keep from smiling. “No thanks, I’ll b
okay.”

I toss my backpack toward the end of my pallet, my deodorant anc
hairbrush falling out in the process but I ignore them and climb under th
warm blankets. I take the hair tie from my wrist and lean back to shake ou
my hair before gathering the long locks into one hand and twisting them int
a large bun on top of my head.

When I’'m finished, I notice David silently staring at me from his nowv

ypristine pallet. “What?”

He looks away quickly, instead looking at my backpack and the items tha
aare scattered beside it. He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “Isa, cai
tyou at least try not to make a mess?”

1 Isa? No one has ever called me that before, I wonder if he did it by
mistake. Surely he doesn’t know about my website. I used the name Isa’
yItinerary to remain slightly mysterious, since everyone I know calls me eithe
rIsabella or Bella. Glancing over at his side of the tent, I notice his backpack i
,stowed at the foot of his pallet. It’s zipped and lined up perfectly with th
blankets. He has what looks like a retainer case next to his pillow, and a tub
of chapstick neatly lined up next to it.
1 Rolling my eyes, I reach for the items that fell out of my bag, shove then
2inside, and zip it up. I then throw it at the end of my pallet and cross my arm
rover my chest.

David purses his lips and we stare at each other for a moment. His eye i

twitching again.

. Finally, he breaks eye contact and leans over to grab my backpack. Hi



shakes it out and sets it carefully at the end of my pallet so it looks just a
.tidy as his own.
> He narrows his eyes at me before sliding into his pallet. “Don’t make mu
regret this.”
1 “Oh, brother.” I snuggle down into my pallet.
e David reaches for the retainer case next to him, opens it, and puts th
tretainer in, then makes himself comfy on his pillow and closes his eyes.
> I can’t help but heckle him. “Really? A retainer?”

His eyes snap open, making me once again notice the brilliant blue. Evel
vin the dark tent lit only with a small lantern, you can tell his eyes are the colo
of Tahitian waters. “It’s a nightguard. I grind my teeth at night.”
t He closes his eyes again, giving me a reprieve from their beauty. “I can’
1imagine why, seeing as you’re such a pleasant and laid-back person.”

He releases a heavy sigh. “It’s been a long day; can we just turn off thi
ylantern and go to sleep?”
s “Fine,” I concede. “Nighty night, neighbor.” I flick off the light as hs
rgrumbles a goodnight.
s I’'m utterly exhausted from the trek today and know it won’t take long tc
efall asleep. I close my eyes, feeling cozy under the thick blankets, despite thu
ecold air. As I breathe in and out, I can’t help but notice David’s stead
breathing and the smell of his skin filling the small space. It’s a rich scent
1like when you’re walking through a fancy department store. There’s no wa;
she packed cologne for the trip; it has to be his natural scent. That rich anc

luxurious smell that’s all his own.
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sAs anticipated, I fell asleep quickly last night. I woke up with an ice-col«
nose, but other than that I slept a solid six hours.

e I roll over to see if David is awake, and to my surprise, he’s still soun
asleep. His neatly trimmed and usually well-coiffed dark hair is messy anc
sticking up in random places. One of his arms is thrown over his forehea

2and the other tucked beneath his blankets. Speaking of blankets, they’re i1
complete disarray.

As if sensing someone is watching him, David startles awake, spluttering
1and sitting up straight. I giggle, unable to help myself.

r “Whath’s tho funny?” he demands, forgetting he has his nightguard in. Hi
turns his head away from me and removes it before turning back around anc
tputting it in its case. He clears his throat, “What’s so funny?”

I sit up, dramatically looking over his messy pallet, and then back at mine
awhich is still perfectly intact since I'm a sound sleeper. “Why did you mak
such a fuss about your bed last night just for it to end up like that?” I gesturt
atoward his pallet with my hand.
He brings his hands up and starts to smooth the covers. “It’s not that bad.”

) “Not that bad? David, it looks like you did parkour in your dreams.” I burs

2into laughter and he glares at me.

y “I can’t help how I sleep, Isa,” He spits out before taking a deep calminy

,breath. “I don’t sleep well in strange places, okay?”

y He called me Isa again. My heart does a little flutter at the endearment. I

1seems so uncharacteristic of him to give me a nickname, but I kind of like i
nonetheless. “I’m sorry, I was just teasing.”

He sighs. “Brooks teases me about it too.”
“Do you and your brother not get along?”

He slumps back onto his pallet and stares up at the roof of the tent. “We dc



1get along, in our own strange way. But our relationship mostly consists o
roasting each other incessantly.”

1 “I get that. I have two younger sisters.”

1 He looks over at me and smirks. “I know. We’re neighbors, remember?”

1 Of course he’s noticed my sisters coming and going, the world's nosies

1neighbor. “So you’ve been watching me?”

His cheeks turn pink. “Of course not,” he says defensively. “It’
simpossible not to notice all the people in and out of your house. It’s a zo«

over there.”
e “Riiiiiiiight,” I say in a teasing tone, throwing my covers off and grabbing
1my backpack. “Let’s go get some breakfast, stalker.”

I exit the tent and pull my shoes on. David follows closely behind me
,looking irritated. He pulls his own tennis shoes on, muttering somethiny
aunder his breath about not being a stalker.

2 Anthony and Hannah are looking happy and refreshed as they walk by ou
tent. “Oh whew, you’re both still alive,” Hannah says with a smile.

Anthony smiles too. “Good morning!”

t Chris, Nick, Eric, and Dustin are awake as well and are walking in th
direction of the food tent. Something smells amazing, like bacon and eggs
3The guys look up in my direction and smile, offering their hellos and gooc
mornings. Except for Chris, who’s apparently still pouting that I didn’t wan
tto share a tent with him. I literally just met the guy yesterday. Not only did
tnot want to sleep a foot away from him, but I also needed a break after he
followed me around like a puppy dog all day.

Chris gives me a slight head nod in lieu of a good morning, then he glare
behind me where David is standing.

) Oh brother.
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Devid,

After watching Chris pout all throughout breakfast, I was actually more thai
thrilled to start hiking again today. And that’s saying a lot because my leg
are pretty sore from yesterday’s hike.

Despite having the naturally slender build that all the Windells seem t
have inherited, my body isn’t in great shape. And, unfortunately, working ou
with Drew twice didn’t give me bulging muscles. My brothers always playe«
sports and worked out, earning themselves well-defined physiques, but
simply never had the desire to exercise my body when I could be honing m’
mind instead. And if I’'m being honest with myself, I was never naturall
athletic the way they are. Academics always came easier to me than anythiny
requiring hand-eye coordination.

However, I now see the perks of being physically fit. Working out witl
Drew on a regular basis is starting to sound like a good plan after all.

I stay toward the back of the group again today along with Austin anc
Gerald. We have a nice pace going that I’'m comfortable with. My physica
fitness might not be on par with Chris and Eric’s, but at least I can conver

miles into kilometers without using a calculator.



Imbeciles.
“So, how’d you sleep last night, Davey-boy?” Austin asks with a dramati
wink.
I keep my expression neutral. “Fine. Thank you for inquiring. How did yot
guys sleep?”
Gerald titters. “I told you he wouldn’t give anything away. A gentlema
never kisses and tells.”
I shake my head. “And that’s especially easy when there was no kissing tc
tell about.”
“Well, maybe she’ll warm up to you tonight,” Gerald says.
1 Austin nods in agreement. “True, true. Women are like crockpots... take:
sem’ a while to heat up.”
I close my eyes, withholding a groan. “I’m not trying to warm her up
YWe’re simply platonic tentmates for the next few nights.”
t Gerald holds his hands up in surrender. “Alright. If you say so.”
1 Today is the warmest day of our expedition. It seems almost unnatural tc
Iwatch the scenery change from glacial mountains and cold weather to a warn
yjungle atmosphere. I strip off my jacket and tie it around my waist, and notic:
ymost others doing the same. Isa removes her warm jacket to reveal a brigh
sred sports bra, the same color as today’s leggings. How many coordinating
athletic outfits does the woman have?
1 She doesn’t look indecent by any means, but I wish she’d put a shirt on...
don’t like the way Chris is drooling all over her.
1 Begrudgingly, I look away from Isa and back to the mountain view. Thi
lview almost makes the hiking tolerable. I’ve never seen anything so majestit
tin my life; it’s like everywhere you turn there’s a scene so picturesque i

could be in a movie.



Kansas, of course, is flat grasslands. Never would you round a corner anc

cstumble upon a waterfall so grand it took your breath from your lungs. Naturt

has never been a great passion of mine, but I’ve found myself really enjoyin
1the landscape here.

After four hours of hiking, we arrive at our campsite for the night. Thi:
1campsite has showers, a pool, and even a hot tub. The group has all strippec

down to the bare minimum of hiking clothes by now, and we all reek o
)sweat. Everyone seems excited to jump into the swimming pool and rela:
here for the evening.

All T want is a shower... a real shower. I’ve never smelled so bad in m
slife.

The ladies head toward their shower room, most of them planning just tc
.change into their swimsuits. And the guys head to ours. We walk inside an«

see simple but clean cement floors and shower stalls. There are also bathroon

stalls and sinks. It’s no more than the average high school boys’ locker room
bbut it feels like a luxury after two days of hiking.
1 The other guys change into their swim trunks while I go to a shower stall.
egrab a bar of soap from my small toiletry bag and enjoy a warm shower an
tthe scent of fresh soap. Once I finally smell like myself again, the place i
sempty except for me. I towel off and pull my swim trunks from my backpacl

and slip them on. They’re simple, black swim shorts, but of course, the bes
Iquality.

Walking out of the shower room, I see our group at the pool. Everyone i
asplashing and having fun. I walk straight toward the hot tub, which is empty
cminus Austin and Gerald.

t There’s no way I’m getting into that pool; it’s basically just swamp wate

now after all of those sweaty bodies have sloshed around in it. Gerald anc



1Austin grin at me as I step into the hot tub and sink down into the bubbling
ewater. It feels so good on my sore muscles and I instantly relax. Leaning m’
shead back against the edge of the hot tub, I let my entire body relax and clost
my eyes... until I hear Isa shriek and then giggle.
s My eyes snap open and my head jerks toward the sound. Anthony ha:
1Hannah on his shoulders, and Chris has Isa on his. They’re playing chickei
fand laughing as they try to knock the other over into the water.
x I swallow slowly as I take in Isa’s hot pink bikini that shows off he
amazing curves and gorgeous brown skin. Every inch of her body i
yperfect... soft curves, toned stomach, and long hair that falls down her bacl
in a beautiful cascade of dark waves.
> Gerald and Austin snicker, drawing me out of my Isa-induced stupor. My
djaw, which I didn’t realize was gaping open, snaps shut.
1 “You have it bad.” Gerald shakes his head but has a teasing glint in hi
,eye.
“So bad!” Austin agrees, and they both chuckle.
I I clear my throat and sink down into the water. “Chicken might seem fun
dbut it’s actually incredibly dangerous. What if one of them were to hit thei
shead on the edge of the pool? I’m just concerned for everyone’s well-being.”
k There’s no way I’m admitting they’re right... partially, anyway. I really dc
thate water games... but that’s not why I can’t take my eyes off of Isa. No, th
cause of that is definitely the pink bikini.
s Gerald and Austin glance at each other, then look at me. Both have thei
yleft eyebrows quirked, making them look even more alike than they alread:
do. I ignore them and close my eyes again.
r While my eyes are closed and I begin to relax again, I think about th

Imountain scenery, the waterfalls, the alpacas and wildlife we’ve seen, Brook:



sbelching... anything but Isa in that little pink bikini.
y
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sAfter dinner, which consisted of grilled chicken, steamed rice, passion fruit

,papayas, and oranges, everyone showers and heads to bed for the night.
assume I’m sharing a tent with Isa again tonight, but maybe she and Chri

rconnected today and want to share.

s My jaw clenches and I notice I’m grinding my teeth. I take a deep breatl

<and crawl inside my designated tent. A few minutes later, Isa climbs inside a:
well. Wearing another sports bra, this one purple with matching athleti

sshorts.

“Oh, Isa, you’re here,” I declare the obvious like a total dumbass.

s She looks at me with a confused expression as she sits on her pallet
“Yeah... is that okay? I thought we’d share a tent for the whole trip?”

“Right. Yes. I wasn’t sure if you’d bunk with Chris tonight after your poo
Jfun.”

r She smirks. “Am I detecting a hint of jealousy?”

I scoff and slide under my blankets, which are lighter and more breathabl:
ythan the ones we used last night in the colder climate. “Don’t be ridiculous.
ohope the poor sap marries you, then I won’t have to put up with yor

anymore.”
r She continues to stare at me with a twinkle of amusement in her eyes
;“Then why were you watching us?”
“If you must know, pool games are extremely unsafe. I found it difficult tc

srelax knowing someone might get hurt.”

S



“Right.” She pauses, still smirking. “You should’ve joined us. You wer
looking pretty good in those black swim trunks.”
I blink rapidly, noting my face is suddenly hot. Turning away from her
pull the covers up over my bare chest. Since the weather is warm I opted t
»g0 shirtless.
I She laughs and tugs on my blanket. “Don’t be shy! Let me see that once
Sin-a-lifetime view of your exposed flesh. Which obviously hasn’t seen sun..
in a very, very long time.”
1 T keep tight hold of the blanket, not because I'm self conscious, bu
Sbecause she’s being an irritating ass. “Could you at least attempt to hawvt
~some decorum?”
Isa squares her shoulders. “The woman has no decorum, shall we alert th
queen??” she says in a deep voice with a horrible British accent.
“That was the worst British accent I’ve ever had the displeasure o
hearing.” I sit up to a sitting position and place a palm on her face to keep he
lan arm’s length away.
She laughs and continues trying to swipe my blanket from me. We’r(
facing each other now, both on our knees since the tent isn’t that tall. My
®blanket is somehow still draped over one of my shoulders. She finall
Isnatches it from me, and without thinking, I grab her hands and pin then
1behind her back, causing my arms to wrap around her in the process. Her bij
brown eyes, that suddenly remind me of those chocolate fountains people us:
-at weddings, look up at me in surprise. Neither of us moves. Instead, we star:
at each other. I wait a moment for her to wiggle out of my grasp, but she”
Iperfectly still, her chest rising and falling slowly as she breathes. My braii
obviously isn’t working properly with her in my arms, since I then inhale the

scent of her hair, which is down and still damp from her shower. The tendril:



erest on my hands and arms and it smells incredible... like rose water anc
vanilla. Her lips look just as tempting up close, and her bronze complexioi

Idefinitely isn’t from makeup since she just got done bathing. She’s somehov

seven more irresistible this way, natural and wild. Like a wild mustang that nc
one can tame.

- Laughter comes from outside, causing our heads to snap in the direction o
.the sound and away from each other. I gulp, realizing how close we still are
and slowly release her hands.

t She looks back up at me again and hands me my blanket. “Here you go.”

(g¥]

I clear my throat. “Thanks... we should get some sleep. Night.”

“Sweet dreams, David.”
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Iyelelle

I awake the next morning with something warm and furry pressed along my
torso and side. At first I wonder if David rolled over toward my pallet sinci
he’s such a crazy sleeper. Reaching my hand over my shoulder, I expect t
feel human skin, or maybe chest hair? But my hand touches something muci
fuzzier than David, who has just the perfect amount of dark chest hair
nothing like the thick fur I feel against my fingertips.

I’m too groggy to put much thought into it, until I hear David’s sleep
voice, “Oh, Isa, that feels nice.”

He chuckles. It’s deep and husky and laced with sleep. Is he talking in hi
sleep? I roll over and open my eyes to discover there’s a large, furry, browi
llama—or alpaca?—in between David and me. David’s eyes are closed ant
he’s smiling as the creature nibbles his neck and licks his hair.

“We can’t do this now. Someone will hear,” he mutters sleepily.

I bite my bottom lip to keep from laughing. Maybe my grouchy neighbo
doesn’t hate me as much as I thought he did? Whatever version of me h
conjured up in his dreams seems to please him well enough.

As amused as I am, I’'m also a little terrified that there’s a wild animal i1



our tent. Llamas aren’t carnivores, are they? I sure hope not.
I don’t want to startle the poor thing, especially since she’s so smitten witl
David.
I clear my throat, trying to wake David up. He stirs but doesn’t open hi:
eyes.
“David,” I whisper.
He furrows his brow and pushes the llama’s head away from his neck.
said not now, Isa. Have some self-control.”
I sit up slowly and shake my head. Does he really think I would jus
randomly start licking his neck? Who does that? Llamas... apparently.
y “David,” I whisper-yell.
e He stirs again, his eyelids opening slowly then blinking a few times. H
clooks directly at the llama, and squints.
h Right when I think he’s going to freak out about the llama he’s cuddled yj
;with, he rubs his eyes with his fists and then leans onto his side, supporting
his body weight with one elbow as he reaches for his glasses and slides then
yon.
His eyes widen and he just stares at the llama for a few seconds befort
ssquinting again. “Isabella?”
1 “This isn’t The Emperor's New Groove, and I did not turn into a freakiny
1llama!” I whisper-yell again and he finally notices me on the other side of th:
furry beast.
“So I’m assuming you weren’t the one licking my face last night?”
r I purse my lips and shoot him an exasperated look. “Nope. But you sur
ewere enjoying your makeout sesh with your new llama-lover.”
He furrows his eyebrows in a glare. “Don’t even say that, it sounds weird.’

1Apparently we’re back to the grumpy persona again.



I roll my eyes. “How do we get her out of here?”

1 “How should I know?” he says through gritted teeth.

“You were the one moaning while she nibbled your earlobe. Figure it out!’
s His jaw drops like he’s offended. “I was not moaning!”

Our yelling spooks the llama in question and it stands up. The llama i

much larger than I originally thought, and its head hits the top of the tent. Thi
Icreature startles from the impact and spins in a circle. David gets on his feet
crouching down with his hands in front of him. It reminds me of Owen fron
tJurassic World working with the velociraptors. I’d laugh if I wasn't s«
terrified of getting trampled by the poor llama.

David glares at me from the opposite side of the tent. Crap... I think I saic
athat Jurassic World thing out loud.

The llama attempts to run, looking for the exit, but not finding one. I shriel
yand cower into a corner of the tent, squeezing my eyes shut for a moment lik
sthat’s going to make the llama disappear. When I open my eyes again, th
1tent is calm and the llama is nowhere in sight. David is standing by thi

entrance holding the tent flap open and looking very relieved. I'm stil
abreathing heavily, traumatized by the whole thing and half expecting the fu
ball to run back inside the tent.
3 David looks at me with concern. His blue eyes are soft and caring; possibl’
athe first time I’ve seen them this way. He scoots toward me, letting the ten
flap close behind him, then kneels in front of me.

“Are you okay?” he asks in a soothing voice. Then he places his hand o1

emy arm, using his thumb to rub circles against my skin with a gentleness
never would have guessed he even possessed.
” No, I'm not okay. Not when you’re looking at me like that and weariny

nothing but navy blue athletic shorts. “Yeah, I’m alright.”



Rocco scares the bejeezus out of us both when he pops his head into ou
tent. “You guys okay in here? I heard screaming and then saw Lizzy fly ou
>of here.”

“Lizzy?” David asks dryly, obviously unamused by her name.
s “Yeah, she’s harmless, but she’s a lot friendlier than the other llamas.” Hi
asmirks. “Did you guys not zip your tent?”
, David’s head slowly turns to me and he has a murderous look in his eyes
1So much for the soft gaze I got a few moments ago. Sigh.
) “You were the last one in last night, Isa. Did you zip it?”

I grimace. “I can’t remember.”
1 He rubs his temples with his thumb and forefinger.

Rocco chuckles and informs us breakfast is ready.
< Once he leaves, I try to smooth things over with David. “Listen, I’m sorry
elt won’t happen again.”
> He pulls on a t-shirt and socks. Which is unfortunate, because he has
egreat body. He’s obviously not a meat head who spends hours at the gym, bu
Ithere’s something incredibly graceful about his lean physique and long limbs
rHe has that tall, slender build that wealthy families always seem to be blesset

with. How do some people get all the good genetics?
y “It’s fine,” he says. “Come on, we need coffee.” He holds the tent flaj
topen for me to walk through and then follows.

Throughout the day’s hike, I stay toward the front of the pack witl
1Anthony, Hannah, and Chris and his buddies, as usual. But I’m beginning t
Iget a crick in my neck from looking back to see where David is at and wht

he’s with.
7 AsItake in the magnificent mountain views, I find myself wondering wha

David’s reactions to the landscape are. Does his breath catch when he gaze



rout at the mountains? Does he smile at the wildlife?
t I want to know it all.
There’s something intriguing about the broody, handsome, accountant tha
I can’t quite get out of my head. Especially after he looked at me so sweetly
athis morning when I was scared over llamapocalypse.
What would it be like to have the affection of a man who’s so hard to wii
.over? Someone who isn’t even capable of useless flattery, but is alway
brutally honest to a fault?
“Wow, Isabella. The way you climb these rocks is impressive! You’re i1
great shape,” Chris tells me from a foot away.
I sigh, getting annoyed with his constant and ridiculous compliments. I’n
not in that great of shape, and there’s nothing special about the way I'n
.climbing these rocks. If David were up here with us, he’d probably explaii
what type of rocks they are and how many kilometers we have left to hik
atoday. I smile to myself and glance over my shoulder once more.
t This time, David meets my gaze and I smile at him. He looks serious, a
.usual, but one corner of his mouth turns up in a little smirk.
1 Hannah, who’s beside me, clears her throat dramatically.
“What?” I ask.
> She scoffs. “You know what.”
I shrug. “Oh, stop. Our near-death experience this morning bonded us.”
1 “I don’t think having a llama in your tent constitutes a near-deatl
dexperience,” Anthony argues.
> “Anthony’s right.”
“Thanks, babe,” he says, giving her a smack on the bottom.
t Hannah eyes Chris, who’s a few paces ahead and lowers her voice to

swhisper, “You like David. Just admit it.”



With a groan, I admit, “I do not like him. But why does he have to be sc
handsome? That does make it a little more difficult to hate him.”
t She laughs. “Why do you need to hate him? He seems like a great guy
ySmart, dependable, can defend you from evil llamas." She holds up a finge
for each quality she lists.
1 “And he also smells really good... like insanely good. But what about hov
sgrouchy and serious he is?” I worry my bottom lip. “Back home we driv
each other bonkers. You probably couldn’t find two people more oppositt
1than me and David.”

“You might have more in common than you think. Try to get to knov
1him.” She stops and grabs her water bottle from her backpack and takes
1long swig.

1 I rest my hands on my hips for a moment, feeling amused and a littl¢
eannoyed by her comment. “You think David and I could have things i1
common?”

s  “Wouldn’t hurt to find out,” she says with a wink, then pockets her wate
bottle and jogs to catch up to her husband.

Instead of catching up with them, I purposefully slow my steps. Maybe i

wouldn’t be so bad to take it easier today. And if I end up hiking with David
then so be it.

Might as well have a positive relationship with my tent mate.

. 2 P e

That night when I get done with my bucket bath for the night, I head to ou

jtent to sleep. I think of my conversation with Hannah again. My mind ha

flitted back and forth about David all day, wondering if we actually do hav



>similarities. Perhaps I’ve always focused on our differences instead o
looking for things that might connect us.
When I slip inside the tent, David isn’t inside yet. I place my backpacl
rneatly at the end of my pallet, the way David does, hoping to start things of
right tonight.
v Rocco warned us there’s a chance of rain tonight. I’ve always been scarec
aof storms, which is stupid since I live in Tornado Alley. But I can handl
asome light rain. I dress warm in some grey leggings, thick socks, and a blacl
long-sleeved, moisture-wicking top.
v I hear the zipper to the tent and David steps inside after carefully taking hi
ashoes off outside the tent first. He’s dressed for a chilly night as well, witl
black sweats and a red hoodie.
> He zips the tent door once he’s inside and glances at my backpack stowe
1at the foot of my bed. He looks up at me through his dark eyelashes anc
smirks.
r Pretending not to notice, I slide further down into my covers.
A light tapping sound fills our small tent and David looks up like he cai
tsee the sky. “I guess Rocco was correct about the rain.”
, I'wrinkle my nose. “Yeah, I hope it doesn’t get too bad.”
He cocks his head to the side, looking at me curiously. “Are you afraid o
storms?”
I scoff, and prop myself up on one elbow. “Of course not. I mean... they’r
not my favorite thing in the world, but scared? No way.”
He looks unconvinced. “I didn’t think anyone from Kansas was scared o
I'storms.”
S “Like I said, I’'m not scared—“ I’'m cut off by a loud crack of thunder.

“throw the blankets over my head and cower beneath them.



f David tugs at the blankets, but I keep a tight hold on them. The last thing
need right now is David’s mockery.
< “Hey, it’s okay.” His voice sounds... kind. And actually not mocking a
fall.
Hesitantly, I pull the covers back and peek at him. Thunder rumbles again
1shaking the tent and making it feel like it’s made of Saran Wrap.
e He leans toward me to speak, like he doesn’t want me to move from m:
<cozy spot. “I researched the accommodations before booking this trip, anc
rest assured, these tents are very effective and structurally sound,” hi
swhispers to me in a soothing voice. The same voice he spoke with when th
1llama was trying to escape from our tent this morning.
If he’s not careful, I’'m going to grow accustomed to him being nice to me.
1 He continues to shock me when he moves to the other side of the tent anc
1scoots his pallet right next to mine and crawls inside.
When he looks over and sees my surprise, he clears his throat. “Is thi:
okay?”
1 I nod my head. It does make me feel less scared to have him closer.
“I, uh, used to be really scared of storms when I was little. I’d try to craw
in bed with my parents, but they’d tell me to be tough like my brothers anc
fgo back to bed.”
Picturing a scared little David makes me want to wrap the man in a big
ehug. But he’s opening up to me and I don't want to make any suddei
movements and ruin it. “I’m sorry. My parents are all about tough love too
fHow’d you get over your fear?”
He smiles. “I didn’t really, not until I was an adult. Instead, I started goin
Ito my older sister’s room during storms. She’d lay blankets and pillows o1

the floor next to her bed and tell me stories until I fell asleep.”



I “Okay, that’s the cutest thing I’ve ever heard.”
He rolls his eyes, but he’s still smiling. “My parents aren’t all bad. They’r
tjust not very... sensitive. They have high expectations."
Wrinkling my nose, I admit, “Mine too. Especially Mama... she’s more o
,a ‘pull up your big girl panties and deal with it’ type of parent.” I blow
breath out through my lips, making me feel like a deflating balloon. “M»
yparents own a restaurant, actually. It was my grandmother’s, and they took i
lover when she passed. They want me and my sisters to carry on the famil
etradition and run the restaurant once they retire... along with our husbands, o
ecourse.” I roll my eyes then realize it’s dark and he can’t even see m
eyeballs.
“Ahh, traditionalists. You and my sister would get along. Sophie and m
1parents really butted heads over the years.”
“Yeah?” I look up at him with an arched eyebrow. “Did your parents wan
sher to marry a Latin-American Catholic named Fabio?”
“That was oddly specific.” His body shakes like he’s trying to hold bacl
his laughter, but he fails miserably and guffaws out loud.
1 I shake my head from side to side slowly. “You don’t even wanna know.”
1 “If your parents are anything like mine, they will give you some pushbacl
in the beginning... but once they see you’re happy on your own path, they’l
3come around and support you.”
1 “You think so?” I ask, hoping maybe he’s right and someday they’ll com
.around.
“I really do. Hey, what restaurant do they own?”
3 “Abeula’s Mexican Grill.”
1 He huffs a breath out through his nose as if surprised. “You’re kidding.

eat there with my brothers all the time. Abuela’s has the best chimichangas i



town.”

e “You should try the empanadas.” I kiss my fingertips in a chef’s Kkiss.

He breaks out in a genuine laugh, the deep sound making me feel warn
finside. I realize then how cold I’'m getting on the outside.
a2 The wind picks up outside, whipping the rain against our tent. It’s loud, bu
ynot as loud as the thunder. I scoot a little closer to David and he doesn’t mowvi
taway from me.

y He continues the conversation, and I wonder if he’s talking this much onl

fto distract me from the storm. “So, do you have a good relationship with you

yparents, or is it tumultuous?”

I contemplate for a moment before answering. “I love my parents, o
ycourse. They’re just very traditional. In their minds, daughters should liv
with their parents until they get married at the age of twenty. Then thei
tdaughters will have children and everyone will spend their lives cooking
Mexican food together happily ever after.”
< “I think our parents plan our lives out in their own minds, and when we dc
something completely different, they have a hard time letting go.” H
releases a heavy sigh. “With my parents, it’s about money. As long as we’r
<successful and make the Windell name look good, everything’s okay.”

1 T laugh, thinking about how posh David’s family seemed when I met then
briefly. “So, are you all really successful?”

2 I can hear the wrestling of blankets like he’s fidgeting nervously and no
wanting to answer. I click my tongue like a ticking clock, urging him to jus
answer the question already.

After a sigh, he admits, “My father is a surgeon, Madden is finishing up hi
Isecond term in Congress, Brooks is a biomedical engineer, and Sophie’s beei

1



forgiven for getting a teaching degree since she married a surgeon that work:
with my Dad.”
1 “Wow, you guys really are just like the Cullens.” I laugh and my teeth star
to chatter from the chill in the air.
t “The who?” David asks before lifting up his blankets and covering both o
aus with them. His blankets are warm from his body heat, and they smell liki
him, which instantly soothes me.
y “The vampire family in Twilight.”
r His eyebrows pinch together in confusion. “Never heard of them.”
I shake my head in dismay. “So, back to your sister, she did her own thing
fand your parents came around?”
> “Yeah, it was a sore subject for a while... I think my Mom would still bs
rthrilled if she quit her teaching job and hosted tea parties or something
sinstead.”
“I have some big dreams that are vastly different from my parents’,”
yadmit. “So I think you’re right; your sister and I would get along.”
> He brings a hand to his chest and gasps sarcastically. “I’m sorry, did yot
ejust say I was right?”
“Shut up.”
1 “I wish I had a recording of that.” He chuckles. “You’ll have to tell mu
about those big dreams sometime.”
t I smile as a quiet moment passes between us. All I can hear is the stead
tdrum of rain and the chattering of my teeth.
“Isa, I’m not trying to be a perv... but I think if you came closer to mu
syou’d stay warmer. It’s science.”
1 “Oh, it’s science, is it?” I mock, but I really am freezing my butt off.

can’t even feel the tip of my nose anymore.



s My teeth continue clattering away, but I don’t move and neither doe
David... Until another burst of lighting lights up our entire tent. I jump an
thuddle against his warmth.

His chest is shaking and I’m not sure if it’s because he’s cold, or becaus:
fhe’s laughing at me. But the heat from his body feels so good, I don’t ever
ecare. I burrow my head into his soft hoodie and I feel the weight of his arn

wrap around my shoulder.
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My teeth continue clattering away, but I don’t move and neither does
David... Until another burst of lighting lights up our entire tent. I jump and
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he’s laughing at me. But the heat from his body feels so good, I don’t even
care. I burrow my head into his soft hoodie and I feel the weight of his arm

wrap around my shoulder.



Chapter Thirteen



Chapter Thirteen



Devid,

Every time I think about waking up to a sleeping Isa this morning, with he
soft hair brushing my cheek as she nestled her head against my neck, m
stomach does this thing where it feels like it’s doing a rendition of that scent
from The Princess Bride where Wesley tumbles down the mountain anc
yells, “As you wish.”

I’m exhausted today from staying up so late chatting, and Isa must be tirec
as well, because she’s at the back of the pack with myself, Gerald, and Austii
when she’s usually upfront with the younger, fitness junkies.

I notice that the ornery twins fall back a few steps so me and Isa can wall
side by side. The four of us are silently taking in the incredible view of thq
Andes Mountains, the peaks reaching so high in the sky that some art
covered by clouds and fog. Everything surrounding us is so lush and greei
against the mountain backdrop that it feels like a dream.

Today we have a seven-mile hike before finally making it to Mach
Picchu. We get to camp right next to it, which I’'m actually rather excitec
about.

Rocco warned us we won’t be able to see much tonight, as it will b



extremely foggy until late morning tomorrow. But just knowing we made i
to our destination will feel good.

This entire excursion has been eye-opening. I’ve never had the desire tc
explore nature and find myself... but I can see clearly how I've let my rigic
routine and discomfort around new people hold me back from enjoying life.
thought enjoying life meant being comfortable, sleeping on my fanc
mattress in my nice house, and having everything labeled so it’s easy t
access.

But I’m realizing that life is what happens when you get out of you
comfort zone and really embrace the experience. The good, the bad, and tht

rllamas.

y  This will definitely not be the end of my travels. My brain is swirling witl

aother countries and ancient ruins I want to explore now, places I’ve only seel

lin documentaries. Much to my shock, getting out of your comfort zone i
addicting.

1 “Hey, David?” Isa interrupts my thoughts, her voice sounding hesitant.

1 “Yeah?”

“This is going to sound weird, but would you take a few pictures for me?’
<she asks, drawing her bottom lip into her mouth nervously, like she feel
suncomfortable asking.

2 “Um, okay. Right here?”
1 “I’ll do a few different poses on that large rock,” she points to the boulde
a few feet from where we’re standing. “If you tap the screen where I'n
1sitting, it will focus on me and blur the background.”
1 “Alright, I think I can handle that.”
She hands her phone to me and our fingers brush when I take it from he

esmall hand, causing my heart to beat rapidly, just like it did last night whei



tIsa jumped onto my pallet.

She clears her throat and walks over to the boulder where she gets intc
yposition for photos. She sits on it with one leg dangling and the other pulles
linto her chest. Today she’s wearing a long-sleeved shirt and matching
Ileggings in a brownish-red color, giving her gorgeous legs the illusion tha
ythey’ve been sculpted out of clay. I think I have a sudden interest in pottery.
> I snap pictures with her phone as she does a few different poses on the

rock. She even stands to do some kind of yoga pose.

r She hops down and jaunts towards me. I hand her the phone and she scroll

ethrough the photos. “These are perfect, thanks!”

“No problem.” I shrug. “But I have to ask... what’s with all the pictures?”
1We fall back in step, several yards behind Gerald and Austin now.

1 She scrunches her nose up before answering, “You promise not to laugh?”

s “I won’t laugh.”

She takes a deep breath. “You know the big dreams I mentioned las

night?”

I nod then look down at the ground and stick my hands in my pockets
"hoping she doesn’t notice the blush creeping up my neck at the thought o
sholding her last night.

“Well, I have a mildly successful travel blog. I go on trips every fev

months and document them with photos. I have a few sponsorships; one i
rfrom an activewear company.” She gestures to her ensemble.

1 My eyes widen in surprise. Wha— Isa? A travel blog? How— My hear
sinks. I had no idea my saucy little neighbor was an entrepreneur. I feel lik«
such a jerk for assuming she just slept in every day and didn’t have any drive

rDidn’t I make a comment to her face about being lazy? I cringe internally a

a1the thought. No wonder she hates—er—hated me?



“That’s pretty cool.” I smile at her, and her shoulders relax like she wa:
owaiting for me to say something snarky... which makes me feel like an evei
dbigger jerk.

3 I continue the conversation, genuinely interested in her travel blog. “Sao
twhat does mildly successful mean?”

“Well, I only have 200,000 followers. Ideally, to quit my day job, I’d nee«
aat least half a million to a million.”

I try to school my features to contain my shock. Her blog isn’t just mildly
ssuccessful, it’s really successful.

“Then I’d receive a lot more sponsorships and be able to travel more anc
"have even better content.”

I nod my head. “I must admit. I’'m impressed.”

She looks at me with a big smile, the small compliment obviously givin;

her a confidence boost.
t I chuckle. “200,000 subscribers is amazing. I’d be happy to look over you
business plan and give my input when we get back.”
, She looks over at me and narrows her eyes. “Is this just a ploy to ge
finformation so you can get your revenge for the Comic Sans business cards?’

A laugh rumbles out of me from deep down in my stomach, making m
vsound like my brothers when they laugh. Then the thought occurs to me..
sI’ve never laughed this much with anyone before now. I recall mn

conversation with Austin and Gerald about how there's a fine line betweer
tlove and hate. And deep down, I know that line is already beginning to blur.

t



“That’s pretty cool.” I smile at her, and her shoulders relax like she was
waiting for me to say something snarky... which makes me feel like an even
bigger jerk.

I continue the conversation, genuinely interested in her travel blog. “So,
what does mildly successful mean?”

“Well, I only have 200,000 followers. Ideally, to quit my day job, I’d need
at least half a million to a million.”

I try to school my features to contain my shock. Her blog isn’t just mildly
successful, it’s really successful.

“Then I’d receive a lot more sponsorships and be able to travel more and
have even better content.”

I nod my head. “I must admit. I’'m impressed.”

She looks at me with a big smile, the small compliment obviously giving
her a confidence boost.

I chuckle. “200,000 subscribers is amazing. I’d be happy to look over your
business plan and give my input when we get back.”

She looks over at me and narrows her eyes. “Is this just a ploy to get
information so you can get your revenge for the Comic Sans business cards?”

A laugh rumbles out of me from deep down in my stomach, making me
sound like my brothers when they laugh. Then the thought occurs to me...
I’ve never laughed this much with anyone before now. I recall my
conversation with Austin and Gerald about how there's a fine line between

love and hate. And deep down, I know that line is already beginning to blur.
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Iyelelle

If someone would’ve told me a week ago that I’d end up traveling to anothe
country with my asshole neighbor... and enjoying myself.... I would’v
called them a liar. But spending time with David is surprisingly fun. Even the
silences are comfortable and we have plenty to talk about.

Hannah was right; we’re not as different as we thought we were.

“Do you like working from home?” I ask him, breaking the silenc
between us as we hike the last mile for today.

“I love it,” he responds as he stops, removes his water bottle from hi
backpack, and takes a swig before continuing. “I’m my own boss and I mak
my own schedule. No more eighty-hour work weeks for me.”

I sigh. “That sounds amazing. Do you travel a lot since you can work fron
anywhere?”

He scoffs before attaching his water bottle back onto his backpack. “Never
This is the first time I’ve ever left the United States.”

My eyes widen at his admission. “You’re kidding.” He shakes his head, «
look of sadness clouding his expression.

He continues, “I’m honestly shocked that I’ve enjoyed this trip so much



I’1l definitely be adding several more trips into my schedule.” The edge of hi
lips turns up into a smirk. “So I might need the URL for your website fo
ideas.”

“Just google Isa’s Itinerary.” 1 bump his arm with my elbow playfully
“Hey, I’ve been wondering... Why do you call me Isa?”

His brow furrows as he thinks, then he opens his mouth to answer an
closes it again.

I’'m too focused on him to notice the loose rocks in front of me, and m
foot slips. I shriek in terror as I fall towards the edge of the path with a stee]
drop-off. I have no idea how far the fall will be, but my guess is pretty dami

rfar.
2 Right as I’m internally making peace with meeting my maker, David’
chands grab onto my arms and pull me away from the ledge. For a moment,
keep my eyes squeezed shut and take deep breaths. When I finally pry then
open, my face is buried in David’s shirt. His scent, which is now familiar tc
ame, envelopes my senses and calms me. David’s arms are around me, on
hand firmly on my waist and the other gently rubbing my back in a soothin
srhythm.
e I want to stay like this, wrapped in the safety of his arms, but our group i
probably watching us and the longer he holds me, the more questions they’r
1going to ask. I pull back and look up at David, his cool blue eyes laced witl
concern.

“Are you okay?”

I nod my head but keep my eyes locked on his.

1 He doesn’t make a move to step away from me, instead keeping his arn
around my waist.

We stand there with our gazes locked for what feels like a blissful eternity



sbefore he finally breaks the silence. “I call you Isa,” he says barely above
rwhisper, his chest heaving, probably from watching me nearly fall to my
death, “because it feels right.”

He steps back so there’s an appropriate amount of space between us again

I glance over where we had almost caught up to our group and half of then
dare staring at us, the other half walking in our direction.

Rocco must notice the commotion and rushes over. “Everything okay?”

y “Yeah, sorry. I stumbled on some rocks but I’'m fine.” I attempt a smile
bbut my whole body still feels shaky from nearly falling over a cliff, and fron
1David’s gaze nearly setting me on fire.

Hannah and Anthony break through the crowd. “Girl, your scream almos
sgave me a heart attack,” Hannah says as she pulls me into a hug. She pull
Iaway and grasps my shoulders to look me over, like she’s making sure I’n
1not broken. Then she leans in and whispers, “thank goodness David was thert
oto rescue you.”

2 I blink to keep from crying, not wanting anyone to know how scared
sreally was, or how much I loved being rescued by David.

With a strained laugh, I shoo her away from me. “I’m fine, see? Not even .
sscratch.”

e
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Not even an hour after my near-death experience, we arrive at the edge o

Machu Picchu where we’ll camp for the night. Just like Rocco warned us, the
,thick fog is prohibiting our view, but hopefully it will clear in the morning

and we can see the Incan ruins in all of their glory. The grass looks so thicl



aand soft, I have the urge to lay down in it, and there’s a large swing set sc

yyou can swing while taking in the Mountain Views.

The swing looks a little too close to the edge of the mountain for mn

.comfort after my slip earlier.

1 Llamas are ambling about, grazing and seemingly oblivious to our arrival
They must be pretty used to tourists invading their turf. Llamas roam abou
here like cows in a pasture in the Midwest.

, Hopefully none of them will try to make out with David tonight. I smile tc

amyself as I remember that he thought I was the one doing that... and h
wasn’t trying to push me away. A shiver runs through my body, from my toe:

tto the top of my head, making me feel warm and flushed all over.

s  What would it be like to kiss David? A man who’s calculated and doe

1everything with precision. Would that make him an excellent kisser, or

2horrible one?

Someone clears their throat next to me, I was so deep in thought I hadn’

Ieven noticed them before now. I look over to see Hannah standing ther
watching me, one eyebrow quirked and a hand on her hip.

a  “With that glazed over look in your eyes and the blush on your cheeks, I’«
think you might be thinking about a certain handsome accountant?”

I release a heavy sigh. “I don’t know what’s gotten into me. A week ago
couldn’t stand him, and now I can’t stop thinking about him? The altitude i
messing with my brain.”

f  She loops her arm through mine and directs us toward the tent whert

*dinner is about to be served. “Like I said before, no harm in a vacation fling.’

3 “Yeah, but David is the kind of man you settle down with... not the mai

fyou have a vacation fling with. And I have no desire to settle down and b«

chained to one city forever.”



) She scrunches her nose like she knows I’m right. “You have a wild soul
Isabella. But settling down isn’t so bad when it’s with the right person.”
y Anthony is waiting for her outside the dinner tent and they grin at eacl
other as we get closer. “Maybe you need someone who will keep you saf:
.while you keep them a little wild? I have an inkling that David needs a dos:
tof wildness.” She winks.
She lets go of my arm and heads into the tent with her husband. I stanc
dthere for a moment, contemplating what she said.
e Could David learn to be a little wild?

S
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She scrunches her nose like she knows I’m right. “You have a wild soul,
Isabella. But settling down isn’t so bad when it’s with the right person.”

Anthony is waiting for her outside the dinner tent and they grin at each
other as we get closer. “Maybe you need someone who will keep you safe
while you keep them a little wild? I have an inkling that David needs a dose
of wildness.” She winks.

She lets go of my arm and heads into the tent with her husband. I stand
there for a moment, contemplating what she said.

Could David learn to be a little wild?
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Devid,

I need some space from Isa. Her positive disposition and spandex outfits art
doing something to my brain... like making me think I could tolerat
spending time with her. Maybe hiking is giving me too much uninterrupte
time with my thoughts... but I can’t stop daydreaming about a future witl
Isa. My mind is conjuring up dreamy scenes of us traveling together, cookiny
empanadas in the kitchen... even having arguments about her messing up my
alphabetized pantry system.

No one has ever gotten past my grouchy exterior the way she has. Isa ha
burrowed herself into my skin and made me want to open up and shart
everything with her. But I can’t make sense of it. Why her?

I’ve had a lot of first dates. If Brooks is a serial-dater, I’'m a serial first
dater. Because that’s as far as I’ve ever gotten before my dates tell me they’l
call me and I know they won’t, but I don’t really care because I wasn’t int
them either.

But Isa has me showing the side of myself that’s witty and thoughtful, th

side only those closest to me get to see. Not the side of me that’s dull anc



folds my washcloths the same way, then makes sure they’re all facing th
same direction inside the linen closet.

I gave up years ago trying to find someone who could tolerate my cynica
personality. Convinced myself I was better off being Uncle David... the gu
who spoils his nieces and nephews and someday helps them with thei
algebra homework.

A few nights of sharing a tent with Isa and my brain has turned to mush.
enter the tent where dinner has been prepared for us. Gerald, Austin, and :
few of the older couples in our group are seated at a table with one seat left.
quickly make my way over, knowing Isa will have to sit at a different tabl

2and maybe I’ll regain all the brain cells I’ve obviously lost during this trek.

atake a seat across from Gerald and Austin. Isa enters the tent just then and

dmeet her gaze across the tent for a second before making myself look away.

1 The twins wink at me, and I roll my eyes. If they’re trying to be discreet

sthey’re failing miserably.

y  Our table is full, so Isa takes a seat at the other end of the tent with th
younger crowd. But she sits next to Chris and I feel my shoulders tense.

s I drag my hands down my face, feeling frustrated with myself. Why shouls

el be annoyed that she's sitting by Chris? She and I aren’t together, and I havi
no claim on her. It’s ridiculous that I’ve even developed the tiniest little crusl

-on the woman... okay, maybe not so tiny.

1 I need a drink, and something stronger than this coffee we’ve been served

)Although, I must admit, it’s impeccable coffee. Harvested from a local coffe
farm.

e Tonight is my last night sharing a tent with Isa, and the realization make:

dmy throat feel thick. Tomorrow night, I’'ll be back in my hotel room befort

heading home on an early flight the following morning.



e All throughout dinner, I’m lost in my own thoughts and barely hear the
conversations happening all around me. I manage to half-smile and nod a fev
Itimes when spoken to so I appear mildly social. But thoughts of a certail
yraven-haired woman with enough spunk for five people is taking over all o
rmy thoughts.

Spending the day with her was so effortless. The silences wert
Icomfortable, and the conversation was easy. I didn’t even mind stopping t
atake photos for her every few miles. Especially now that I know she’s a smal
Ibusiness owner like myself. I admire people who work hard, and I wa:
2obviously wrong about Isa being lazy. She works full time at her parents
Irestaurant while also having a side hustle.

I But where do we go from here? We’ve hated and pestered one another fo
nearly a year. If we can’t get along as neighbors, what would a relationshij
Llook like?

And what makes me think she’d even want to go out with me? I'n

eprobably reading the signs all wrong, like I always do with women. I wisl
women were more black and white. Easy to solve, like an equation.

1 Ugh, why didn’t I pack that freaking journal Drew gave me? The one timq

o[ actually have enough feelings to write them down, and I didn’t even bring i

awith me.

My head jerks up when a finger taps me on the shoulder. I look behind m
.and see Rocco standing there. The tent is now empty except for the two of us
el didn’t even notice when everyone left.

“You okay?” Rocco asks, cocking his head to the side in curiosity.

s I huff out a small laugh as I stand with my plate in hand. “Yeah, sorry. Jus
atired.”

“No problem. Make sure you’re staying hydrated.” He smiles and gives mu



2a pat on the back.

v After putting my dishes away, I meet the rest of the group in front of th
ncampfire. It’s twilight now and the foggy haze makes the whole sky look ros
fpink. The same color as Isa’s pouty lips.

I grit my teeth and run a hand through my hair in frustration. “Get a hold o
ayourself, man,” I whisper to myself.
> Isa spots me walking toward the fire pit and waves me over, a big smile o1
lher face. Great, now if I don’t sit near her I’ll look like an asshole. I forc
smyself to smile and take a seat next to her in the circle.
> Rocco comes over to the fire and gets everyone’s attention by clapping hi:
hands together once. He then goes into storytelling mode and tells us al
rabout the ancient Incan constellations and the magic they were believed tc
yimpart. One of the other guides passes out pamphlets showing eacl

constellation and where to find them in the sky.
1 I’m not usually one to believe anything that’s not concrete and scientific
1but if I can get along with Isabella Romero, this place must truly be magical
I listen raptly to Rocco talk about the stars in the wide open sky, right abovt
othis land where the Inca Empire once thrived, and about the magic the)
tbelieved in... And for the first time, I want to believe in magic too.

By the time he’s done pointing out each constellation and telling us thi
shistory behind it, I have goosebumps up and down my arms. It’s definitel’
.due to the magical constellations and not the fact that Isa’s arm is brushiny

against mine.

Everyone disperses to clean up and get ready for bed. I draw out my tim
tin the small bathing tent as long as possible, but there’s only so mucl

washing you can do with a bucket of warm water and a bar of soap, and

acan’t put off sleeping next to Isa any longer.



When I arrive at our tent, Isa isn’t inside yet. I’m feeling antsy and decid:
eto go look at the constellations myself, now that the fog has dissipatec
yenough to see them. I pull out my constellation pamphlet and search fo
Hanp’ Atu: The Toad, which is one of the constellations visible this time o
fyear. Once I locate the Milky Way, The Toad isn’t difficult to see.

“Are the stars showing you your path, David?” Isa’s voice comes fron
1behind me.
e I turn and see her standing a few feet from where I’m sitting. She look:
cozy in a white, fleece jacket and some simple black leggings. Her hair is uj
sin a bun, but the wind has blown some loose tendrils down around her face.
1 “If only finding our path was that easy.”
> She sighs as she sits beside me near the edge of the mountain. “I wish i
1were.”

“Me too,” I admit. “Please don’t fall, I’m too tired to save you again.”
, She punches my shoulder but laughs. We both sit for a moment, looking uj
.at the black sky crowded with stars of all different shapes and sizes befort
eshe breaks the silence.
y  “You know, I had this grand idea that I’d feel a sense of belonging once
arrived at Machu Picchu.” She looks down and plays with a blade of grass
2“Like I was led here by some mystic power and would finally feel like
ybelonged.”
3 1 look at her in the light of the moon, and her sad expression makes m’
heart twist inside my chest. I know the feeling of not belonging all too well
e“And you don’t feel like you belong?”
1 She sighs. “No. But I’'m not sure I’'ll ever feel that way...” She trails off
Ilooking back up at the sky.

I don’t often talk about my feelings, but Isa makes me want to open up ant



ebe vulnerable. To let her know me. And I have a strange feeling she’

lunderstand me better than anyone else.

r “I’ve often felt like I didn’t belong. You’ve met my family,” I huff out «
flaugh. “They’re all athletic, charismatic... blonde.” She laughs and
continue. “But... Have you ever wondered...” I pause, trying to think of thi

right words.

“Wondered what?” she asks, the light breeze blowing a damp curl acros
sher face.
> Without thinking, I reach over and sweep it away from her lovely face anc
behind her ear. “That a sense of belonging doesn’t always come from a place

or even from your family... but maybe it only comes in the form of a person
tThat one person who just gets you.”

She holds my gaze and I’m bewitched by the allure she doesn’t realize shu

possesses. The enchantment of her positivity, her huge brown eyes tha
reflect the moonlit night, and her dark curls swaying with the wind.
2 She leans toward me, placing one small hand on my jaw and studies my
face for a few seconds before leaning the rest of the way and pressing her lip:
Ito mine. I’'m startled at first; I wasn’t expecting her to kiss me. But with Isa,
.never seem to know what to expect. I recover quickly and slide one hand intc
Ther thick hair, pulling her closer to me.

I haven’t kissed a woman in a long time, and I haven’t kissed many at all
ybut I’'m 100% certain I’ve never had a kiss like this. And it’s not becaus:
.we’re on top of a mountain overlooking Machu Picchu, or because we’rt
hidden in the quiet darkness... It’s her, this woman. I’m positive no one els:
,could kiss me like this.

She moves her head to the side to get a better angle, and my control leap:

lout of my body and off the cliff in front of us. I pull her into my lap and slid:



dan arm around her waist, the other hand still in her luscious hair, making he
messy-bun even messier. She obviously doesn’t mind because her arms g

aaround my neck, drawing us closer together.

I The croak of a very loud toad causes Isa to giggle and pull away from mu

aslightly. Freaking toad, if I find the little bastard I’'m gonna sacrifice him tc
the Incan Gods.

s Isa smooths one hand over my cheek and across my jaw. “We better ge
some sleep.”

1 With a sigh, I agree.
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an arm around her waist, the other hand still in her luscious hair, making her
messy-bun even messier. She obviously doesn’t mind because her arms go
around my neck, drawing us closer together.

The croak of a very loud toad causes Isa to giggle and pull away from me
slightly. Freaking toad, if I find the little bastard I'm gonna sacrifice him to
the Incan Gods.

Isa smooths one hand over my cheek and across my jaw. “We better get
some sleep.”

With a sigh, I agree.
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Iyelelle

It’s confirmed. David can, in fact, kiss. That was the kind of kiss that makes :
person settle down in Kansas forever, to build roots, have a family, livi
happily ever after.

Only, I don’t want to settle down, remember? I’'m not Cinderella. I'n
Moana. Adventurer of the wind and sea. I will board my boat and travel the
world. Figuratively, of course. I have no idea how to sail a boat.

Plus, my parents would never approve of David. He’s not even Catholic..
At least, I don’t think he is. If I quit working at the restaurant to focus o1
Isa’s Itinerary and start going out with a non-Catholic, they’ll probabl
extricate me from the family entirely.

This is a harmless little vacation romance. What happens in the Ande
stays in the Andes.

Our campsite is dark and quiet; David and I must be the only ones stil
awake. I slip into the tent and David follows closely behind. We both slid
under our blankets without a word. What does one say to their forme
nemesis that they just shared a passionate kiss with?

In the quiet stillness, I hear the shuffling of David’s blankets and then fee



his warm hand on my back. He gently massages my back and I smile tc
myself.
“Goodnight, David,” I whisper.

“Night,” he responds, continuing to rub my back.

: 2 P e

I must have passed out quickly with David’s soothing back massage, becaus:

next thing I know, it’s morning. My stomach does a little flip when I realiz

today I'll finally get to see Machu Picchu. All of these miles we’ve put in wil
jfinally come to fruition, and we will see one of the seven man-made wonder.
~of the world.

I sit up in bed and look over at David. He moved his pallet right next tc
;mine last night and he’s sleeping peacefully with one hand on his abdomer
~and the other across his eyes. His usual surly expression is now one o

complete peace and relaxation. His hair is messy and his glasses are safely i
_their case beside him.
1 Smoothing one hand through his thick, dark hair, I whisper, “David, it’
yMachu Picchu day.”

His eyebrows scrunch together but his eyes stay closed. I lean in and givi
shim a quick kiss on the forehead. He hums contentedly, and a smirk passe:

over his lips.
] “Lizzy Llama... is that you?” he asks, his voice raspy with sleep.
o Ilaugh. “Sorry to disappoint... but it’s just me.”
r He grins and opens his eyes. “Too bad. Lizzy was a really good kisser.”
I lean back to rest on my knees and place my hands on my hips. “Bette

Jthan me?”



> He rolls his lips like he’s really putting thought into the comparisoi
between me and the llama. “Honestly, it’s a toss up.”

I lean forward and pinch his side, which makes him chuckle and twist yj
into a sitting position.

“Oh my, David is ticklish is he?” I continue pinching his sides in a tickling
motion and he thrashes around like he can’t control himself, laughing lik
I’ve never seen him laugh before.

& “Stop, please stop.” He grabs my hands and tugs me onto his lap like hq
2did last night when we kissed.
I' He smiles and cups my chin in his hand and gives me the softest, sweetes
Skiss. “Good morning,” he whispers against my lips, leaving me breathless.
David slides out from under me, grabs his glasses and puts them on.
Inotice he didn’t put his nightguard in last night... which makes me wonder i
The was hoping for more kisses. He starts packing his backpack up for the da
fand T sit and watch him. It’s fascinating to me that he has a system fo
leverything. He has small bags and containers within his backpack, so even
item is labeled and has its own place.
S What would it be like to be so organized? Does it make his life easier, o
more difficult?
©  The pit of doubt in my gut wrenches once more. Because deep down
Sknow this man isn’t a vacation fling, he’s the whole package... wedding
house, kids. I'm getting way ahead of myself here, but I can’t picture m
lifestyle of traveling and blogging meshing with David’s at all.

As fun as the past few days have been with him, I can’t change all m

future plans based on like four nights in the same tent and a few stolel
Ikisses.

As I pack my own backpack for the day, I remind myself. I'm Moana..



1not Cinderella.
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gWhen we exit our tent, we’re greeted by the magnificent view of Machn

oPicchu in all of its glory.
The sight of the ancient civilization overwhelms me. My eyes fill witl
-tears as I picture the Incan people building this and living their lives here.
imagine what it might’ve looked like filled with people. Families and thei
tchildren, a market filled with fresh produce, animals ambling about. A granc
city full of life and love. Maybe even the emperor and his guards at the top
joverlooking the city.
f These ancient ruins have stood through time. Their heavy stones carried b!
ythe Incans themselves, all the way up the mountains, then arranged in artistit
rpatterns. How much work this must’ve taken... And what an honor to see i
yin person all these centuries later.
“Wow,” David says, his voice cracking with emotion.
r “It’s incredible.”

Some of our group is already awake, taking in the same view. Others ar
fjust coming out of their tents and seeing it for the first time. Gasps ant
_whispers surround us as everyone gets a view of the ancient relics for the firs
ytirne.

Rocco walks up beside us. “Luckily, there’s no fog today; sometime:
ypeople never get to see it in its entirety like this.”

, “Hiking all of those miles was definitely worth it,” David tells him

making Rocco chuckle.



“I knew we’d turn you into a hiker,” Rocco tells him with a slap on th
back. “Breakfast is ready,” he adds before walking off in the direction of thu
food tent.

David and I take one last look at the gorgeous view before followin;

1Rocco toward the breakfast tent.

(g
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Devid,

It has to be the altitude.

What else could explain all of these feelings I’m having?

Actually, I’m not sure I’ve ever had more than one feeling at a time... bu
what I’'m experiencing right now is an emotional overload.

Not only am I having deeply romantic feelings toward the same woman
loathed last week, but I had tears in my eyes looking upon ancient ruins..
and I enjoyed this trip. I felt genuine happiness while hiking and camping.

I don’t even know who I am anymore. Give me several equations at onct
and I will solve them so quickly people will look on in awe of my efficiency
But all of these emotions make my brain feel so full it might combust.

The breakfast tent is buzzing with energy and conversations about wha
their first thoughts were once they saw Machu Picchu this morning for th
first time. Wonder and awe seem to be the general consensus.

Me and Isa are sitting at a table with the younger crowd. I normally si
with the older folks, but I can’t seem to stay away from the real-life Incai
goddess next to me. Well, 15% Incan goddess, anyway.

Despite the scent of breakfast and coffee filling the space, all my nose cai



focus on is the floral scent of Isa’s hair that wafts my way everytime shu
moves. Today she’s wearing leggings that are dark purple and a long-sleeve«
top that is a slightly lighter color and has a subtle floral pattern on it. The
purple enhances her skin, giving her the appearance that she’s glowing
somehow, like her insides are made of sunshine.

Chris seems to have gotten over his infatuation with Isa and keeps to hi:
man-friends. Eric talks about how he can’t wait to get back to his fiancé
tomorrow, and his friends tease him about taking his man-card away
Anthony and Hannah are already planning their next hike and discussin;
where they should go.

I withhold a grimace at the thought. I’ve definitely enjoyed this trip mor
than I ever thought I would, and it has inspired me to travel more and get ou
tof my comfort zone. But excitedly planning my next hike? Yeah, I’'m no
quite there yet.

I “You okay?” Isa asks in a hushed voice, probably noticing my painec
.expression.

I lean in close to her, so close my lips almost graze her ear. “I just can’

2imagine being so excited to hike again after this,” I whisper.

When I pull away I notice the skin on her neck is covered in goosebumps
and I don’t remember it being that way before. A thrill of satisfaction grow:

tinside my chest knowing I can affect her in that way just with a whisper.

> Is this what Brooks’ life is like? But with every woman he comes across?
can see how it would get addictive holding that kind of power over the faire

tsex. But the only woman I care to give goosebumps to is the one seated nex

1to me.

Our group finishes breakfast in record speed, everyone anxious to g

1explore the ruins. Rocco leads us to a trail that takes us straight toward thy



Bruins.

1 TIsa asks me to stop and take some photos for her along the way, and I finc
athat I'm getting pretty good at iPhone photography. I’ll have to look up he
swebsite when I get home and see what she does with all of these pictures.

Once we arrive at the edge of the ruins, everyone disperses to explore,
sstand back for a moment, not wanting to follow Isa around like Chris did. Is:
agets a few steps away before she glances back at me over her shoulder.

“Come on, slow poke. You’re my Instagram boyfriend for the day; whe
selse is going to be my photographer?” She’s teasing, but the word boyfrienc

causes my heart to miss a beat.
e My thoughts drift once again to what that might look like. Would I si
taround at home while she traveled? Would I go with her? Who would tak
tcare of Mo? Her parents are very traditional... Would they accept me, o
convert me to Catholicism? I really hate the scent of frankincense.
1 Isa loops her arm through mine and basically drags me along beside her
I’'m okay being dragged as long as I’'m not following like a puppy. Witl
tevery corner we turn, there’s a new and breathtaking scene. The way thi
rocks are layered so precisely seems incredibly advanced for the time i

,which this ancient city was built. The craftsmanship is beautiful, and i
scontinues down the steep side of the mountain.

I help Isa take photos in several spots and she even takes some of me. Wi
Icome upon a group of llamas grazing at the edge of the ruins and she giggle
rand positions me in front of them for a photo. I stick my hands in the pocket
tof my black hiking pants and glare at her as she snaps photos, cracking

herself up the entire time.
> “Come on, smile! Your family will love this photo of you and you

egirlfriends.” She grins and angles the phone for the perfect shot.



Her wide grin and messy hair make it impossible to remain stoic, and I finc
Imyself smiling in spite of myself.
r She prances to my side and shows me one of the photos she took. I have :
smirk on my face and three of the llamas even look up for the photo. “I’l
Isend this one to you. I’'m going to need your number.”
1 I tilt my head to look at her and draw my eyebrows together like I’'m really
contemplating the idea. “My phone number? Are we ready for that step?”
> She juts a hip out and pops her fist onto it in a sassy pose. “Seeing a:
1we’ve already played tonsil hockey, I think we could exchange numbers.’
She smirks. “Plus, it would be so much easier to complain about your heav?
tmetal music if I could just text you.”
e A deep laugh rumbles through my chest, surprising us both—and th
rllamas. “I’d almost forgotten about that.”
She laughs. “So, do you actually listen to heavy metal?”
I pin her with an amused expression. “Do you really love yard ornaments?’
1 “Touché,” She concedes. “You really are a classical music snob, aren’
eyou?”
1 “Does having season tickets to the Wichita Orchestra make me a classica
tmusic snob?”
She scoffs. “Definitely.”
e I shrug my shoulders and we continue walking around the Incan ruins unti
swe spot Anthony and Hannah. They’re seated on the rocks, hand in hand
squietly taking in the scenery.
3 Isa rushes over and captures a picture of them. The faux camera shutte
sound catches their attention.
r “Oh, can you text me that one?” Hannah asks, standing up.

“I will!” Isa agrees and then sighs. “You guys are so cute.”



1 Hannah reaches for Isa’s phone, a smirk tugging at the corners of he
mouth. “Okay, now let me get one of you two!”

2 Isa takes a few steps so she’s right next to me and I slip my hand arounc
lher waist. We lean into each other and smile at the camera as if we’ve don
this a million times. I’ll definitely give Isa my number now, because I reall

ywant to hold onto that photo.

Hannah hands the phone back to Isa and she scrolls through the pictures
ssmiling at each one. I glance over her shoulder so I can see them too.

”  “Dang.” Isa zooms in on our faces. “We look pretty good consideriny

ywe’ve been hiking and camping for four days.”

“You always look good,” I say just loud enough for Isa to hear. She look

aup at me with her chocolate brown eyes, and I take a second just to look a
her.

“Hannah was telling me this would be a really cool spot for a wedding

”Just in case you two needed any ideas.” Anthony says with a smirk.

t I huff out an awkward laugh and Isa rubs the back of her neck. Both of u
are obviously feeling awkward at his assumption.

1 Hannah and Anthony laugh and Isa folds her arms over her chest and trie:
to look cross with them. “Hannah has you in on this now, huh?” she ask:
Anthony in a playful tone. “I told you two I have no interest in marriage..

1Too much of the world to see and too little time.”

, My jaw clenches at her statement, but I attempt to look unbothered. Doe:
she really never want to get married? I mean, I know we’ve only kissed ant

rtalked about exchanging numbers, but what about someday... in the very
very distant future? Would she balk at the idea of marrying someone if sh
really loved them? Would she peg me as a traditionalist like her parents if

felt that way?



r I’ve never entertained the idea of getting married, having never met anyon
I liked enough to consider the idea. But I’d like to think if I fell in love, I’c
Imarry that person and want a family with them. I see how happy Madden anc
eSophie are with their spouses and their adoration for their children, evei
ythough they’re crazy, and I can picture myself having that—albeit with mucl
better-behaved children... probably mathematical geniuses as well.
, Anxiety makes its way throughout my body, causing a pit to form in m
stomach. Me and Isa are so different. I take everything seriously and weigl
smy options carefully. Each decision I make I’ve put thought and planning
into. If she sees no future with me and just kisses men on trips for the fun o
sit, then maybe this is better as a quick vacation romance. We can chock it uj
tto the romantic scenery and magical Incan constellations, and continue a

platonic neighbors once we arrive back home.
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Iyelelle

After spending most of the day exploring Machu Picchu, we had the choic
to hike the rest of the way down the mountain, about a three-hour trek, o
purchase a ticket to ride down on the mountain train. I’ve enjoyed spendin;
time with David so much, I’d assumed we’d hike down together. But Davic
purchased a ticket for the train. He asked me if I wanted a ticket, bu
something about his body language made me say no. He seemed stiff anc
formal, like he did back in Kansas, before we’d kissed and shared a tent anc
looked at the stars. Before we developed feelings for each other.

Feelings that were real for me, but maybe weren’t for him? Maybe he jus
needed some time alone. He seems like the kind of guy who’d need som
time to decompress after a trip like this spent around people he doesn’t knov
well.

I don’t understand introverts.

About half of our group chose to hike down as opposed to taking the train
and by the time we make it to the bottom of the mountain, those who took tht
train have already taken a bus back to the hotel in Cusco City. I realize Davic

and I never exchanged numbers and I don’t even know which hotel room he’:



in. I really should’ve kept one of those ridiculous business cards I made fo
him.

As the rest of us wait for the next bus, I can’t help but feel a littl
disappointed. And I hate that after this amazing trip, this is the feeling I'n
left with. I force a smile on my face, hoping it’ll make the rest of me fee
better too, but it doesn’t.

I sit by myself on the bus back to our hotel and make my way quickly tc
my room after grabbing the luggage they stored for me at the front desk. I’n
tired from the trip and, oddly enough, I’'m dreading sleeping alone tonight.
know David and I weren’t sleeping together, but it was still comforting tc

eshave him there. Dependable, organized, steady David. He made me feel..

rsecure, somehow. Like if my flaky brain forgot something or slept in too late

she’d have my back and keep me on track.

1 TI’ve slept alone for twenty-eight years, but after four nights next to David
tit seems pretty lonesome to do it again tonight.

1 On my way up to the room, I hope I might run into him and we can hany

lout or grab dinner, but I don’t. When I make it to my hotel room, I fall fac
first into the mattress with a groan. I wish Mo was here; at least he’d keep mu

tcompany.

o
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Early the next morning, I pack up my belongings and head downstairs t

,Check out and wait for the hotel shuttle to take me to the airport. The airline
-tickets were booked separately from our hiking excursion, so not everyone i

jour group has the same flights.

S



r After I check out, I see a well-dressed man with perfect posture waiting i
front of the hotel where the shuttles stop. I know it’s David right away, no
abecause of how amazing his butt looks in those khaki pants, but from the wa
1he holds himself and how he keeps looking at the watch on his wrist. I smil
land walk toward him. When he hears my footsteps and looks up, he smile:
and my heartbeat starts salsa dancing inside my chest.
> His hair is once again combed neatly with a little product to keep it i1
1place. His dark glasses are polished, and he’s back in his business casua
Iattire complete with leather oxfords and a royal blue polo that brings out hi
ybrilliant eyes.
He looks good, really good. But a little part of me will miss the musse
v hair, casual David that I got to see during our trek.
“Good morning.”
, He seems more relaxed today than he did last time I saw him, right befor:
he boarded the mountain train.
3 “Good morning. You didn’t miss me too much last night, did you?” H
eteases.
> I bump his shoulder playfully with my own. “Please. I had so much roon
to sprawl out and sleep like a starfish. It was awesome,” I lie, but say it in .
sarcastic tone so he doesn’t know how much I actually missed him.
He laughs. “What time does your flight leave?”
“10:45, Delta. You?”
) “10:00, United.” He sets the backpack he was holding next to his suitcas:
and sticks his hand in his pocket before pulling out what looks like a busines
card.
He hands it to me and our fingers brush when I take it from him. My breatl

hitches at the small contact, and goosebumps trickle down my arms.



1 Looking down, I study the card to steady myself. “Still using the borin

tbusiness cards instead of the ones I made for you?”

y “I shredded those. Comic Sans is an abomination,” he says with convictioi

ebefore the tiniest smile quirks the edge of his mouth. “My cell number i

sthere. You know, for the llama photos you’re going to send me.” A shuttls
pulls up in front of us, David grabs his luggage and hesitates for a second

1“Well, I’ll see you back in Kansas?”

1 I nod and tuck his business card into my purse. “See you in Kansas.”

s He opens the door of the shuttle that has the hotel’s name on the side anc
gets inside. He waves before closing the door, and then the van drives away.
Ifeel my eyes prickle with unwanted tears and I close my eyes to keep them a
bay. When I open them again, I watch his shuttle until it disappears down thu

street.

2 “Isabella!” A voice calls from behind me, pulling me from my David
induced stupor. I turn and see Hannah and Anthony at the check out desk.
esmile and head in their direction, not needing to leave for the airport quit:

yet.
1 Hannah meets me halfway and pulls me into a big hug. I lean into he
aembrace, feeling comforted after saying a strange goodbye to David and no
knowing where we stand.
“I’'m so glad we caught you before you left. I wanted to say goodbye,’
Hannah tells me, leaning back to look at me.
e Anthony gives me a side hug. “Thanks for sharing a tent with David so
scould sleep with my wife.”
“Anthony!” Hannah smacks his shoulder, making him laugh.
1 “You’re welcome. I got your back,” I tell him. “I’m expecting a bab:

announcement by Christmas though.”



3 I wink and Hannah squeals in delight. “Oh goodness, Anthony! Wouldn’
that be a fun surprise! A little Machu Picchu baby!” Anthony puts an arn

1around his wife and pats her shoulder like he’s trying to calm her down.

s “I’m so glad we met during this trip,” Hannah says, sombering instantly.

awish we lived closer so we could hang out. But at least you have David.” Shq

.smiles.

“Yeah, keep us posted on the David situation,” Anthony grins.

My shoulders slump and I’m unable to act perky any longer at the constan
dreminders of David. “Yeah, I don’t know. He didn’t really act like he wa
linterested.”

t Hannah and Anthony share a look with each other before bursting intc
elaughter. “You’re kidding, right?” Anthony asks.

“I don’t know, I’m just confused. He started acting weird yesterday.”

- Hannah pats my shoulder. “Just talk to him. Maybe he’s not sure wher
Iyou stand either and where to go from here?”

e I sigh. “You’re right, I’'ll talk to him. I mean, we are neighbors. And h
gave me his number.”

r “See?” Anthony says with a wave of his hand and I laugh.

t The next shuttle pulls up outside and we say our goodbyes. I hawv
Hannah’s number so we can keep in touch, since she and Anthony live i1

"Northern California.

Once my plane finally takes off, I feel anxious to get home. My stomacl
Iflips continually for the entire flight and I keep catching myself bumping my

leg up and down nervously. I can’t seem to hold still or ease my mind.

Maybe it would’ve been less awkward to just remain David’s enemy... bu
ynow that I’ve experienced how funny and thoughtful he can be... I don’

want to be his enemy.



t When my plane lands in Texas for a layover, I shoot David a text before
1lose my nerve.
I attach the photo of him glaring at me with the llamas in the background.
I Isabella: Just in case you’re missing your girlfriends, here’s a photo fo
ayou to remember them by.
Three dots appear and then disappear several times before his respons
finally comes through.
t David: There are definitely things I’m missing about Peru.
s A few seconds later, he sends a picture of me curled up on my pallet
holding a blanket close to my face. I’'m sound asleep. He must’ve taken i
owith his phone one morning before I woke up.
I grin at my phone, my heart fluttering with hope that this means he doe:
feel something for me.

e
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Devid)

Pacing back and forth in my living room, I glance at my phone screen for ths
millionth time. I had just arrived home when Isa’s text came through, and
got so pumped that she actually used my phone number that I completely los
my cool and sent a text that was obviously way too flirtatious because shu
never responded to it.

A knock comes from my front door before it opens, and Drew lets himsel
in.

“Welcome home!” He grins as he walks toward me, still wearing blacl
scrubs from work. He must have just finished up for the day.

I continue pacing and his smile falters. “What’s wrong?”

I tailspin into a summed-up version of the trip... not leaving out the fac
that Isa ended up on the same trip, that we shared a tent, and how wi
kissed... several times. As he listens, Drew’s facial expressions change fron
amused, to surprised, then... delighted?

Handing him my phone so he can read through our texts, I try to deciphe
his reaction as he reads, but he keeps his expression neutral.

I thrust my hands into my hair. “I must seem like the biggest creep takin;



photos of her while she was sleeping.”

“David—" He starts, but I interrupt him.

“What was I thinking? I’m terrible at flirting. I have no idea how to portra;
interest without making myself appear to be a psychopathic stalker!” I throv
my hands up in the air in defeat.

“Dude, chill.” He hands my phone back to me. One of his eyebrows i
arched like he might agree that I’'m borderline psychopathic. “Is she evel
home from the airport yet? She probably hasn’t even had time to respond.”

I stop abruptly from my pacing. “You think so?”

“Yeah,” he says before huffing out a laugh. “I’ve never seen you like thi

abefore. You’re really into her.”

I T inhale a deep calming breath. “No one has seen me like this, because
tnever date. Because, obviously, I’m horrible at it.”

2 Drew chuckles and takes a seat on my leather sofa, gesturing for me to dc
the same. “If I figured it out, so can you.”

f Taking a seat at the opposite end of my couch, I scoff at him. “Oh please
You’re like a dark-haired Hercules with a doctorate. It’s a miracle you staye«

<single for thirty-six years.”

“Well, you have a point.” He flexes his bicep, and pretends like he’s goin
to kiss it. “Soph has told me I look like a Greek God.”

t My face twists into a cringe. “Ew, stop.”

> He throws his head back and laughs. “Alright, I want to hear more abou

1your trip. You already told me about you and your neighbor sharing saliva—
which honestly doesn’t really surprise me—but how did you like camping?”

r “What do you mean, it doesn’t surprise you? It was certainly a shock t

me.”

3 He leans forward and rests his forearms on his knees. “Chemistry, David

>



You two have it. Simple as that.”

“And you could see that from the few minutes we interacted at my birthda:
yparty?”

v His lips curve up into a sly smile and he nods. “Soph and I talked about i
on the way home that day.”

s I stare at him, feeling befuddled that others could clearly notice what

1didn’t. Drew cracks his knuckles then leans back into the sofa again.

“Did you enjoy the trip?”

Drew’s calm demeanor eases my nerves, and I sink into the couch anc
srelax a little. I’'m glad he stopped by, even if it’s just to distract me from th

situation with Isa.

I “Idid, actually. It was... remarkable.” I smile thinking of my days hikiny
with Gerald and Austin, the free-roaming llamas, and the delicious loca
ycoffee. “The experience definitely made me want to travel more.” I chuckle
“And also start exercising regularly.”

Drew pumps his fist into the air. “Yes! We begin training tomorrow.”

1 I put my hands up, motioning for him to slow down. “Whoa there, I jus
got home. Give me a few days of R and R.”

3 He reluctantly concedes. “Alright. But next week, you’re coming over tc
work out with me.”

Drew stays for over an hour while I show him the photos I took on m
tphone during my trip. I try my best to recount the details of the hike and wha
-it was like to see Machu Picchu. I wish Isa had the post up on her websit:

already; she’d probably be much better at giving the details people want tc
dhear.

When I hear car doors closing outside, I nearly jump out of my seat. Drev

.stands and walks to the large window in my living room that has a clear viev



of my front yard and neighborhood.
y He looks at me over his shoulder, his mouth spreading slowly into a wid
grin. “Well, that’s my cue to head home. Glad you’re back.”

t We say our goodbyes and I walk him to the front door. After he leaves,
go back to the window so I can see Isa’s house. It’s dark outside now, but
Ican see the headlights of her car in her driveway. I release a deep breath

relieved she made it home safely.

My phone pings from where I left it on the sofa, causing me to jump
1“Damn it, what’s gotten into me? I’ve never been so jumpy in my life,”
amutter to myself.

I walk over and grab my phone, smiling when I see it’s a text from m
sneighbor.

1 TIsa: Can’t believe you took pictures of me when I was asleep. You’re sucl
.a creep.
My heart plummets inside my chest for a moment, thinking she might b
serious, until a photo comes through. It’s a picture of me asleep with my shir
toff, one arm slung over my eyes, and my mouth is open so you can see m
mouth guard.
> Drew was right and I was panicking over nothing. I laugh in spite of hov
ridiculous I look in the photo and text her back.
y David: Never realized I looked so irresistible whilst asleep. No wonde

tLizzy was so into me.

(g¥]

Isa: *gif of a llama blowing kisses*
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The next morning, my alarm goes off as normal and I start my mornin;
eroutine. Coffee in the French press, reading the paper, sneaking treats to Mc
without anyone seeing... and glancing out the window at Isa’s house.

I Her yard obviously hasn’t been mowed or maintained while she was i1
[Peru. My yard guy came a few days ago, so my grass is freshly trimmed
, There’s even still a few of the chicken cages from last week strewn about o1
her front porch. But I’m partially to blame for that.

.. With a sigh, I sip my coffee and ponder for the hundredth time how shi
Iand I would ever work in the real world. In our everyday lives. Me with m
schedule and an obsession with labeling everything... her with her travel
yand tendency to be... well, a hot mess. Emphasis on the hot.

Drew was right; we have chemistry. Amazing chemistry. But I’m not surt

1that’s enough. I imagine that chemistry postpones most arguments in the
beginning of relationships, when everything is new and exciting. But wha
aabout a year later when your significant other still throws their clothing nea
tthe hamper instead of inside the hamper? Or leaves their makeup scattered al
yover the bathroom counter? Or... puts cereal in the container labeled Rice.

I shudder at the thought.

v Yeah, all of that chemistry that was so fun at the beginning wil
spontaneously combust and destroy the entire laboratory. And it won’t b
rpretty.

Taking my mug of freshly brewed coffee to the table, I open my laptop anc
Google Isa’s Itinerary. A photo of Isa in front of the Eiffel Tower pops uj
right away, along with a link to her website.

I click on the link and a pop-up appears, asking me to subscribe. Rolling

my lips together, I narrow my eyes at the screen. I absolutely want t



zsubscribe... but I don’t want her to know I subscribed. I quickly type in m

b)junk email address, which doesn’t have my name in it, and click subscribe.

Her website fills my screen and I’m immediately impressed. I don’t knov

1if she designed it herself, but it’s very professional. The tabs to skip ahead tc

.different months are accessible and easy to find. And at the bottom of eacl

1article, everything she mentioned is linked on a website called Like To Know

. I’'m assuming that’s how she tracks people’s purchases and get

acommissions.

y
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She even used an appropriate font. Arial. Solid choice.

I peruse her articles for nearly an hour when my phone pings with a text.
Isa: Found my website already, huh?

My eyes widen. How did she know?

David: Did you install a hidden camera inside my house?

Isa: Only you would have the email address: calc_u_later@wheatstate.net.

David: You got me.



subscribe... but I don’t want her to know I subscribed. I quickly type in my
junk email address, which doesn’t have my name in it, and click subscribe.

Her website fills my screen and I’'m immediately impressed. I don’t know
if she designed it herself, but it’s very professional. The tabs to skip ahead to
different months are accessible and easy to find. And at the bottom of each
article, everything she mentioned is linked on a website called Like To Know
It. ’'m assuming that’s how she tracks people’s purchases and gets
commissions.

She even used an appropriate font. Arial. Solid choice.

I peruse her articles for nearly an hour when my phone pings with a text.

Isa: Found my website already, huh?

My eyes widen. How did she know?

David: Did you install a hidden camera inside my house?

Isa: Only you would have the email address: calc_u_later@wheatstate.net.

David: You got me.
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Biting my bottom lip anxiously, I think of what to say next. I want to see him
and possibly get a better idea of his feelings. If he just wants to forge
everything that transpired in Peru and be friends, that’s fine.

Okay, it’s not really fine. My feelings go way beyond friendship at thi
point and hopefully he feels the same way.

Isa: What are you doing tonight?

David: I have some work to catch up on. You?

Isa: Writing an article for my website on Machu Picchu and praying m»
neighbor doesn’t interrupt my work with his heavy metal music.

David: Your neighbor sounds really cool and edgy.

Isa: He’s alright. Do you think you’ll be done with work by dinner?

David: Yeah, I should be.

Isa: Me too... So why don’t we have dinner together?

I hold my breath and wait for his reply. My heart sinks when a whol
minute has passed with no response.

A loud knock comes from my front door and my head snaps up. I wall

quickly over to answer it and see David standing there wearing his signaturt



outfit: a polo and dress pants. I look down at what I’'m wearing: distresse«
shorts and the Abuela’s Mexican Grill t-shirt I slept in last night. In m
defense, I wasn't expecting him to come over.

“Are you asking me on a date?” he asks, crossing his arms over his chest
A smile tugs at his lips despite trying to remain serious.

“Yes. I am asking you on a date.” I sigh and drag one hand through m
hair. Oh gosh, my hair is still in the braided pigtails I did after my shower las
night.

“Okay, but can I choose the restaurant?”

What an odd request. If he had a restaurant in mind, why didn’t he ask m

Lout? “Sure,” I answer, then decide to mess with him. “But...”
t His face falls. “But what?”

“Are you still seeing Lizzy, or did you end things with her?”

s His shoulders drop as if relieved that I'm just messing with him. I burs
into laughter at his expression.

David crosses his arms and pins me with a glare. I guess some things neve
change. “You’re very easily entertained.”

y I meet his eyes and grin. “Lucky for you. That makes me a very low
maintenance date.”

“You’re ridiculous,” He says, but can’t hide his smile.

“How’s six?”

“Sounds good. I'll pick you up here?”

“Okay. Oh, and please no Mexican food.”

2 He chuckles. “Deal. See you tonight.”

< 2 P =




11t took me most of the day to edit my photos from Peru and write a detaile
yarticle about the excursion. I included all the photos and details on how t
book and what the experience was like. The words flowed from my finger:
.like never before; this is definitely my best article to date. Normally I only
post articles twice a week, but I was too excited to wait and posted it righ
yaway. An email will alert my subscribers to a new post and hopefully it wil
thave some comments in an hour or so.

I yawn and check the time on my computer, it’s only three... that gives mq
time for a quick nap before I get ready for my date tonight. I don’t normally

ahave trouble sleeping, but last night and the night before were rough. Surely
didn’t grow so accustomed to sleeping next to David that I’ll be ruined fo
sleeping alone forever. I set an alarm on my phone and snuggle up on th
couch.

t An hour later, I wake up with my face covered in drool. Mo is on th
coffee table staring at me. “What are you looking at? You drool all the time.”

r He turns his back to me. I stretch my limbs before grabbing my laptop tc
check my website. I’'m anxious to see if anyone has commented on my nev
-article.

Mo decides he’s no longer disgusted by me and curls up next to me on th
couch. I give him a scratch behind the ears and he purrs happily.

I pull up my website, and when I look at the number of website subscriber:
on the bar at the left-hand side of the screen, my jaw drops. I sit there stunne«
for several seconds before shaking my head like that will make the shocl
dissipate somehow.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I take a deep breath, then refresh the page. Surel’
this can’t be right. I open my eyes and there it is again... 350,000 subscribers



10ver a hundred thousand new subscribers since I posted my article an hou
Jago.

s My shaky fingers scroll down to the bottom of my post to read thi
ycomments and I gasp, causing Mo to startle next to me. He gives me ai
tannoyed look and moves away.

1 Over five thousand comments. I’ve never had this many. I average abou
two thousand comments on each post, which I thought was incredible, bu
athis is a magnitude I never thought I’d reach. And it’s only been an hour.

y I scroll and begin to read through each comment, some telling me hov
Igorgeous the photos are, several saying they purchased a few of the activ
rwear sets I linked, and even more talking about how they now want to book «
etrip for themselves to see the ancient ruins.

Happy tears start to trickle down my cheeks until they speed up and I'n
asitting on my sofa in a puddle of my own tears, completely overwhelmed b
" the success of this post and the positive commentary.
> Wiping my face with the sleeve of my oversized t-shirt, I take a few
vcalming breaths and open my email. Hundreds of new emails greet me an

my eyes fly over the titles. Most of the emails are new sponsorshij
eopportunities and companies wanting me to promote their products.

One email catches my attention and I click on it first. It’s from th
smarketing director of Monaco Hotels Inc. Monaco Hotels are a majo
linternational hotel chain known for their five star restaurants and full-servic
<spas.

I read and then reread the email again and again. Making sure this i
yactually real. They’re offering me a paid sponsorship. The amount they’ll pa?

.me along with complimentary stays in their hotels would be more thai



renough for me to travel full time. This is the opportunity I’ve been dreamin;
of, I just never thought it would happen this soon.

2 I’'m looking over the contract attached along with the contact info o

1Bridget Lecour, the marketing director. She wants to meet with me in perso1
to go over the contract—if I'm interested.

t OF COURSE I’M INTERESTED!

t But there’s a lot to consider here, namely the rift this will cause betweel
me and my parents... but also this new thing sprouting between me anc

vDavid. We haven’t even been on our first real date and we’d have to do th

along distance thing. It could never work.

a I have some big decisions to make. My phone pings with a text, and
welcome the distraction from my thoughts.

1 David: Pretty sure I didn’t give you permission to post that picture of m

yass on your website. You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.

I chuckle, feeling pretty flattered that he took the time to read my article sc
vsoon after I published it. I know just what photo he’s speaking of. You can’
Isee anyone’s face, but David is in front of me as we’re hiking and hi
bbackside does look pretty fine. I even got a few comments about it.

Isabella: Hm, are you sure it was yours? I thought that was Chris.

e David: Chris’s backpack wasn’t nearly as nice as mine. I’m sure that’s me
r Isabella: Oh, sorry about that. Several women in the comments would lik
athe phone number of the owner of that ass. You want me to give it out?

David: No thanks. One woman driving me crazy is more than enough.

s I grin down at my phone. After all this time, why did we have to star
yenjoying each other now? If we still despised each other it’d be much easie

1to leave.



uQ
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tLooking myself over in the floor length mirror in my room, I do a little spi1

,to make sure I look alright. For how little time I had to get ready, I loo]
pretty good. I’'m wearing wedge espadrilles and an off-the-shoulder red dres
that has layers of ruffles sewn on. I grab my denim jacket since it

,September and it might get chilly once the sun sets. I put my hair up in :

jbraided bun on top of my head with a few curls left out around my face anc

oneck. My makeup is minimal, except for my red lipstick that matches my
dress.

1 Glancing at the clock, I sigh in relief when I see it’s ten til’ six and I'n
ready to go. David strikes me as someone who’s always early, so I plannec

yaccordingly. As if my thoughts conjured him, a knock comes from my fron
door. I basically twirl my way to answer it, my tummy doing little flips lik

Hit’s twirling too.

t I open the door, unable to hide the excited smile on my face. David i

sstanding there with a bouquet of red roses. Classic, like the man himself
He’s dressed in a crisp white shirt, rolled up to his elbows, and tweed trouser
paired with his oxford shoes. His glasses can’t hide the sparkle in his blu

_eyes. There’s something softer about his eyes now compared to the hard loo]

othey held before our trip to Peru. Like our trip together softened him up an
turned them from ice-blue to the color of the Peruvian sky.

He drinks me in from my toes to the braided bun pinned on top of m
thead. His gaze heats up the longer he looks at me.

r “You look like you’re ready to go salsa dancing.” His eyes stay heate
with appreciation but one corner of his mouth pulls up into a smirk as hand

me the roses.



“Thank you,” I tell him, taking the roses and closing my eyes as I inhal
their scent. “Come in for a sec while I put these in a vase.” I move to the sid
150 he can come in.
< He pulls the door closed behind him and follows me as I walk into thi
Skitchen and take a large vase out of the cabinet and fill it with water.
S I glance over my shoulder and see Mo rubbing against David’s legs. Davic
Areluctantly bends down and gives him a rough pat on the head. Mo doesn’
Iseem to mind and leans into his caress.
Y Placing the vase that’s now filled with water on the counter, I unwrap the
flowers and put them into the water before walking back toward David ant
IMo.
1« like your place,” David says, shoving his hands into his pockets as h
tlooks around my small house. “It looks like you.”
= “Old and eclectic?” I wrinkle my nose and he laughs.
He brings a hand to his chin like he’s concentrating on how to explail
Shimself. “No, it’s small and minimal, so you could pack up at any momen
-and take off on an adventure. But it has just enough of the things you’v
Scollected while traveling to make you feel a sense of home while you’r
Chere.”
< 1blink a few times and swallow the lump in my throat. How he managec
dto sum it up so perfectly has me at a loss for words.

“Are you ready to go?” He pops his elbow out like he’s escorting me t
yprom.

“Yes, I'm starving,” I admit, taking his arm. “Bye, Mo, be a good boy.”
1 we walk out the door together and I close it behind us. Mo claws at it fron
Sthe other side.

“Poor beast. We’ll bring him back some leftovers.”



2 “David, are you warming up to my cat?” I bring my free hand to my chest
afeigning surprise.

He ignores my comment.

j . e L =

tTwenty minutes later, we pull up outside a steakhouse I’ve never been to. I

looks fancy and the host knows David by name.

“Mr. Windell, we have your table ready,” the boy tells him. He’s probably

inot a boy, but he looks barely eighteen. He walks toward the back of thi
restaurant and we follow him.

» David places a hand at the small of my back as we walk, the warmth of hi
hand sending a tremor of pleasure down my spine.

We walk through the restaurant. It's dark here, but in a romantic way. Thi
,walls are lined with stone like we’re inside a castle and they’re lit witl
tlanterns. More lanterns adorn each table, giving the place an old-world feel
~We walk past the bar, which is made of a large slab of distressed wood. Thi
-bartenders are dressed in white shirts and black suspenders, another nod to :

time gone by. We walk past the bar and the main restaurant area, then dow1
jan arched hallway that recedes down as if we’re going underground.

The host opens a wooden door and leads us into a large room with a hug;
,stone fireplace. The ceiling is high and there’s a large, rustic chandelie

hanging from the center. Hunter-green armchairs rest in front of the fireplac

and they look soft and luxurious, like velvet. A small round table has been se
Lfor two a few yards from the fireplace.

“Thank you, Johnny,” David nods to our host as he exits the room, closin

the large wooden door behind him. David gestures toward the table and pull



out the nearest chair, which is the same velvet as the arm chairs in front of th
fireplace.

I take a seat, still in awe of the gorgeous space. “This is so cool. It feel:

like a castle!”

David smiles, looking pleased that I approve of his restaurant choice, ant

takes a seat across from me. “It’s one of my favorite restaurants in the city,’
the says as he unfolds his cloth napkin and places it in his lap.

“How do you have access to this private room? Do you know the owner?”
Y He clears his throat and shifts in his chair like he’s uncomfortable with th
2question. He mutters something quietly that I can’t quite make out.

“What was that?” I ask, leaning in closer to hear better this time.

S “I am the owner,” He shrugs. “Of the building anyway. It’s one of my rea
estate properties. But the building is leased to the restaurant manager.”

€ My eyebrows shoot up. I didn’t realize he owned real estate; I thought he

ljust did finance stuff. “Wait, one of your real estate properties?”

He fidgets uncomfortably again. “Yes. I own a few other properties..
€they’re all leased and managed by other individuals. This is the onl
Arestaurant though.”

1 “Fascinating.” I prop my elbows on the table and rest my face in my palm:
while I study him. “So, what are some of the other properties?”

> He grabs the pitcher of water and fills his glass and mine. “Umm... one’,

Tan apartment complex and another is a convention center. Nothing terribl

“interesting.” He takes a drink of his water.

T He acts slightly uncomfortable telling me about the real estate propertie
he owns, and there’s something really charming about that. I like that he’

Shumble and doesn’t invest in real estate to impress people but just because h

Slikes it. Or maybe it’s a challenge for him?



2 “Wow, you’re quite the entrepreneur,” I quirk an eyebrow and take a sip o
my own water.
s “Just like you.” He smiles. “Anyway, enough about my boring rea
estate... let’s talk about your wildly successful Peru article. It was up to si
Ithousand comments last I checked.”
” 1 blow out a deep breath and shake my head. “It’s so crazy. I’ve never hac
an article blow up like this before.” I bite my bottom lip, contemplatin;
whether or not to tell him about the Monaco Hotel sponsorship, but decide tc
ego for it. “I had several emails for new sponsorships too... one from a hote
chain.”
David’s head snaps to attention and he sets his water glass down. “Wow
Ithat’s great. Which hotel chain?”
“Monaco Hotel Inc.,” I roll my lips together to keep my expression neutral
2“They’re offering me all-inclusive trips to their hotels as well a
compensation for articles I write featuring their hotels, restaurants, and sp
.services.”
y “Monaco... that’s incredible. My parents love staying at their hotels.” Hi
smiles and his eyes soften.
s He looks genuinely happy for me, which makes my heart flutter even mort
than his kisses do. I’ve never had anyone be so supportive of my trave
swebsite, and it means more to me than he could ever know.
y “I’m pretty excited about the offer. But my parents aren’t going to b
happy.” My shoulders slump and I lean back into the plush velvet chair
s“Traveling full time would mean I couldn’t work at Abuela’s anymore, and tc
sthem, that’s like me choosing myself over my family.”
2 “That definitely makes your decision complicated,” he says with a sigh.

I nod my head to agree with him.



f A waiter knocks, opens the door, and steps inside the room. Wearing thu
same uniform of suspenders, white shirt and trousers as the bartenders.

1 “Mr. Windell, what a pleasure.” He smiles congenially. “Would you lik

xyour usual bourbon, sir?”

“You know me too well, Mark,” David tells him with a small laugh.

1 Mark turns toward me, “And what would the lady like to drink?”

3 I pause for a moment, wanting to see if David is the type to order for me
)Because I hate that. He meets my gaze and raises an eyebrow, as if urging m
Ito order what I want.

“Do you have sangria?” I ask the waiter, realizing we don’t have menus.

,  “We do, yes.” The waiter, Mark, looks down at our table then over a
David. “Would you two like some menus?”

“A menu for the lady would be great. I don’t need one.”

s “Of course. I’'ll be right back with your drinks and a menu for the lady,’
aMark says before turning on his heel and leaving us alone again.

I smirk at David. “I take it you come here pretty often? Is this where yoi
abring all of your dates?”

David’s shoulders begin to shake and he erupts into laughter. I don’t thinl
2['ve ever seen him laugh this hard. His head even falls back while he laughs.
Iwatch him in amusement, waiting for him to answer my question.

He quiets down and takes another sip of water. “Isa, you’re the only dat
al’ve ever brought here. And I probably haven’t even been on a date in at leas
.a year.” He huffs out a laugh.
> My eyebrows draw together in confusion. “What? Why?”

“I don’t exactly exude the debonair charisma women like.” He smirks ant

gives me a look like he’s daring me to disagree.

I giggle at his answer, remembering our interactions before I realized hi



awas actually a decent human. “Okay... but you’re so... “ I stumble over m
words and use my hand and wave it around in his direction. “Handsome, anc
ewell spoken, and intelligent—"

He cuts me off before I can go on. “Someone would have to take the tim
to get to know me to know that... well, except the handsome part.” He wink:
at me and I laugh.

Mark comes back in with our drinks and a menu. We offer our thanks anc

2he exits the room again.

David takes a sip of his bourbon and closes his eyes to savor it. When hi
opens his eyes again, he pins me with a serious look. “How about you?”

t I take a sip of my sangria, which is amazing. David continues speaking
“You go on dates frequently, don’t you?”
His assumption surprises me and my sangria goes down the wrong pipe
"making me cough and splutter. I take my cloth napkin from my lap and dab a
the corners of my mouth. “Uh, I mean... I’ve been on more dates this las
ayear than you have... but I don’t go out with a different guy every night o
the week.”
< “I didn’t mean to offend... it’s just that you’re so outgoing, and... well
Istunning. I thought you must get asked out all the time.”
My cheeks heat at his compliment. When David gives a compliment, it”.
abecause he’s being honest, not because he thinks it’s expected.
t “Thank you.” I smile at him then reach for my menu and open it, coverin
my blush from his sight as I peruse the dinner options.
The door opens once more, and I expect it to be Mark coming to take ou
dorder... but it’s an attractive couple, probably in their fifties. They lool
strangely familiar.

2 “David! We’ve missed you!” The woman rushes toward him and places



yhand on each side of his face.
1 “Mom? Dad?” He groans and shimmies out of her hands. “What are yot

guys doing here?”

U



hand on each side of his face.
“Mom? Dad?” He groans and shimmies out of her hands. “What are you

guys doing here?”



Chapter Twenty-One



Chapter Twenty-One



Devid,

I’m staring slack-jawed at my parents, who’ve just interrupted the only datt
I’ve had in over a year. Do parents have a sensor that goes off about thes:
things?

“We tracked you on the Find My Friends app! Isn’t that neat?” Mom say:
excitedly.

Dad grins at me, neither of them noticing my date yet, apparently
“Technology these days, it’s incredible.”

I blink a few times, hoping they’ll disappear. “Uh yeah, incredible.”

Mom finally notices Isa and gasps. “Oh my goodness, are you on a date’
You’re his neighbor, right?”

Isa looks at me with a mischievous grin and sticks her hand out in front o
my mother to shake her hand. “Yes, Isabella. I finally got the nerve to asl
this big hunk over here on a date.” She gestures toward me with her thumb.

My mom looks delighted and starts to speak, but I quickly stand from m:
seat and interrupt. “Isabella, you remember my parents, Ted and Diane’
Mom and Dad, this is Isabella. Now that everyone’s introduced, why don’

you guys go find your own table... preferably in a different restaurant.”



I place one hand on my dad’s shoulder and the other on my mom’s anc

guide them in the direction of the door.

My mother giggles. “Oh, I'm sorry. We didn’t mean to embarrass you!”

“We were just anxious to hear about your trip and couldn’t wait unti

Sunday to see you,” Dad explains. “We assumed you were dining alone, a:
usual,” he whispers, like dining alone is horrifying.

Mom turns and walks back toward Isabella; she’s short enough to ducl

right under my arm. Damn it.

“Oh, Isabella! Why don’t you come with David to our family dinner o1

Sunday? We have dinner every Sunday as a family, or we try to!” Mon
achuckles and pats Isabella’s shoulder. “It’s hard to round up all of m
echildren these days.”

Isa nods and starts to stand up. “Oh, I wouldn’t miss it for the world!”

s I withhold a groan. “You can stay seated, Isa. My parents are leaving,”
say, staring my parents down with a glare.

“They might like to join us, David,” she says in a whisper that’s obviousl

loud enough for my parents to hear.

“Absolutely not.”

? My mom giggles at Isa’s comment. “Oh, David, I like her!”

I point to the exit without saying a word.

f “Okay, okay.” Mom throws her hands up in defeat like I’'m bein;
<ridiculous.

She and my father wave at us before walking out the door and closing i
ybehind them. I stand with one palm on the door to make sure they don’t comu
?back in and use the other to massage my temples. Isabella bursts into laughte
tbehind me and I turn around to look at her.

“I’m glad one of us is amused,” I say, narrowing my eyes at her. This onl



Imakes her laugh harder.

“The Find My Friends app?” She laughs. “Trust me, I know what it’s liki
to have overbearing parents... but allowing your parents to stalk you?”

1 Pulling my phone out of my back pocket, I go straight to the app and pres:

sdelete. “There. Fixed that.”

“So, what should I wear to family dinner?” She bats her eyelashes at me.

< “You do not have to come to family dinner; don’t let my mother steamrol
you into that.”

1 “Ireally don’t mind,” She tells me with a genuine smile. “And your family

1seems fun.”

y I wrinkle my nose. “They can be fun.”

“But not as fun as you?” she asks, a twinkle in her eye telling me she’:
teasing.

I “Obviously. No one is as fun as me,” I say with a stoney expression
making her laugh.

y The door opens again and I stand abruptly, almost knocking my bourboi
over. Mark walks in and looks at me with a concerned expression. “Are yo1
guys ready to order, or should I come back?”

I sigh and rest my hands on my hips. “Sorry, Mark. I thought it was m
parents again. Could you guys keep them out of here... please?”

3 “I’m so sorry, Mr. Windell. I’ll let everyone know not to let your parents il
here. I don’t know how they snuck past us.”

t “It’s fine.” I take my seat again. “Isa, are you ready to order?”

e “Yes, I’ll have the six ounce steak, cooked medium.” She glances at mu

rover the top of her menu and whispers, “Can we get dessert too?”

The edge of my mouth pulls up into a smile. “Of course, order whateve

yyou’d like.”



“And I’ll also have the molten lava cake... a la mode,” She tells Mark witl
2a big smile.
He smiles back at her. Who wouldn’t?

s “Make that two molten lava cakes. And I’ll have my usual as well. Thanl
you, Mark.”

He nods his head in my direction, takes the menu from Isa and leaves us.

1 “You know, he would’ve come back and offered dessert after we ati
dinner,” I tell her before taking a sip of my drink.

y  She shrugs one of her bare shoulders, drawing my attention to her bronz:
skin. Her skin always looks so warm and inviting, along with her big browi
eyes. Which are exactly the color of the molten lava cake. Yum... I’w

salways had a weakness for chocolate—and Isabella Romero, apparently.

“Always eat dessert first. Life is short.”

, “Sometimes I wish I could be as free-spirited as you... or my brother
Brooks.” I lean back in my chair and her eyes are locked on mine, like she”

astaring straight into my soul.

1 “I actually love how steady and responsible you are,” she says, thei
pauses, rubbing a finger along the edge of her sangria glass. Her nails ar

ypainted bright red to match her dress and lips. “I wish I could be more liki
that. It makes me feel... safe.”

1 My heartbeat quickens at her statement. The fact that she feels safe witl
me gives me an unexplainable sense of pride. She takes a drink of he
sangria, looking up at me through her long lashes. She sets her drink dowi

eand breathes out a small laugh.

“Who would’ve thought the two of us would have nice things to say abou
reach other?”

I laugh, dipping my chin and closing my eyes. “Yeah, I can hardly believt



1it myself.”
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After enjoying our meal then chatting by the fireplace for a while, I drive u

<

back to my place and park in the driveway.
» I walk around and open her door for her. “Do you want to come in?” I asl
her, not wanting to say goodnight yet.
o This morning I was trying so hard to talk myself out of pursuing thi:
qwoman, thinking that we’re too opposite. That we’d never work long-term
-But the more I learn about her, the more I realize how many similarities wi
have. I feel like she understands me in a way no one else has.

She steps out of the vehicle and looks up at my front door and then back a
-me. “I want to, but I'm working tomorrow. I'm going in early to help ou
schef get everything prepared for the weekend.”

Her eyes aren’t filled with fire like they are when she’s talking abou
,traveling or something she’s passionate about. Instead, they look droopy anc
oa little sad. I can’t help but wonder if she’s apprehensive about seeing he
-parents tomorrow. She begins walking toward her front door and I walk nex

to her.
. “Are your parents going to give you a hard time?” I ask before allowin;
rmy hand to brush lightly against hers. Testing the waters to see if she migh
,let me hold her hand... and she makes my entire evening by sliding her hanc
into mine.

“Probably. But putting it off won’t help. And I need to talk to them abou

this new opportunity to travel full time.” She takes a deep breath and release:

-it in a heavy sigh.



My heart twists inside my chest. My brain is happy for her and th
opportunities she’s being presented... but my heart wants to keep her here
living a few steps away from me.
“That’s going to be a difficult conversation.” I give her hand a gentl
Ssqueeze. “I’m here if you need to vent after work.”

We arrive on her front porch and face each other. She rubs her arms lik:
she’s chilled from the evening air. I want so badly to pull her into my arm
and wipe the sad look off her face, but I don’t want to move too fast
SEspecially if she’s leaving soon. I have no idea what a long-distanci
-relationship even looks like.
2 “Thank you.” She steps toward me and brings her hand up and presses it tc
my cheek. Her thumb caresses my jaw and I resist the urge to close my eye:
tand lean into her touch like Mo does when I pet him.
I She leans in, clearly wanting me to kiss her, and I can’t possibly resis
those plump red lips I’ve stared at all night. I slide both of my hands into he
thair and then press my lips to hers.
1 My hands move from her hair to her neck and then over her bare shoulders
I'Her skin is so smooth and warm, even silkier than I imagined it was afte
lsitting across from her all evening and stealing glances at her bare skin.
allow my hands to drop slowly from her shoulders then trail down her arms
3causing goosebumps to appear along her skin.
U T then grab onto her tiny waist, which has been hidden underneath he
Iruffled dress. Surprisingly, that just made the dress all the sexier. Like .
tease.
U T've never felt so reckless, never kissed with such wild abandon. Mx
Snormally controlled and smooth exterior is torn to shreds by Isabell:

Romero.



e I might make her feel safe, but she makes me feel out of control... in «

,good way.

[gP]
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I might make her feel safe, but she makes me feel out of control... in a

good way.
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Iyelelle

Early the next morning, I walk inside Abuela’s. After a week off it’s nice tc
be back, it really is. This place is like home to me in some strange way. It’s :
big part of my family and working together is familiar and comfortable.

If only my heart didn’t long for the unfamiliar, for the adventures yet to b
had.

As expected, my parents are in my father’s office. They’re both seated
Papa in his office chair, and Mama in a folding chair pulled up next to him.

When I walk inside, they’re already looking up at the door frame, liki
they’ve been awaiting my arrival.

“Hey!” I say with a smile, genuinely happy to see them after being away.

My father stands from his seat and walks around his desk to give me a bi
hug. “Good to have you back, Bella.” He says before placing a kiss on top o
my head.

My mother offers no such greeting. She keeps a serious expression on he
face. “Glad you made it home,” she says, emphasizing the word home
“Although it would’ve been nice for you to stop in last night and see if wt

needed any extra help.”



I keep a smile firmly on my face, refusing to let her ruin my day. “Sorry,
had things to catch up on and then I had plans in the evening.”

She closes her eyes shut and sighs irritably. “The only thing you need t
catch up on is helping your family.”

“My dear,” Papa starts, trying to ease the tension. “Can't we talk about thi
later?”

“No, we’ve already waited a week!” Mama stands to her feet, her jaw se
in a hard line. “This traveling stops now. Your father and I aren’t getting any
younger, and you need to be training to manage this place when we retire.”

I scoff. “You guys aren’t even fifty yet.”

> “It takes time to learn how to manage a restaurant. Years. From now on

ayou’ll get two weeks off each year. That’s it.” She lifts her chin as if daring
me to defy her.

e Stand up for yourself. This is your life and no one can tell you how to livi
it. I straighten my posture and look Mama directly in the eyes. “And what if

,don’t agree to your terms?”

“Then I guess we’ll know you chose yourself over this family,” she state:

ewithout emotion and then walks out of the room.

Papa groans and runs a hand down his face in frustration. “Why can’t yo
two just get along?”

3 My nostrils flare with anger and I too leave the office before I sa

fsomething I'll regret. I walk back to the breakroom to clock in and grab my
apron, taking a few deep breaths before heading to the kitchen to help Marco

rChopping vegetables and scrubbing dishes will help me work off some of thi:

.pent-up anger.

e I storm through the kitchen door, my face heated in anger. Marco spins tc

see who entered his domain and arches an eyebrow when he sees my angn



Iexpression.

“Y our mother?”

> Inod and he hands me a large knife and points to a giant pile of onions tha
need diced. Perfect, now I can release hot, angry tears and no one will know
sit’s not caused by the onions.

Marco is a few feet away from me, seasoning steak and chicken. Hi
tglances at me sympathetically and gives me a little smile. I smile back, no
ywanting to take my frustration out on him, then concentrate on the onions.

With every slice I question my place in this family, and wonder wh’

Abuela’s has to be part of it. Why can’t I choose for myself what I do t
,make a living like everyone else does? Mama acts like I’'m the crownes
3princess preparing to rule a small country. At the end of the day, this is just

restaurant, just a job. My love for my family has absolutely nothing to d«
>with this place.

I Why can’t Mama see that? She’s so wrapped up in her love of thi:
restaurant that it’s trickled over into every aspect of her life. Like everything
sis connected to Abuela’s, but it’s not. Not to me. My parents could sell th

restaurant tomorrow to someone who wanted to turn it into a Chuck E
1Cheese, and I’d love them just the same.

Not only that, but Rosa has excellent management skills, and she love
yworking here. She even implemented the iPad system that has streamlinec
your business. If my parents weren’t so focused on tradition, they’d see she’:
.the best fit for taking over this place. If that’s what she wants, which I’n
spretty sure it is.

Ten onions in and I have a steady stream of tears streaming down m
ycheeks. Partly because of the onions, partly because of my mother.

y 1 use my free arm to wipe at my face before I continue dicing each onion



It takes me at least an hour to finish them. My face is ruddy and my eye:
burn. I dump them into a large container and secure the lid then walk over t
tthe sink, wash my hands and arms well, then splash water on my face. I’n
vpatting my face dry with a dish towel when my sisters burst into the kitchen.
They’re both grinning and rush toward me. “Bella!” Lily squeals ant
awraps her arms around me.
t Rosa wraps her arms around us both and I close my eyes, enjoying thi
moment with my sisters. If I end up traveling full time, I will miss this s
ymuch.
>  We pull away from each other, all of us giddy and smiling.
1 “How was your trip? I read the article on your website, of course, but
awant to hear anything you left out.” Lily says, clapping her hands together.
> “Have you read my travel articles?” I ask her, my eyes widening i1
surprise. I never had the impression my sisters were against my website, but
shad no idea they kept up with it.
3 Lily crosses her arms, looking perturbed at my question. “You thought wi
edidn’t read your articles?”
Rosa interjects, “We’re your sisters. We’ll support whatever you'r
passionate about! Just like you would for us.”
s My eyes blur with tears and Lily puts her arm around me. “You’ve done
1great job with your website. And you’re a really talented writer.”
s Rosa nods. “The way you write about your travels always makes me wan
1to go visit whatever place you’re writing about!”
“Really?” I ask, looking between the two of them. “Mama and Papa are st
yagainst it, I guess I wasn’t really sure what you two thought of it.”
“I subscribe to your website too, Bella.” Marco bellows from the other sid

.of the kitchen where he’s tossing a salad. “Your sisters are right; you have .



sgift for writing.”
> I smile at him and another tear breaks free and runs down my cheek
1“Thanks, guys. I actually received a sponsorship opportunity where I couls
travel and write full time.”
1 “No way! That’s amazing,” Rosa says, leaning back against the stainles
steel countertop. “You should go for it.”
s I bite my bottom lip. “I really want to.”
>  “Do it! Mama will accept it if she has no other choice,” Lily adds, lookin
way more confident about that than I feel.
Rosa grimaces like she feels the same way I do. I sigh and slump agains
Ithe counter next to her. “I want to please Mama and Papa, and follow my
dreams... but it feels like I have to choose one or the other.”
1 My sisters look at me sympathetically, all of us knowing how stubborn ou
Imother is. Courtney walks into the kitchen and grins when she sees me
“Good to have you back!” She ties her apron around her waist withou
ebreaking eye contact. “Loved your Peru article!”
I chuckle and my sisters and Marco join in. “See?” Lily tells me with a til
eof her head.
“Thanks, Court! It was an amazing trip.” I smile to myself, thinking of th
afirst kiss I shared with David on the mountain top.
Courtney crosses her arms over her chest and arches an eyebrow. “Alrigh
tlet’s hear it. I can tell from that dreamy look on your face you met a guy o
this trip.”
) My sisters study me and I roll my eyes. “You’re right,” Rosa says, pointing
to my face. “She’s blushing.”
e “I am not!”

a “Are too,” Lily agrees with Rosa.



“I can see the blush from all the way over here,” Marco adds.
I roll my lips between my teeth, trying to keep the stupid grin off my fac
that thoughts of David seem to put there. “Okay, there’s a guy. But I didn’
meet him on the trip.”
s The girls lean in, anticipation in their wide eyes. Marco stops his work an
waits for me to continue.

“You remember my grumpy neighbor?”

U

Rosa wrinkles her nose. “The accountant?”
I nod. “So the first day of the hike, I look behind me... and there he is.”
t Lily gasps. “On the same trip??”
y “Yep! And we ended up sharing a tent.”
Courtney rubs her hands together. “Oh, this is getting good.”
r “And on the last night... I kissed him.”
. They all gasp, even Marco. “What did he do?” Rosa asks.
t “He pulled me into his lap and kissed me back.”
The ladies all sigh in unison and Marco whistles loudly.
t  “You definitely left all the juicy details out of your Peru article,” Courtne:
says with a giggle.
> Mama bursts into the kitchen, Papa trailing closely behind her. All of u
stand up straight and disperse amongst the kitchen, making ourselves lool
tbusy.
1 “I’m gonna go set the tables,” Courtney announces befores grabbing th
bucket of napkins and silverware, then exits the kitchen. She shoots me
3secret smile right before the swinging doors close behind her.
Mama looks between me and my sisters with a stern expression. “There’.
much work to be done, girls.”

“Yes, Mama,” Lily says sweetly.



My mother gives us one more speculative glance before walking out of ths
akitchen toward the main restaurant area. Papa smiles at us then follows her.
t I can hardly remember a time when Mama looked happy, like she wa:
actually enjoying life instead of working all the time. She’s always st
Iserious, I wonder what she’d be like if she let my sisters, or even Papa, taki

on more responsibility around here.
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Sunday morning my sisters and I wake up and get ready for Mass together
They spent the night at my place so we could catch up. On Sundays wt
always go to Mass together as a family, another tradition. I haven’t made it t
Mass in two weeks, which is just one more strike against me.

Once we’re all dressed and ready in our Sunday best, we walk outside t
my car. Trying to be discreet, I sneak a glance at David’s house and see hin
walking down the solid wooden steps of his front porch. His movements art
precise, calculated even. He bends at the waist to retrieve his Sunda
morning paper, his slim fingers reaching for the paper with the elegance of
historian handling a rare artifact. He’s not wearing a robe or pajamas, but i
ready for the day in a grey and navy plaid button up and tan slacks. He spot:
me watching him and grins, using the paper in his hand to wave at me. M
sisters giggle behind me.

“Good morning, David!” Lily says in a high-pitched voice, like she’:
trying to sound like me.

Rosa wiggles her fingers at him in a silly wave, adding a wink for extr:

drama.



David quirks a brow, looking a little confused at their antics. “Um, gooc
morning.”

“Are we still on for the barbecue tonight?” I ask, ignoring my sister”.
tittering in the background.

“It’s not too late to back out if you want to.” He brings his palm to hi:
forehead and chokes out a cough. “Actually, I think I might be coming dow
with something.”

“Not a chance. I'm dying to get to know the woman who stalks her adul
children through an app.”

He groans. “Alright. At least I can relish the fact that I can bring a date anc

~Brooks can’t.”
> I rub my hands together and do my best evil laugh. “Ooh this will be fun
>Should I hang all over you and shower you with compliments?”

“I’d expect nothing less,” he says in his dry tone that I’m starting to lovi

omore and more.

1 I turn and see my sisters are now in the car waiting for me. “We bette

2head out. Mama will have our heads if we’re late to Mass.”

y “See you tonight.” His eyes soften, no longer cold and dry with his strang

ahumor. “You look beautiful.”

s I smile at him and wave as I duck inside my car, wishing I was spendin

sthe day with David.

y My sisters and I walk into St. Andrew’s Church and find our parents easil
since they’ve sat in the same spot in the second row for as long as I cai

sremember. We shuffle our way into the pew next to them and my mothe
smiles at me. The smile I remember from when I was a little girl and shi

awasn’t constantly pressuring me to take over Abuela’s. Back when we wert

just mother and daughter, not owner and hopeful-future-owner.



1 Her hair is down today. She wears it shorter than she did when she wa:
younger. It now comes to her clavicle instead of streaming halfway down he
sback. Mama is a beautiful woman, but I can see how stress has aged her. He
tanned skin that used to glow like the sun now looks pale from lack of being
soutside. She has small grooves in the skin around her eyes and instead o
asmile lines, she has frown lines.
My heart tightens as I smile back at her and take my seat. Realizing tha
tMama probably wants me to take over the restaurant so she can finally have «
break.

1 But still, why does it have to be me just because I’m the oldest? Rosa wa
meant to be a manager, not me. I know Lily is too young to run Abuela’s

.being that she’s only twenty. But Rosa is just a few years younger thai
myself.

2 Papa is elated on the other side of Mama, he leans over her and gives me .
pat on the knee. “Good to see all my girls together.” He winks.

r Rosa clears her throat from my opposite side and I turn to look at her. Shu
jerks her head to the side like she’s motioning for me to look at something

2I’m too distracted by how ridiculous she looks to notice what she’s trying tc
convey.

3 Finally, Lily leans over and whispers, “It’s Fabio.”

My eyes shoot up to see the man who came to the restaurant over a weel
yago. He smiles at me, obviously not surprised to see me here. Then h
1shuffles into our row, past my two sisters and squeezes between myself anc
rRosa.

e I gape at him, not knowing what to say and wondering how someone couls
abe so presumptuous that I’d want to sit by him.

Mama leans over and smiles at him. “Fabio, so glad you could join



stoday!”
r “My pleasure! Thank you for inviting me,” he tells her, then turns to me
r“Wonderful to see you again, Isabella.”
3 I give him a forced smile in response, not trusting myself to say anything
fnice to him. Taking a deep breath through my nose, then blowing it ou
through my mouth, I turn my head slowly toward my mother.
t I’m looking at her through narrowed eyes, my nostrils flaring with barely
acontained rage. She calmly keeps her eyes in front of her at the pulpit, whert
Father Joseph is getting ready for the homily.
s “Be nice. The only reason you’re not content staying in one place i
,because you haven’t fallen in love yet. I’'m simply helping the proces
1along,” Mama whispers to me without making eye contact.
“I’m already seeing someone,” I whisper back through gritted teeth.
a Mama’s head snaps over to look at me. “What? Who? When?”
“Do we really have to do this now?” I angle my head backward, gesturing
eto the man next to me.
She purses her lips, making her frown lines even more prominent. “We’l
ydiscuss this as soon as possible. Is he even Catholic?”
I roll my eyes and release a heavy sigh, just as everyone in the church ha
quieted down in anticipation of Father Joseph to walk out from the side doo
<by the pulpit. Father Joseph glances at me, quirking one eyebrow in ai
eannoyed stare.
1 I do the sign of the cross and he clears his throat before announcing whicl
passage he’ll be reading from today.
1 Fabio leans toward me and whispers in my ear, “You look nice today.”
Not only does his breath smell like a weird mixture of garlic and coffee

sbut he’s one of those guys who thinks nice is a compliment. How about sexy



gorgeous, breathtaking, your body is almost as beautiful as your brain... tak:
your pick! Any adjective besides nice.
Okay, honestly, I don’t want any compliments from Fabio whatsoever
sespecially if I have to be subjected to the stench of his breath.

t The wooden pew we’re seated on seems harder and more uncomfortabl:
than ever, with Fabio sitting on my left side and Mama on my right. My spin

yis tense and my butt is already getting sore. I look up above Father Joseph t

astudy the beautiful stained glass to distract myself. The ornate windov
depicts a scene of Mary and Jesus walking together. The glass is a rainbow o

scolors and I’ve loved it since I was a child. The chapel has smaller stainec
sglass windows lining the walls of the chapel, all of them colorful and show
different saint.

I listen intently to Father Joseph’s holy reading, even closing my eyes i1
reverence. Mostly so Fabio will leave me alone. Once Mass is over, whicl

sseemed to run abnormally long today, I scurry out of the pew as quickly a:
possible.

1 Mama glares at me. I wrinkle my nose and smile apologetically. “Pleas:
excuse me, I have to use the ladies’ room.”

s My parents stare at me with unconvinced expressions. “Sorry! Too mucl

rcoffee this morning,” I say, huffing out an awkward laugh before rushing tc

1the bathroom, which is conveniently located by the front doors. Close tc
freedom.

1 I almost take out an elderly woman when I open the bathroom door anc
seek out an empty stall to hide in. After apologizing profusely, I lock mysel
in an empty stall and take a deep breath. A light tapping sound comes fron

,the stall next to me.

, “Bella?” Lily whispers. “Want some help escaping?”



e Thank goodness for sisters. “Yes, please.”
“I’1l tell Mama I checked on you and you’re not feeling well. You can heac
vhome in your car and we’ll leave with Mama and Papa.”

“I owe you big time,” I whisper back.

m

She giggles. “I’ll make sure you pay up one of these days.”

m

_ s <



Thank goodness for sisters. “Yes, please.”

“I’1l tell Mama I checked on you and you’re not feeling well. You can head
home in your car and we’ll leave with Mama and Papa.”

“I owe you big time,” I whisper back.

She giggles. “I’ll make sure you pay up one of these days.”
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“Wait, so you hid in the bathroom?” I ask Isa on the drive over to my parent’.
house for our Sunday family barbeque.

“Yes!” She covers her face with her hands. “It was awful.”

I chuckle, picturing her escaping to the restroom to get away from somu
guy named Fabio.

“It’s not funny!” She slaps my shoulder with her tiny hand. A text from m»
mom pops up on the screen in my Land Rover.

Isa reads the message out loud since I’m driving. “‘Are you on your way,
can’t see your location on the app.’” Then she bursts out laughing. “Wow. A
least both of our moms are insane and we can commiserate.”

“You have no idea,” I say dryly. “My mom has a wedding Pinterest boar
for each of us.”

I glance over at her and her eyes are wide. “Oh no, I bet mine does too.”

We laugh as I pull into my parent’s driveway.

Isa gasps, taking in their large historical home. “David! You didn’t tell mq
your parents lived like this.” She mutters something under her breath tha

sounds like, “You guys really are the Cullens from Twilight.”



“I still have no idea who that is.” I turn off the ignition and turn towar
her. “But I assure you, my family is just a normal, somewhat crazy
Midwestern family.”

She shoots me a sassy expression. “With above average intelligence, talent
and looks?”

“Precisely.”

Isa rolls her eyes and exits the vehicle. Snickering to myself, I open my ca
door and follow after her. I place my hand on her elbow and gently guide he
toward the gate to the backyard.

I’m not used to being nervous when I come to my parent’s house, but m

sanxiety is creeping in, making its appearance as a sweat-mustache on m
freshly shaven face.

Isa stops abruptly and grabs my hand, pulling me to a stop as well. “Hey

eyou okay?” Her eyes shift as she studies my face and the set of mn
shoulders.

y 1 rub the nape of my neck with my free hand. “Yeah. I’ve just neve
brought anyone to meet my family.”

I “Listen, we don’t have to do this. I didn’t mean to push my way into you
tfamily barbeque. I just thought your family seemed fun and wanted to se:
them again.” She rubs her hand up and down my arm in a soothing motion.

1 TI’ve never been a touchy-feely person. If anything, it makes me even mor«
uncomfortable or stressed. But with Isa, it’s different. Her touch is soft anc
calming. I find myself craving more and more, like I can never get enough.

“No, it’s okay. I'm realizing that just because something is out of m

acomfort zone, that doesn’t mean it’s bad.” I gently grab the hand she’s usin

tto rub my arm and bring her hand to my lips and kiss the top of it. “I’m glac

you want to get to know my family. And I have no doubt they’ll love you.”



1 She bites her bottom lip. “Are you sure?”
, “I’'m sure,” I answer quickly, and I am. But there’s a slight hesitation sinc
she’s probably leaving soon. What if the only woman I bring to meet m
family leaves me to travel the world? I place my hand on her lower back anc
urge her toward the wrought iron gate.
After typing in the code, I open the gate for her, and when she walks int
rthe yard she gasps again like she did when we pulled into the driveway.
r “Are you serious right now?” she whispers with wide eyes. “This is what
picture the gardens of Versailles to look like!”
y Iscoff. “That’s a major exaggeration.”
y  “David? Is that you?” my mom yells from around the corner.
“Yes, It’s me,” I call back, rounding the corner with Isa right next to me.
, My parents are both grinning widely at the sight of me... with a woman
yThe rest of the family is silent. Madden’s and Brooks’ mouths are agape
Drew and Sophie have knowing smirks on their faces, and Odette is too busy
rwith the boys to notice what’s going on.
When she finally gets Bradford situated in his seat, she looks up and he
rexpression matches her husband’s.
2 “Is this a joke?” Brooks finally breaks the silence. He crossed his arms anc
narrows his eyes at me. “You already won the bet. You’re not required t
akeep shocking us.”
1 Isa loops her arm through mine. “Where’s your date this evening
Brooks?” she asks him in an angelically sweet voice. I bite the insides of my
ycheeks to keep from laughing.
3 “Very funny.” Brooks smirks. “I can see why you didn’t like her at first

1David.” He winks at her so she knows he’s joking.

“Brooks!” Mom lectures him, “Don’t scare her off! This is the first gir



David has brought home!”
2 I close my eyes, hoping to disappear entirely. Nothing like your ow1
ymother doubting your romantic capabilities.
1 Sophie and Odette walk over and hug Isabella, giving her a warn
welcome.
)  “So good to see you again! How was Peru?” Sophie asks.

Odette looks confused and her eyes shift from me to Isa. “Wait, Isabell
Iwas in Peru too?”

Drew walks up behind Sophie and waggles his eyebrows at me.

Madden stalks over and stands next to Odette. “Sounds like you two havi

some explaining to do.”

With the adults distracted, all of the kids have now abandoned the tabl
.and are running around the yard like they just took shots of energy drinks.

. Dad, who’s standing on the large patio next to the grill, waves his arm i

ythe air. “Let’s sit down first. The food is ready.” He cups his hands arount
his mouth and yells, “Kids! Come back to the table!”

r The four of them look up and reluctantly walk back to the patio.

My mother points to the two seats at the center of the long outdoor table o1
1the patio. “David and Isabella, you two sit here. We want to hear all th
ddetails!”

I sigh and glance over at Isa. She’s looking up at me with her round
,chocolate-brown eyes and all my annoyance melts away. My shoulders rela:
yand I walk with Isa to take our designated seats at the table.

My parents make everyone’s plates and distribute the food as Isa tells m»
family all about how we both ended up on the same trip and sharing a tent

She gives all the details, animatedly talking with her hands. Of course, thei
1



favorite part is the llama sneaking into our tent and licking my face. Thi
1whole table erupts in laughter, even the kids giggle at her story.
“Wow, David in a tent with not one, but two females,” Brooks says
1shaking his head in disbelief.
“Well, I have to make up for you not being able to date,” I deadpan.
His mouth forms a straight line. “Ha. Funny.”
a2 My parents then inform everyone they stumbled upon us on our first datt
and how embarrassed I was. Which, according to my mother, was adorable.
“You have to turn your location off when you’re on a date,” Madden say
awith a chuckle. “Rookie mistake.”
Brooks, who’s next to him, bumps Madden’s shoulder with his own. “Wi
shave a few tricks to teach you about dating without Mom and Dad bursting
in.”
1 “Don’t ruin this for us,” Mom whisper-yells to Brooks from across thu
1table.
I feel Isa slide her hand into mine under the table, lacing our finger
together. We give each other a secret smile. She acclimated to new peopl
1and places so effortlessly. I can picture her coming to our family barbecuu
aevery Sunday or hanging out with Odette and Sophie.
Odette interrupts our private moment. “So, Isabella, what do you do?”
, She smiles at Odette but continues holding my hand under the table. I rul
xthe back of her soft hand with my thumb, the back and forth motion makin
me feel at ease and relaxed, despite the onslaught of questions from my
yfamily.
“Well, I work at my family’s restaurant right now.” She pauses as if she’:
rconsidering whether to continue. “But I’'m actually hoping to take my trave

website full time soon.”



2 My shoulders tense and my thumb pauses on the back of her hand.
swallow the lump in my throat that seems to lodge itself there everytime
,think of Isa traveling full time. Of course, I want her to do what she loves
And she’s been offered an amazing opportunity... but this thing between u

is so unexpected, and so good. I don’t want to think about her leaving.

“That’s so cool, what an adventure!” Odette tells her, then continue
aasking questions about her website.

Sophie and Drew look at each other and then at me, both with the samu
slook of sympathy on their faces. It’s like even they know a long distanc
relationship won’t work and I’ll be left here, gutted.
e By the time we’re finished eating, the sun is setting, displaying a brillian
sreflection of oranges and pinks throughout the sky. The string lights art
gleaming and the cicadas are chirping. The kids have quieted down and m
olittle niece Samantha is asleep in Drew’s arms. Frank Sinatra’s Fly Me to th
Moon plays through the outdoor speakers and I find myself wishing ever
sevening looked like this. Except in my imagination everyone is gathered a
eme and Isa’s house, and after they leave, we’ll sway to the music togethe
aunder the starry night sky.

What has gotten into me? Starry night sky? I’ve never been a romantic
and I can’t start now. Not when the woman I want to romance is likely tc
bleave the country soon.
3 Clearing my throat, I interrupt the ambiance of the evening. “Well,
yshould get Isa home.” I stand from my seat. “And I have an early meeting i1
the morning.”
s Isa scoots her chair back and stands next to me. “So I shouldn’t put an
1flamingos in your yard tonight?” Isa asks, just loud enough that only I car

hear her.



I “I would appreciate that,” I tell her with a smirk.
I We say our goodbyes to my family and drive back to our neighborhood
..The drive is quiet, not necessarily uncomfortable, but both of us ar
sobviously lost in our own thoughts.

Parking in my driveway, I exit my Land Cruiser before walking over to thi
spassenger side and opening Isa’s door for her. She holds my hand again as
walk her to her front porch.
> “Your family is great, David,” she says, pausing by her front door. A
eusual, Mo is scratching from the other side of the door.

“Thanks for coming with me. It was really nice having you there,” I tel
ther honestly. “They loved you, like I knew they would.”
> Her eyebrows draw together slightly. “Then why do you look sad?”
y I sigh and nervously push my glasses up higher on the bridge of my nose
e“This is going to sound ridiculous.” I shuffle from one foot to the other.
yknow we’ve only been on one date... but I have this really great feeling abou
tus. Feelings aren’t usually my barometer, I prefer facts. But there’
rsomething special here.”

She takes a deep breath. “I have the same feeling.”
,  “You should accept that sponsorship from Monaco Hotels, live you
ydreams, travel the world, and write incredible articles about all of it to inspir

people. I want that for you, I really do... I’m just not sure where I would fi
linto all of that.”
1 The corners of her round eyes appear to slant down, making her look like :
sad little kitten. I want to scoop her up, take her home with me, and tell he

yeverything will be okay. But she’s not a kitten, she’s a grown woman with ai

1adventurous spirit that would feel suffocated if I tried to keep her here. Anc



the last thing I want is to make her feel that way when her parents are alread:
.accomplishing that.
2 “] want to be with you, make my parents proud, and have a job that
love.” She closes her eyes and shakes her head slowly. “But I don’t know
ehow to make all of those things happen. I feel so overwhelmed.”
I Facing her, I take both of her hands in mine. “I don’t want to make yot
feel pressured. We can try the long distance thing. Maybe it won’t be s«
sbad?”
We both know that’s a lie. I can see the doubt in her eyes because i
Imirrors my own.
“We don’t have to figure this out right now. Get some rest and I’ll see yot
tomorrow?” I lean in to kiss her forehead and she wraps her arms around m
.waist, pressing her cheek against my chest.
I Walking back to my house, my heart feels heavy. I hate the thought of Is:
tbeing far away from me... but I cannot become another hurdle just getting i1
sthe way of her dreams. If I love her, I’ll encourage her to pursue her dreams.
Love? I stop abruptly in front of my house. Am I already in love with Isa?

I care for her... deeply. But love? Surely it’s too soon for that.
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feel pressured. We can try the long distance thing. Maybe it won’t be so
bad?”

We both know that’s a lie. I can see the doubt in her eyes because it
MIrrors my own.
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The next morning I receive a phone call from an international number.
assume it’s spam, but answer it anyway.

“Hi, am I speaking with Isabella Romero?” It’s a woman’s voice with
delightful European accent, possibly French?

“This is her.” My coffee has finally finished brewing. I take the pot anc
start pouring coffee into my new mug that I purchased from the trave
company that hosted our Machu Picchu excursion. It has the same design tha
our guides had on the back of their t-shirts: a llama wearing sunglasses witl
the words, Only you can prevent drama.

“Wonderful! This is Bridget Lecour from Monaco Hotels. Is this a gooc
time to chat?”

I stop mid-pour and thrust the coffee pot back into the coffee maker. “Oh
Yes, now is fine.”

“I wanted to follow up with you and see if you received my email?’
There’s noise in the background like she’s at the airport.

“Yes, I did. Sorry I haven't responded. I needed some time to think, bu

I’m very interested in your offer.” I take my coffee mug into the living roon



and sit on the sofa.

“Fabulous! I actually just arrived in Kansas City for a marketing
conference at our hotel here.”

I set my mug down on the coffee table and open my laptop so I can maki
notes if I need to. “Really? That’s only a few hours from me.”

“I know this is very short notice, but would you be able to come yj
sometime today or tomorrow? I could show you the hotel and we coul
discuss the sponsorship contract.”

I glance at the clock on my laptop. It's just after nine now, and I don’t hawv
to be at work until 4:30. “I could be there by noon today. I just have to b
Iback here for work tonight, so I’ll only have a few hours.”

“Perfect! I can squeeze you in from twelve to two!” A loud overhea
aannouncement comes over the speaker in the background and she pauses unti
it’s done. “I’ll text you the address. Is this a good number?”

1 “Yes, this is my cell,” I tell her, wondering how she got this number in th
Ifirst place. I suppose it’s easy enough to find on Google.

t “See you then, Ms. Romero!” The way she says my name with her fanc
1accent makes it sound so fancy.

We hang up and she texts me the address of the Monaco Hotel in Kansa:
1City.

! . 2 P e

»Three hours later, I’m walking inside Monaco Hotel’s luxury restaurant. I hac

about ten minutes to get ready, so thankfully my hair was still curled fron
tyesterday. I threw on some mascara, deodorant, and an informal black dres:

;and wedge heels. Not too shabby for ten minutes.



The restaurant is spacious, with high ceilings and crystal chandeliers. Th
sfront is all glass, facing out toward the busy city street, and filling the spact
with natural light. Classical music plays softly in the background as peopl:
aenjoy their lunch. The patrons are all dressed nicely, looking like they jus
came from work. I glance around at the tables and booths, trying to gues

Yywhere Bridget might be waiting for me.

1 “Isabella!” A tall, slender woman with a perfect blonde bob calls from .
few yards away. She comes towards me, walking like a model would. She’

eincredibly stylish and smells amazing when she leans in to do the Frencl

acheek-kissing thing.

I make kissy noises like she does, not really knowing what I’m supposed tc
1do. “Aren’t you just darling!” she purrs in her accented voice. “Let’s have «
Iseat.” She gestures toward the table behind her.

“Thank you,” I tell her as I slide into my upholstered chair. “The restauran
2is beautiful.”

“Oh, darling, wait until you see the suites,” She smirks before taking a sij
yof her water. “Order whatever you’d like; lunch is on Monsieur Monaco.”

I laugh and take a sip of my own water. “I do love food.”

s “Perfect,” she says, folding her cloth napkin and laying it in her lap. “So
we’d love for you to feature our rooms as well as our restaurants, cocktails
and spa services. The whole shebang!”

“That sounds right up my alley. How many locations does the Monact

Hotel have?” I ask, dreaming of the places I could travel to.

1 “Great question! We currently have ninety-nine hotels worldwide, bu

Inumber one hundred is almost finished.” She winks. “We’re actually

Splanning a big celebration for its opening next week, and would love you tc

come and write an article about the new location.”



e “Wow, a hundred. Where is the new one?”

> “Venice, Italy.” she says it casually, like it’s no big deal.

e I nod my head, trying to play it cool. “I’ve heard Venice is lovely.”

t “You’d love it! It’s gorgeous.”

s The waiter comes and takes our orders, both of us selecting the strawberr
chicken salad. I’m a sucker for anything that has blue cheese sprinkled o1

atop.

s While we eat, Bridget gives me a rundown of what my contract woulc

nentail. Basically, I’d be traveling one week, writing the next, and then repea
in a different location. My stays in any of their hotels will be covered, as wel

)as meals I eat in their restaurants. I can even keep my current sponsorship:

aand add new ones, as long as they’re not with competing hotels or spas.

I listen intently while she talks, which isn’t difficult since her accent i
tmesmerizing.

“Anyway, enough about the boring details. Let’s go see the rooms, shal
owe?” She folds her napkin neatly on the table and stands.

I follow her lead and stand next to her. She towers over me; she’s probably

as tall as David. We walk toward the elevator, which has ornate golden doors
,and she pushes the button for the very top floor. Even the inside of th
,elevator is luxurious, with mirrored walls and mosaic tile floors. When wi

reach the top floor, we walk out to a wide hallway with only four doors. Tha
yprobably means these four rooms are gigantic.

Bridget pulls a keycard from a tiny pocket in the waistband of her fittec
tpencil skirt and opens the nearest door. When we walk into the suite, I havt
yto work hard to keep my expression neutral, and not give away the fact tha
ynever in my life have I seen a hotel room like this. At least not in person.

The room consists of floor to ceiling windows, with a magnificent view o



the city. Almost everything is white with blush and gold accents. The sofa
are white linen and matching arm chairs sit across from them. There are fresl
pink peonies in short vases around the room.

“This is gorgeous,” I say, attempting to keep the awe out of my voice.

y I don’t think Bridget buys it because she’s watching me with a big grin
1“Wait until you see the bedroom.”

She walks over to the large white French doors and pulls them open t
Ireveal a giant bed that looks as fluffy as a cloud. I want to run and jump on i
tand roll around in the pillows. But instead I nod my head and smil
Iprofessionally and walk inside the bedroom to investigate further.

s A beautiful white-washed fireplace graces the area right in front of the bed
with another small sofa next to it. I turn the opposite direction to see a larg:

sbathroom with a gorgeous claw-foot tub is right off the large bedroom, witl
marble floors and more gold accents.

1 “Wow,” My cool facade finally falters. “When can I move in?”

Bridget giggles. “Isn’t it gorgeous?” She takes a few long strides and open:
yanother door, this one leading to a walk-in closet. “Obviously, you won’
,always stay in a suite; they book up pretty fast, but we’d love for you to dc
awrite ups about every type of room we offer so travelers of all budgets cai
esee their options.”

t “That sounds amazing. So what does a regular room look like?”

“Let’s go see!” She walks quickly out of the bedroom and toward th

1door.

> T almost have to run to keep up with her.
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s“Damn it. I’m late.” I glance down at my watch for the gazillionth time as
1pull into the employee parking behind Abuela’s. Hitting Kansas City traffi
on my way home caused me to be thirty minutes late for my shift. I didn’
even have time to run home and change, so I'm still wearing my dress ant
.wedge heels.

I barely have my car in park before I rush out of the vehicle and toward th
bback entrance to Abuela’s, screeching to a halt when I see my mother ther
twaiting for me.

e Her arms are crossed and I swear her frown lines are even deeper than the
were yesterday morning at Mass.

, “Late again?” Her voice is cold. “This has got to stop.”

(g¥]

I square my shoulders and look at her. “Not now, Mama.”

»
!

Her nostril

)

“First, you’re rude to Fabio. And now you’re late... again
flare with anger.
“Seriously? You promised to stop trying to set me up, then get mad abou
sme being upset?” I yell back.
t She steps closer, so she’s right in my face. “For your own good! Fabio ha
)a degree in restaurant management; you’ll need his help running this place.”
1 “Actually, that won’t be necessary.”
Her eyes widen. “And why’s that?”
“Because I just signed a contract with Monaco Hotels and will begii
awriting and traveling full time... starting next week.”
“So that’s it? You’re choosing your own selfish dreams over our family?”
“That’s the difference between you and I, Mama.” I take a deep breath, m»
chin quivering with emotion. “I don’t love you because of the work you do a

this restaurant.” I point to the building behind us. “I love you because you’r



Imy mother. My love for this family has nothing to do with that pile o
cbricks.”
t Her chest is heaving as she stares at me. “I’ve dedicated my life, m’
levenings, my weekends, everything. To make this place a success and mak
sure you girls had a good life. So yes, Abuela’s is a part of my love for you.”
e “Part, Mama. Not all.”
e She seems frozen, unable to speak. We stand there staring at each other fo
a few seconds before she finally breaks the silence, “If you’ve already signe
ya contract, there’s no reason for you to work tonight.”
She turns away from me and swings the heavy back door open. She step:
inside and allows the door to close behind her without looking back at me.
When the door closes and I hear the latch close, it’s like I can feel it. Like :
sslap in the face.

I turn and walk back to my car.
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Monday evening, I’'m relaxing on my comfortable couch nursing a bourbor
on the rocks, when a belligerent knock comes from my front door.

“What the hell?” T mutter to Mo, who’s sitting next to me purring. I don’
even bother fighting him when he ends up inside my house anymore.

Reluctantly, I get up and walk over to the front door and fling it open
Ready to give the intruder of my evening a piece of my mind. But when I se
Isabella with tears streaming down her face, my grumpy demeanor wilt
instantly.

“Isa, what’s wrong?” I pull her inside and then into my arms.

She’s crying too much to answer, so I walk us over to the sofa and pull he
onto my lap. Cradling her into my chest much like I would my little niece
and nephews.

A war of emotions is battling inside of me. There’s a softness wanting t
comfort her and a hardness wanting to demand, “WHO DID THIS TC
YOU?”

I suppress them both and just hold her, rubbing her back gently as he

breathing regulates and her tears slow down. I wait until she’s ready to talk



just enjoying the feel of her in my arms, in my home, in my heart.

“I met with the marketing director of Monaco Hotels today,” she says
finally looking up at me. Her face is red and her eyes are puffy from tears.

I smile down at her. “Really? How’d it go?”

She sighs wistfully. “Amazing. I signed a contract with them.”

My heart stills inside of my chest. Not because I’'m not happy for her, bu
because I’'m unhappy for myself. Yes, I’'m a selfish bastard. Sue me. I want t
keep Isabella here in my arms forever.

“Congratulations,” I tell her, truly meaning the words despite how mucl
I’1l miss her.

1 “Thank you.” She looks over and notices Mo for the first time and shake
her head at him like a parent would a disobedient child.

t Mo hops down from the sofa and walks toward us, rubbing against our leg
and purring. “He likes me.”

She laughs through her tears and then nuzzles back against my chest
e“Anyway, I told my mother about the contract and she basically disownet
sme.”

My eyebrows furrow, instantly disliking this woman I’ve never met

Mothers are tricky creatures, my own included. But what mother would mak
rher own daughter feel so awful for following her heart and doing somethin
sshe truly loves?

“I’m sorry, Isa. This new opportunity should be celebrated, and your mon
oruined it for you.”

) “Thank you. But it’s alright.” She pauses and reaches down to give Mo .
pat on his furry head. “I think she’s just exhausted and wanting to retire. Sh
rmust’ve hoped I’d take over soon and she could finally have a break.”

, “What about your sisters?”



She sighs. “That’s the thing. Mama has always expected me to take ove
,because I’'m the oldest. But Rosa is the one who really wants it.”

“I have a feeling now that you’ll be traveling, Rosa will get her chance t

shine and show your mom how great she’d be managing Abuela’s.”

She looks up at me again, her expression looking surprised. “You knov
twhat? I bet you’re right. I’ve just always been there, getting in the way.”
> I chuckle and tighten my arms around her. “That’s not necessarily what

meant. But the way your mother is acting isn’t healthy, and a parent’s lov
1for their child should never be bound to their occupation.” Resting my chii
on the top of her head, I inhale the scent of her shampoo. The scent
sremember all too well from our nights sharing a tent. The tightness in my
chest returns, remembering the contract she signed. “So, when do you star
straveling?”

“I leave for Venice in five days.” She pauses. “I’m staying at Monaco’
~newest build and writing an article about their Venice location, and their on
dhundredth location celebration.”

I swallow, twice, trying to wet my mouth and throat that has suddenl
.become as dry as sandpaper. “Wow, that’s soon.”

2 She pulls away from me and settles on the couch right next to me so wi

3can talk face to face. “I know it won’t be easy, but I don’t want things to enc
between us just because I'll be traveling.”

1 Holding her gaze, I start to reply but stop, not knowing what to say. “Isa..
how many weeks a month will you be traveling?”

a  She blinks a few times, as if registering what I’'m really asking. “I mean

eprobably most of the time... but you can visit me.”

I sigh, knowing where this is going but not wanting to make her even mort

upset. “Visit you where, exactly?”



r “Well, most of Monaco’s locations are overseas... so I’ll probably get «
small flat somewhere in Europe.”
> Inod. “Right. But how often will you be in Kansas?”
Her eyes fill with tears. “Not very often.”
v One lonesome tear breaks free and streams down her face. I softly brush i
away with my thumb. “Listen, we don’t have to talk about this tonight.
Iknow it’s been a long day for you.”
e “No.” She pulls away from me, her eyes filled with hurt. “Say it.”
1 I pause for a beat, and she tilts her chin in a defiant gesture. “Isa, I’'m no
Igoing to hold you back from your dreams. You have a talent for writing and
yheart for traveling. Not only have you worked hard for this, but you deserv:
tit.” I stand and try to close the distance between us, but she backs away fron
me. “I’m not going to beg you to stay. That would make me just like you
smother.”
2 She closes her eyes, more tears escaping through her dark lashes. “David
please don’t.”
y “Don’t you get it?” I beg her to see my perspective. “I want you to finall
be free. To do what you were meant to do. Of course I want to be together
ebut my life is here... and a long distance relationship would just distract yot
1from this new life.”
“I know it will be hard.” Her eyes are pleading and her voice is strained
.“But can’t we at least try?”
Maybe it’s the pessimist in me, but I can’t picture how this would eve
,work between us. Not because I don’t want it to, but because our lives ar
literally going in opposite directions. She’s emotional, and she’s had
adifficult day. I don’t want to be the person to make it even worse.

“Listen, what if we take a break? You can get settled in your new job anc



afind a flat. Then we can discuss this again?”
She looks slightly less perturbed, but not much. “A break?” She crosse
her arms. “Is this like a Ross and Rachel break?”
I narrow my eyes. “Really? I haven’t dated a woman in years and that’:
twhat you’re worried about?”
I “What if the next woman who moves in next door catches your fancy?”
“Catches my fancy?” I close my eyes in frustration and massage m
temples with my thumb and forefinger. “If another infuriating woman move
tin next door, I’ll stay far away from her, trust me.”
a Isa harrumps and keeps her arms crossed. Why does she have to look st
eadorable when she’s irritated? All I can think about is kissing that ridiculou
1scowl off her face.
r Yes, a break will be good for us. “We need some time to breathe and reall
think about this. Three weeks. That will give us time apart to make a rationa
,decision.” I nod my head, like I’'m agreeing with myself. Someone has t
agree with me, and it’s obviously not going to be the woman standing in fron
yof me. “You know, statistically—*
-, She cuts me off with a groan. “Not with the statistics! Some things can’t b
1decided with numbers, David.” She sighs, her expression finally softening

“Three weeks... fine.”

. 2 P e

»Day one of the break: Everything sucks without Isa.

r

a  Day two of the break: Mo won’t come over anymore unless I coax hin

with treats.

1



Day three of the break: I had to watch Isa and her sisters carry all th
sfurniture and packed belongings from Isa’s house today. A month ago,
would have rejoiced that I no longer had to deal with her. But now my ches
saches with every box they load into the moving truck.

Day four of the break: Isa leaves for Venice tomorrow. We haven’t spoker
in four days now—

y  “What are you doing?”

s My head jerks up in surprise to see Drew and Brooks standing in m
kitchen. “How did you guys get into my house?”

> Brooks takes a step toward the table where I’m sitting and chuckles. “I

sthat a diary?”

Drew slugs him in the shoulder and he winces. “Leave him alone. He’.
yheartbroken.” He crosses his arms, pinning Brooks with a serious stare
1“Also, there’s nothing wrong with a man journaling his feelings. Menta
bhealth is important.”

t I slam my journal shut. Not sure what I was thinking, documenting what’:

going to be the worst three weeks of my life. It seemed like writing migh
aconnect me and Isabella in some cosmic way. Wow, it sounds stupid jus
.thinking it. Next, I’'m going to start reading my daily horoscope. What sta
sign am I even?

“Mom told us to check on you because you haven’t left your house in fou
days,” Brooks explains.

I roll my eyes. “Stupid Find My Friends app... They should rename it th

‘stalk your kids’ app.”
1 Drew shoves his hands into his jean pockets. “She’s just worried abou
you.”

Releasing a heavy sigh, I glance at the clock on the stove and see it



aalready seven and I’ve forgotten to eat dinner... again.

I “Bourbon?” I ask them, standing from the table and walking over to thi

tbar cart.

They nod and I pour us each a glass.

1 “So what’s going on? Last we saw you, you were all heart-eyes over you
neighbor,” Brooks says, taking a glass of bourbon from the bar cart before
can hand it to him.

y “Technically, she’s not my neighbor anymore.” I chug my bourbon in on
big gulp. “She’ll be traveling and writing full time now; she got an amazin

soffer from Monaco Hotels.”

“That sucks, I’'m sorry, man,” Drew says, giving me a hard pat on the bacl
sas he takes his glass of bourbon from the bar cart. I turn to pour mysel
.another glass but Drew grabs the bottle. “Why don’t we slow it down a bit?”
1 T shrug and walk into the living room then slump down into an armchair

Brooks and Drew follow me and take a seat on the couch.

s “Where’s Madden?”

t “D.C., remember? He'll be back in a few weeks,” Brooks reminds me.

t “Oh, right.” I think for a beat. “How have those two made the lonj

rdistance thing work?”

Drew quirks a brow. “They don’t really have a choice. Madden goes bacl
rand forth between Kansas and D.C. all the time.”

“Odette and the boys visit him in D.C. pretty often too,” Brooks adds.
eknow it’s hard on them though, which is why he’s not running for anothe

term.”

t “Yeah, that must be really difficult.” I lean forward and rest my forearm:
on my knees. “Isa and I are taking a break for a few weeks to clear our head:

sand think about how this can really work.”



They nod in unison, neither speaking, probably wanting me to continue
2“We were on that trip together and then we lived next door to each other..

everything was getting blurry, you know?”

Drew smirks like he knows exactly what I’'m talking about. Brooks
reyebrows draw together in a confused expression.

I “Anyway, she didn’t want to end things and I didn’t want to hold her bacl
from this new opportunity... so we settled on taking a break and reevaluatin

2in three weeks.”

3 Drew’s face turns to the same look of confusion as Brooks’.

“Do you know what the definition of insanity is?” Brooks asks befort
<huffing out a laugh. “Doing the same thing repeatedly and expecting .
fdifferent outcome.”

Drew and Brooks chuckle at my dumbfounded expression. Drew shove
Brooks playfully. “Dude, I always forget you’re smart.”

“I’'m more than just a pretty face!” Brooks lifts his nose in the ai
haughtily, then turns to me and continues, “You and Isabella are expectiny
something to change over the next few weeks when neither of you is willing

3to change the situation.”

Drew nods with a sigh. “Insanity.”
< I stand from my seat so fast the chair scoots a few inches and squeaks o1

the wood floor. I throw my hands in the air and begin pacing in front of thi
Isofa. I do this so often now, I’m going to wear out a path on the wood floor.
r “How am I supposed to change the situation? Lock her in my attic?”

“Or you could go with her.” Drew shrugs like what he’s suggesting is n«
sbig deal.

s I scoff. “And what about my house? And my business? And my clients?”

“Okay, we get it. You’re a very important person,” Brooks say:



.sarcastically. “But seriously, you don’t need the money. Your real estatt
.investments and stocks have you set for life.”

“B-b-but,” I trip over my own words. “I hate new places. As well as mos
’people. I mean, me? Traveling all the time?”

They both look at me silently with smug looks on their faces, like the?
<think this is somehow all sorted out now.
3 But my family is here. And I like my work... I like my home.

But do I love those things as much as I love Isa?

Yes, love. I’ve been kidding myself, pretending I’m not already in lovi
swith the woman. I’m pretty sure I started falling the minute she moved i1

anext door to me.

uu
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sarcastically. “But seriously, you don’t need the money. Your real estate
investments and stocks have you set for life.”

“B-b-but,” I trip over my own words. “I hate new places. As well as most
people. I mean, me? Traveling all the time?”

They both look at me silently with smug looks on their faces, like they
think this is somehow all sorted out now.

But my family is here. And I like my work... I like my home.

But do I love those things as much as I love Isa?

Yes, love. I’ve been kidding myself, pretending I’m not already in love
with the woman. I’m pretty sure I started falling the minute she moved in

next door to me.
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“I’m gonna miss you guys so much,” I tell my sisters as we embrace. We sta
like that, holding onto each other for a full minute before the airport intercon
announces my flight is now boarding.

Lily is ugly crying, but Rosa is putting on a brave face for all of us. He
eyes are glossy with the tears she’s trying so hard to hold back.

“FaceTime us every day, okay?” Rosa says, her chin beginning to quiver.

“More than once a day!” Lily says, making us laugh.

Papa, who’s been standing off to the side, letting us have our moment
comes forward and pulls me into his arms. He kisses the top of my head
Then he whispers, “Give Mama some time. She’s stubborn.”

“I know,” T whisper back, burying my face in his chest. His flannel shir
smells faintly of fajitas, which is surprisingly soothing. Papa’s arms art
familiar and comforting, and I’'m glad he’s here to see me off. Even if my
mother refused to come.

But these aren’t the arms I want to find refuge in. I wish more thai
anything David was here so I could throw my arms around his neck and giv

him a long, passionate kiss goodbye.



Unfortunately, he’s taking this three-week-break thing very seriously.
haven’t heard a word from him in five days. Even when my sisters and I wert
next door packing up the house and hauling everything off to storage.

I already miss him so much.

And Mo. I hate leaving him behind too, but I know my sisters will tak
good care of him.

With one more hug for my father and my sisters, I walk to the securit
checkpoint, pausing to wave to my family one last time.

Thirty minutes later, I’'m seated on the plane and check my phone befor
putting it on airplane mode.

y I have one missed text and the name on the screen makes my heart come tc
1life with little flutters of happiness.

David: Enjoy the first day of your grand adventure. I miss you already.

r My eyes mist over with happy tears and I grin so big the spill over onto m
cheeks.

Isabella: I miss you too.
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I wake up late the next afternoon in my hotel room in Venice... Yes

tafternoon. Jet lag is intense.

o The new Monaco Hotel location is gorgeous. The style of the architectur
ywas inspired by the Doge’s Palace in St. Mark’s Square, and the intricats
details fit here in Venice so well. Although the room I’m staying in isn’t
;luxury suite like the one I toured in Kansas City, it’s still beautiful and has
.large window and balcony with a great view of the Adriatic Sea. The firs

thing I did when I got in early this morning was open the windows to let tht



Iocean breeze in. The white gauzy curtains blow in the wind, making the roon
elook like a dream. I sat on the balcony and watched the gondolas row by for «
while, but I was so tired I could hardly stay awake.

The queen-sized bed is adorned with the same fluffy, white linens as th

eroom I saw back in the states and it’s just as comfortable as it looks. Liki
sleeping on a marshmallow. This room is much smaller, partially due to the
yfact that there’s just a lot less space in Europe. But it’s so cozy and romantic.

Which, of course, just makes me wish David was here. Sharing a tent witl

shim was fun, but what would it be like to wake up next to him in thi:
luxurious bed?

> I can picture him asleep here, with the down comforter over his lower hal
and his chest exposed. The smattering of his dark chest hair contrasting witl
the white bedding. His glasses and night guard case neatly arranged on th

ynightstand beside him. And one arm thrown over his eyes like he so often dic
in his sleep in Peru. I smile at the bed before realizing this is all a stupit
daydream, and he’s not really here.

Glancing at the little white desk across from the bed where I set my laptoj
and new camera this morning, I decide to finish the article I began a few day:.
ago. I calculate that I have three hours before the Monaco Hotel Gal:

»tonight... just enough time to put my final touches on my “Midwest Food anc
Entertainment” article before I get dolled up for the party.

© T had the idea to pay homage to my home state the day after my fight witl

*Mama. The first place listed in my article of the top ten places to eat i

1Abuela’s Restaurant. Of course, I don’t draw attention to the fact that it’s m»

Afamily’s restaurant, wanting to keep a piece of anonymity and also respec

tmy family’s privacy. I could’ve written an entire article about Abuela’s alon

a}
-



awith all of the photos I’ve taken of the staff, food, and decor. But I keep i
asimple.

After an hour of editing and making sure the article is perfect, I set it t
eappear on Isa’s Itinerary first thing in the morning.
> | spend the rest of my time getting ready for the semi-formal gal.
acelebrating Monaco’s 100th location. I ordered a dress on Amazon before
left the States, knowing I wouldn’t have time to find a dress once I arrive
1here. The pink tiered, floor length dress drapes over my body perfectly. I lov
show it’s flowy and moves with me, swishing around my feet when I walk
The dress is loose-fitting but shows off my tanned arms with two spaghett
fstraps that tie at my shoulders. Each tier of the dress is a different color o
1pink, creating an ombré effect.
e Keeping my hair simple, since my dress has a wow factor on its own, I par
lit down the center and sweep it back into a low, braided chignon. Addiny
Ishimmery lotion to my skin and some large gold hoop earrings, my look i
complete. I have just enough time to set up my tripod and new Nikon camer:
yand take some photos for my website before I head downstairs.
s I grab my small gold clutch bag before opening the hotel room door an«
astepping out into the narrow hallway when I see Bridget exiting her roon
lacross the hall.

She looks up and her eyes widen. “That dress is amazing!” Bridget tell
ame, making a circular motion with her index finger so I’ll do a spin for her.
s I oblige and twirl around, making my dress fan out at the bottom then twis
yaround my ankles.
t  “You have to tell me where you got it,” she says, her mouth agape as shi
astudies the tiers of my dress.

I giggle. “Uh, it was like twenty dollars on Amazon.”



t Bridget gasps. “You’re kidding!” She smooths her own sleek dress witl
one hand. “This boring old thing cost me nearly a grand.”
) My eyebrows raise. I can’t imagine spending that much on a dress. “Well
you look gorgeous,” I say as we begin walking toward the stairs. Bridge
aalways looks stunning and classy. She has this simple yet sophisticated styl
Ithat exudes good taste and money.
1 “Thank you.” She winks before grabbing onto the railing and heading
edown the steps on her sky-high stilettos.
The elevator is minuscule, so despite our footwear, stairs are the eas
ichoice.
f We make it to the bottom of the stairs without tripping, and Bridget blow
out a breath of relief. “I have so many people to introduce you to tonight!”
t My heart speeds up, knowing all the bigwigs are here.
3 “Don’t worry, they’ll adore you.” She gives me an endearing look thei
sloops her arm through mine. “We’ll stick together tonight, there’s no need tc
abe intimidated.”
Bridget guides us through two large glass doors and onto a large terrac
dthat’s right on the water and decorated with thousands of fresh flowers
1Bridget waves to someone she knows then tugs me over toward a serve
carrying a tray of colorful cocktails. She releases my arm so she can grab twe
scocktails and hands me one.
“For the nerves.” She smiles and raises her glass before taking a sip.
t Looking around the terrace, I instantly feel overwhelmed. The gentlemel
are all wearing suits that look really expensive and perfectly tailored, and th:
eladies are dressed up in various cocktail dresses. The breeze coming off ths

water is cool, but my nerves are keeping me warm. I tip my glass up anc



afinish my drink. It tastes so sweet and syrupy, I can barely detect a hint o
alcohol. Basically, this cocktail is dangerous and I need to pace myself.

, DBridget tugs on my elbow. “Oh! There’s Dante Vergara, Monaco Hotel:
tCEO.”

e I focus my gaze where Bridget is looking and see an older but handsomu
man with dark hair and tanned skin. By his name I’m assuming he’s Italian
3He’s surrounded by three younger men who look enough like him to be hi:
sons, and they all have lovely dates with them.

y One of the younger men in the group looks over and makes eye contac
with me. He looks familiar. He turns to the blonde woman next to him anc
snudges her. She looks over at me, and my eyes widen in surprise.

I grin and rush towards Anthony and Hannah, who I haven’t seen sinct

leaving Peru.
1 “Isabella? Oh my gosh!” Hannah yells from halfway across the room
ydrawing everyone’s attention to us.

I’m so excited to see her, my nerves are gone and we run to each other
asquealing like teenagers. “Hannah!” I pull her into my arms as soon as wi
.reach each other.

r Anthony is behind her, grinning at us but also looking mildly embarrassec
)by our antics. Once his wife releases me, he steps forward and hugs me
“Great to see you, Isabella!”

“What are you guys doing here?” I ask, but before either of them ca
1answer, the group they were with surrounds us.

e The older gentleman, who looks like a slightly older version of Anthon
aand the other two young men in the group, extends his hand to me. “I don’
1believe we’ve met. I’'m Anthony’s father,” He introduces himself in a smootl

Italian accent. “This is my wife, Dominique.”



f A lovely woman steps forward and kisses both of my cheeks. “Welcome t
Vicenza.” When she pulls back, I get a better look at her beautiful face. Sh

shas faint smile lines indicating she’s around the same age as her husband, bu
her dark hair tumbles around her slim shoulders in a cascade of shiny curls

aHer dress is fitted to her figure and the champagne color of the silk brings ou

.her olive complexion.

s Bridget appears at my side. “Mr. Vergara, I meant to introduce you t
Isabella, but your son beat me to it,” she says in a teasing tone.

t Anthony and Hannah laugh, but Mr. Vergara looks slightly confused

1“Wait,” he starts. “You’re the Isabella behind Isa’s Itinerary?”

I nod.
> “But, how do you know my son and daughter-in-law?” he asks, huffing ou

a laugh.

, Anthony interjects. “We had the pleasure of traveling with Isabella i1
Peru.”

o “Ahhhh,” his father hums and smiles at him. “Well, it’s wonderful t

efinally meet you. Bridget has been singing your praises.”

Hannah pushes the two other young men forward. “Isabella, these are mn
lbrothers-in-law. Matteo,” She pats the slightly shorter one on the shoulder
.“And Salvador.” She gestures to the taller one.

Matteo shakes my hand with a firm, business-like handshake, but Salvado
1bends and presses a kiss to my hand.

“Lovely to meet you. Save me a dance later?” he asks in a smooth Italiai
yaccent.

t  “Oh, ha. Sure,” I reply, feeling my face heat as he looks at me with thos:
1intense, dark eyes.

Hannah tugs me away from him. “Alright, us ladies need to go to th



ypowder room.” She practically drags me across the terrace. I have no ide:
ehow she walks so fast in her form-hugging blue pantsuit and insanely tall
tspikey heels.

.. Bridget gives me a concerned look, like she’s telling me to blink twice i
tI’m okay. I smile at her so she knows I’m not being dragged against my will
We head back through the large glass doors and across the white marbl
clobby. Hannah pushes me inside the women’s bathroom, checks all the stall
quickly before walking back over to the door and locking it.

“Oh my gosh, girl! What are you doing here?” Her perfect posture anc
graceful movements relax into the laid back girl I met in Peru. She kicks of
her heels and slumps down onto the large pink ottoman at the center of thi

tbathroom.

“Monaco Hotels is my newest sponsor. Bridget reached out to me afte

1finding my website,” I tell her and then take a seat next to her. “It’s been
whirlwind, but now I’'m able to travel and write full time.”

> “Congratulations! That’s amazing! My in-laws seem a little stuffy, bu
they’re actually super nice. Oh, and don’t let Sal bug you, he’s just .
yharmless flirt.”

She gasps as if just remembering something. “Oh, my gosh! Wha
happened with you and David?”

r Irelease a heavy sigh and allow myself to fall back and sink into the plusl
ottoman. “When we got back, he took me on an official date, it was perfect.”

1 She lays down next to me, like we’re just two girls chatting at a slumbe
party. “Until you had to leave?”

2 “Exactly.” I stare up at the ceiling that’s painted in a Leonardo da Vinc
style with clouds and cherubs. “I wanted to try long distance, and he didn’

athink it would work... so we’re taking a break to think about things.”



a  She groans. “Like a Ross and Rachel break?”

, Ilaugh. “That’s exactly what I asked him. He assured me it wasn’t a Ros
and Rachel break. Just some time apart so we can really think about us.”

f “I’m sorry,” she says, wrinkling her nose. “Why doesn’t he just travel witl

.you?”

2 “He’s a creature of comfort... he loves his house and his work. He’s alsc

sreally close with his family.” A small smile tugs at one corner of my lips
remembering the family barbecue. “Their family gets together every Sunda

1for dinner.”

f Hannah gives me puppy-dog eyes. “Stop it, that’s adorable.” She sits up o1

athe ottoman, looking thoughtful. “David’s a smart man. If he wants to be witl
you, he’ll figure out a way to make this work.”

r “I really hope so,” I say with a dreamy sigh, wondering for the milliontl

atime if I should've stayed in Kansas to be with him.
Propping myself up on both elbows, I narrow my eyes at her. “But enougl
tabout me... how about you leaving out the detail that you’re married to the
aheir of a hotel empire?”
She throws her head back and laughs. “Technically, Matteo is the ‘heir”
tShe says heir in air quotes. “Since he’s the oldest. Then Anthony, thei
Salvador.”

1 She sits all the way up and folds one leg up under herself. “Also, it doesn’
really come up in casual conversation.”

r “True,” I concede. “I thought you guys lived in Northern California?”

She grimaces. “We do, part of the time. That’s our winter home. Anthon
itravels a lot for Monaco business. I go with him most of the time... but nov
tthat there’s a baby on the way...”

I squeal and pull her into another hug. “A Machu Picchu baby!”



“Thank goodness you shared a tent with David instead of me.” Shi
sgiggles.

We hear a tap on the door and know that’s our cue to unlock the door
1Hannah stands up from the ottoman and smothers her sleek blonde hair dow:

and slides her heels back on then unlocks the door.
> A middle-aged woman in a short, black dress shoves her way past us
,lecturing us in Italian. Hannah smiles at her and says something back to he
yin perfect Italian but the woman remains angry.

“Yikes,” Hannah mutters under her breath as she closes the door behinc
1us.

1 I follow her back to the terrace and grab another drink. Hannah asks thq
waiter for water, being newly pregnant and all.
1 “So what exactly does Anthony do?” I ask in a hushed voice.

“He oversees the Napa Valley and San Francisco locations.” She spots he
rhusband across the terrace and the moment he sees her his whole face light
2up.

I was never one of those little girls who dreamt of her wedding. All I eve
"wanted was to travel the world and let my free spirit run rampant. And I stil
awant that... but what do you do when your soul wants to sail and your hear

wants to be anchored to another person? Someone to experience all of thi:
tadventure with me. Disney really needs to make a Moana 2, I need answers.

There’s this longing in my heart for David to be here, looking at me thi

way Anthony looks at Hannabh.
y If David doesn’t want to give this a chance, will I ever feel this way abou
vanother man? In twenty-eight years, David is the only one who made m
heart feel like it might fly right out of my chest.
Salvador is standing next to Anthony and they both walk toward us. Well



aAnthony walks... Salvador swaggers. He’s the epitome of smooth. I nearl
laugh out loud when I realize that Salvador Vergara is the Italian Brook
~Windell.
1 As Salvador and Anthony draw closer to us, Salvador smiles then holds hi:
hand out to me once he’s right in front of me. “How about a dance?”
, 1 have to withhold a laugh at how easy this must usually be for him. Bu
rnot only does he look much younger than me, probably Lily’s age, but sex
and flirtatious aren’t my type. I’m into more serious, calculated sexiness..
1dark-rimmed glasses and a brain that works like a calculator helps too.
“Sure,” I say with a smile, placing my hand in his and allowing him tc
aguide me off to the side of the terrace where the dance floor is located.
There’s a large pergola above the area filled with dancing couples
Lanterns are burning around the outdoor space, brightening the area witl
rromantic light. The DJ is playing an upbeat song and the dancers are laughing
sand having fun. Salvador begins to dance and I sway to the beat of the music
He places a hand on my waist, but keeps an appropriate distance between us
rwhich I appreciate.
1 Sal asks me a few questions about myself, having to yell over the music
tWe end up chatting the whole time we’re dancing, laughing and having .
sgood time together. I’m not attracted to him at all. He seems like a littl
brother... a really tall one. Maybe I should give him Lily’s number.
2 But even if I was dancing with someone my own age, or any of th
attractive and well dressed men on the terrace—men that are most likel
tsuccessful and have really cool accents—none of them could make my hear
yflutter the way David does.
And I’m positive none of them could make me want to lose my mind anc

Lfill their yard with plastic flamingos and cement geese.
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Devid,

Day six of the break: my yard looks boring without flamingos.

Day seven of the break: food has lost its taste... the sun has lost it
warmth.

Day eight of the break: my house is lonely, I’'m considering getting a cat.

Day nine of the break: I met with a client today and he told me I look like
love-sick puppy.

Day ten of the break: I can't live without Isabella Romero.

Closing my stupid, pointless journal, I prop my elbows on the dining tabl
where I’'m sitting and thrust my hands into my hair, grabbing it with my
fingers and not caring if I rip it all out. I’m officially going mad.

With a groan, I swipe my phone off the table and send a text to the family
group chat.

Windell family group chat:

David: Does anyone know a good real estate agent? The one I use onl
deals with commercial properties.

Madden: What do you need a realtor for?

Brooks: Finally. He’s going after his woman! *gif of Ross from Friend



yelling, we were on a break.*
Sophie: Oh my gosh! You’re going after Isa?? *gif of Monica, Rachel, an
Phoebe from Friends jumping up and down and squealing*
Mom: Does anyone know if the Find My Friends app work
internationally??
Dad: I know a great realtor, I’ll forward his number. Heading into surger
now, please stop texting.
Dad texts me the number. I stand and dial it right away, walking to th
large window in my front room as it rings.
“Hello, this is Ken Kase,” a deep voice answers.
“My name is David Windell. My father, Ted, gave me your number. I neec
sto put my house on the market.” I look over at Isa’s now empty house anc
feel an emptiness inside of myself. This house I loved so much when I bough
it now feels pointless without her living next door.
a “I can help you with that, when can we meet?” I hear a rustling of paper:
in the background as if he’s making notes.
“Do you have any time today?”
> There’s a pause before he responds, “I can make time.”
y We agree on a time for him to stop by my home this afternoon and thei
say our goodbyes.
y Next item on my list: stop at Abuela’s and have a chat with Isa’s father
then call all of my finance clients and let them know I’'m moving to

different time zone.

y



yelling, we were on a break.*

Sophie: Oh my gosh! You’re going after Isa?? *gif of Monica, Rachel, and
Phoebe from Friends jumping up and down and squealing*

Mom: Does anyone know if the Find My Friends app works
internationally??

Dad: I know a great realtor, I’'ll forward his number. Heading into surgery
now, please stop texting.

Dad texts me the number. I stand and dial it right away, walking to the
large window in my front room as it rings.

“Hello, this is Ken Kase,” a deep voice answers.

“My name is David Windell. My father, Ted, gave me your number. I need
to put my house on the market.” I look over at Isa’s now empty house and
feel an emptiness inside of myself. This house I loved so much when I bought
it now feels pointless without her living next door.

“I can help you with that, when can we meet?” I hear a rustling of papers
in the background as if he’s making notes.

“Do you have any time today?”

There’s a pause before he responds, “I can make time.”

We agree on a time for him to stop by my home this afternoon and then
say our goodbyes.

Next item on my list: stop at Abuela’s and have a chat with Isa’s father,
then call all of my finance clients and let them know I’'m moving to a

different time zone.
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Iyelelle

I’ve been in Italy for five days now and have explored most of Venice. Thu
day after the gala, I had lunch with Anthony and Hannah before they left tc
head back to the States, then spent the rest of the day exploring the Peggy
Guggenheim art collection. My third day here, I took a boat out to Muran
Island for a tour of a glass factory, and then yesterday I spent most of the da:
writing, looking through the photos I've taken so far, and then relaxing at thy
hotel’s spa.

Today, I’m just taking my time to meander around Venice. It’s such a fu
city to explore because you can walk the whole loop in a day and it’s smal
enough you can’t really get lost.

Wanting to visit and photograph as many restaurants and shops as possibls
while I'm here, I spread out my meals into tiny snacks at several differen
locations. Including the cutest gelato stand with a red and white stripec
canopy, where I just had the most delicious pistachio gelato of my existence.

I brought my camera and tripod with me to get some more photos. I wan
to have enough content for my website until I travel to my next destination

Right next to the gelato stand, there’s a lovely little stone bridge. I instantly



see it as the perfect creative opportunity and set up my camera equipment i
front of the tiny bridge. It's such a cute spot to get a photo of the blue wate
flowing between the buildings.

I wore white linen pants today with a camel colored body suit. I wanted tc
be pretty neutral so in photos the attention stays mostly on the colorfu
buildings surrounding me. The city is so beautiful; I knew it would be easy tc
get artistic photos. It’s still a little awkward posing in front of my camer:
with so many people around, but it’s a big part of my job and I need to ge
comfortable with it.

Turning on the Bluetooth camera remote, I hurry toward the bridge tc
acapture a few different poses. In one I face away from the camera, like I’n
blooking off in the distance. Next I put on my sunglasses, sent to me by a nev
ysponsor, and snap a few more so my readers can see them. I even have .
ydiscount code from the company to share.

y  With the stone bridges, colorful architecture and old-world charm, Venic
eis unmistakably a city of romance. I can’t imagine a more perfect place for :
honeymoon. It actually reminds me a bit of the steakhouse David took me to.
1 I’ve decided one of the articles I'll write will be “Why You Shoulc
IHoneymoon in Venice.” Even though I haven’t been on a honeymoon, I cai
use my imagination. And I honestly don’t think it’ll be difficult to convinci
2my readers that Venice is one of the most romantic cities to honeymoon in.

t If David were here, I could stage some incredibly romantic photos of thi
1two of us to really sell it. I sigh and put my camera and tripod away in m’
backpack.

t My cell phone rings from the small pocket in the front of my backpack anc

.I pull it out to see Mama’s face on the screen. My heart skips a beat at th

y



nsight of her face. I close my eyes and remind myself it’s probably Pap:
rcalling from her phone.

I answer the call and the FaceTime screen pops up, and it actually really i
>Mama.

1 “Mama? Hey,” I say awkwardly before grabbing my backpack anc

ywalking over to a bench next to the bridge to sit down.

1 “Bella,” She starts and then glances away from the camera, as if unsur
twhat to say. When she looks back toward the camera again, I see the re«
around her eyes like she’s either been crying, or hasn’t been sleeping well

)y“How are you?”

1 I give her a hesitant smile. “Pretty good. Venice is lovely.”

v She inhales a deep breath and blows it out slowly. “Papa showed me you

awebsite. Your article featuring Abuela’s was wonderful..”

My eyes widen before I school my features, not wanting her to see hov
asurprised I am that she read one of my articles. “Thank you for reading it, I'n
aglad you liked it.”

“Honestly, I hadn’t ever looked at your website before your Papa made m«
1sit down and read it.” She looks down and shakes her head, almost like she’:
wreprimanding herself. “You’re a very talented writer.”

e I’m unable to disguise my shock this time. “Thank you, Mama. It means s«
much to me to hear you say that.”

2 “Also, you were right about Rosa’s leadership skills. Since you left we pu

yher in charge of the scheduling and she’s doing great.”

I smile, picturing how happy my sister must be. She’s been wanting
Ichance to prove herself for years. “That’s awesome.”

e She huffs out a breathy laugh. “Papa says I've been too exhausted anc

stressed to think clearly... I think it’s time to cut back my hours at Abuela’s.’



aHer mouth sets in a straight line, like the thought of cutting back will b
difficult for her. “Who knows, maybe I’ll do some traveling of my own..
ssomeday.”

“You definitely should. Take some time to stop and smell the roses.”
lwink at the screen and she laughs. A sound I haven’t heard in the past fev
years, and it brings so much joy to my heart. “I miss you all.”
e “We miss you too, Bella.”
1 An awkward pause passes, I’m not sure what else to say, and it’s obviou
.she’s not either. The hurt we’ve caused each other can’t be brushed away i1
one conversation... but this is a step in the right direction.

Mama tells me she needs to get back to work and we say our goodbyes
rMy heart has a lightness that I haven’t felt in the past few months. I love m?
parents, and my relationship with them is important to me. Mama’s phon

vcall makes me hopeful that things could be mended between us in the future.

. 2 P e

sThat evening, I’'m having dinner at the Monaco Café attached to the hotel.

1

ja)
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made sure to dress warm so I could eat outside by the water. I’'m dressec
sdown in black leggings and a white v-neck tee paired with a cardigan tha
drapes all the way down to my calves. The café is pretty empty tonight anc
+I’m the only one seated outside. I pull my legs into my arms and rest my fee
on the chair, hugging my knees to my chest.

;  Soft Italian music plays in the background as I look out onto the water
which is dark except for the reflection of the outdoor lights and lanterns. I sij

jon my glass of red wine while I zone out looking out at the darkness, an

»



eremember the night David and I sat on a mountain top looking at the stars. £
.feeling of loneliness fills me, making my eyes become wet with tears.

I’ve traveled alone for years, and have never felt homesick or lonely. Bu
Itonight, the reflected light rippling in the dark water seems to mirror m
vsoul.

Deep down, I know I feel this way because I miss David. It’s like I foun

the missing piece of my puzzle and now everything seems a little off withou
sit.
1 I don’t know how and I don’t know when... but I fell in love with him anc
now [’m alone.

The deep, rumbling sound of a man clearing his throat interrupts m
ythoughts. I sigh, knowing it’s probably the café manager wanting to lock uj
afor the night, but going back to my hotel room seems even more lonely thai

sitting here at this table.

Leaving my glass of wine behind, I stand from the wrought iron table. Bu

the man standing there stops me in my tracks.

The music in the background and the sound of the water still, and all I car
Thear is the thumping of my heart.

1 “Isa,” David whispers, releasing his grasp on the handle of his suitcase.

t T can’t even speak, I'm so shocked at the sight of him, here in Italy. The
Tast person I was expecting to see, but the one person I’ve wanted here th:
tmost.

Tears roll down my face and I run to him. He opens his arms and I jumj
»into them, throwing my arms around his neck and wrapping my legs aroun
Jhis waist.

1 His hands grab my thighs to hold me there, and I rest my lips against hi

neck, savoring the masculine scent that I’ve missed so much. We stay lik



\that for a full minute before he releases his hold on me.
I drop back down, my feet meeting the floor. “David—*
t He cuts me off with a kiss that’s hungry, hard, desperate. A kiss that tell
yme he’s been just as lost without me as I have him. A Kkiss that sears my skin
warming me from my lips to my toes, and all throughout my body.
1 When he pulls back, his eyes are filled with tears just like mine, and h
tkisses me once more.
I pull away just enough to catch my breath. Both of our chests are heaving
1He rests his forehead against mine as if to calm himself after the intensity o
seeing me again.
y “I was an idiot,” he says, finally. “I’m in love with you.”
> His eyes are full of passion and shining with tears, which makes my ow1
1tears come even quicker. “Oh David, I love you too.” I laugh in spite of th
emotion in my voice. “So you’re willing to make this long distance thiny
twork?”
He smirks. “No, absolutely not.”
1 My heart stops, and I try to pull back but his hands tighten around my
waist.
“I can’t be away from you,” he says before dropping down on one knee.
> My hands fly up to cup over my mouth as I gasp in shock. We’ve been o1
eone official date, have never called each other boyfriend or girlfriend, and art
supposed to be on a break... And yet here he is, down on one knee, lookiny
bat me like I’m his entire universe and pulling a box out of his pants pocket
1The red, velvet box looks like an antique. And when he opens it, I recogniz:
my Abuela’s ring.
s “Isabella Romero, you have driven me to the brink of madness—*

e I huff out a sigh of annoyance. “Really?”



The corner of his lips twitch in amusement. “Would you just let m
finish?”
s “Okay fine.”
, “Anyway, as I was saying... You’ve driven me to the brink of madness
and turned my perfectly organized, scrupulously scheduled, orderly life..
acompletely upside down.” He takes my left hand in his. “But oddly enough
everything looks better upside down... and my world is utterly boriny
.without you in it. Will you marry me?”
f Despite the short timeline of our romantic relationship, I don’t have
single doubt in my mind that I can happily spend forever with this man.
“Absolutely.” I bend at the waist and put both of my hands on his sculpte«
1cheeks, then plant a kiss on his lips.
e When I hear a meow, I pull back, and my jaw nearly drops all the way t
sthe floor. “Mo?”
David grins. “Mo also wants to become a Windell.”
He stands and turns, and I notice his large backpack for the first time. Th
ybackpack is a hard dome made of clear plastic and Mo is inside.
My eyes fill with tears again, and my hands come up to cover my face
David’s arms wrap around me and he kisses the top of my head.
1 “Does the Monaco Hotel have pet-friendly rooms?”
e I burst into laughter at his question, and his cat backpack, and the fact tha
sthis orderly man flew halfway across the world with a cat without evei
.checking to see if the hotel had accommodations for pets.
> David begins laughing too, then stops and pulls away slightly. “I forgot t
put the ring on your finger.”
“Oh yeah!” I splay my left hand out in front of him and he slides th

familiar antique ring onto my finger. “How on earth did you get my Abuela’.



aring?”

He arches an eyebrow. “I asked your father for your hand and he gave mq
the ring. If you don’t want this one, we can pick out a different one.”
, “No, this ring is perfect.” I look at my hand, admiring the sparkly rounc
.diamond set in between two smaller ones, surrounded by an intricate gol
,band. “Wait, you talked to my father?”
3 “Of course I did,” he says in a slightly offended tone, like asking my
father’s permission was a given. “I had to promise to attend Mass with the
afamily whenever we’re in Kansas, but he gave his blessing.”

Picturing Papa and David chatting and my father bargaining with him t

dcome to Mass puts a huge grin on my face.



ring?”

He arches an eyebrow. “I asked your father for your hand and he gave me
the ring. If you don’t want this one, we can pick out a different one.”

“No, this ring is perfect.” I look at my hand, admiring the sparkly round
diamond set in between two smaller ones, surrounded by an intricate gold
band. “Wait, you talked to my father?”

“Of course I did,” he says in a slightly offended tone, like asking my
father’s permission was a given. “I had to promise to attend Mass with the
family whenever we’re in Kansas, but he gave his blessing.”

Picturing Papa and David chatting and my father bargaining with him to

come to Mass puts a huge grin on my face.
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Chapter Thirty



Devid,

Early the following morning, I wake up from the small pullout sofa in Isa’
room. It was too late when I arrived to bother booking a separate room, and
was also too exhausted. Isa is still sleeping peacefully in the bed, surroundec
by white fluffy pillows and blankets. She’s asleep on her back with her hai
fanned out on the pillow behind her. Her left hand is resting against he
clavicle, and the engagement ring sparkles in the morning sunlight coming i
through the large window. Mo is curled up on her feet.

Call me old-fashioned, but I didn’t want to sleep in the same bed unti
we’re married... and if she agrees with my plan, we’ll be able to share a be«
soon enough. However, laying down next to her for a moment couldn’t hurt.

Careful not to wake her, I slide under the covers next to her and wrap ai
arm around her waist. Oh yes, I could definitely get used to waking up lik
this every morning. Mo purrs loudly and moves from her feet to mine.

“Traitor,” she whispers to the beast at the foot of the bed. He ignores he
and snuggles in between my legs.

Her eyes flicker open and she leans into my side. “Good morning, futur

husband,” she says, her face now right in front of mine. A sleepy smil



appears on her lovely face and I smile back.

“Your breath smells horrible,” I say back, in the sexiest voice I can muste
without laughing.

She slaps me on the chest and rolls away from me. I scoot closer and pul
her close again. She doesn’t bother trying to escape. I savor the moment o
her in my arms and rest my chin on her shoulder.

“So... we should talk about our wedding,” I say, knowing it will get he
attention. “I’d like to get married soon.”

She unwraps my arms from her waist and sits up, leaning back against thi
tufted headboard. “Like... how soon?”

s “How about tomorrow?”

[ Isa laughs for a moment before realizing I’'m not joking. She studies m

1serious expression for a moment before her eyebrows shoot up. “You can’t b

rserious. Our families wouldn’t even be able to come.”

r I grimace, but it quickly forms into a smile. “Actually, our families ar

1flying to Venice tomorrow.” I sit up and look earnestly into my eyes. “I flev
them out to celebrate our engagement. So we could just have the weddin

Iwhen they’re here... but it’s completely up to you—*

1 “Yes! Let’s get married tomorrow,” she says with a little squeal. I arch «
brow, silently asking if she’s sure. “David, I’ve never dreamt of a big, perfec

wwedding. As long as our families are there, that’s all I care about.”

2 We grin at each other for a moment before I speak again, “Get dressed. Wi
have a wedding to plan.”

r She grabs my hand to stop me from flying off the bed to get ready. “David
are you sure about this? I know you like to have things planned out, with al

ethe details lined up.”

2 I sit back down on the edge of the bed and pull her onto my lap. “Believe i



or not, I’ve taken some risks in business... but only when I’m absolutely surt
rthe investment will be worth it in the end. And Isa, I’ve never been morr
confident in an investment in my life than this one.”
1 She jumps out of my lap and stands next to the bed, her eyes alight witl
fexcitement. “Okay, then let’s do this.”
We take the stairs down to the lobby, not even sure where to start with thi
rwhole wedding thing. A man around my dad’s age, dressed in an expensivt
[talian suit—one I’m quite jealous of—spots Isa and smiles, walking towart
eus with the gait only a powerful man would have.
“Isabella! How are you enjoying the hotel?” he asks in an Italian accen
that would make any woman swoon... okay I may have even swooned
ylittle.
2 “Mr. Vergara, I didn't know you were still in Venice.” She lets go of my
hand and places it on my arm. “This is my.... fiancé, David.”
e He shakes my hand. “Fiancé?”

v I smile and let go of his hand. “As of last night, yes,” I tell him proudly.

U

He claps his hands together. “Magnifico! Congratulations.”
“Get this,” Isa says to me. “This is Anthony’s father. Anthony from Peru.”
1 “You’re kidding.” My voice sounds as bewildered as I feel. “What a smal
tworld.”
“Yes, indeed,” Mr. Vergara agrees.

e “Anthony and Hannah were at the celebration gala. I could hardly believ
it.”
, 1 chuckle. “I bet. What are the chances.”
1 A woman with long, dark hair appears in the lobby and looks around as i
looking for someone. When she spots Mr. Vergara, her demeanor softens anc

tshe walks toward us.



e Mr. Vergara hears the sound of her heels clacking against the marble anc

eturns to look over his shoulder. “Amore! Come meet Isabella’s fiancé, David
This is my wife, Dominique.”

1 He places a hand on her back and she leans forward to kiss both of m»
cheeks. She smells of expensive perfume, but it’s not unpleasant.

s “They just got engaged last night,” He tells her.

> “How wonderful!” she says in an equally charming accent to that of he

lhusband. “When’s the wedding?”

Mr. Vergara’s head drops back as he laughs loudly, filling the lobby witl
this deep baritone laughter. “Darling, they just got engaged.” He looks at m
aand cups a hand over his mouth like he’s telling me a secret. “Women

always in a rush.”
y I chuckle and his wife gives him an annoyed look. “Actually, we’d like tc
get married tomorrow.”

Both of their eyebrows shoot up to their hairlines.

Isa giggles next to me, leaning her head on my shoulder. “Why wait’

When you know, you know, right?”

Dominique sighs dreamily. She looks up at her husband and
lconspiratorial glance passes between them.

“You should get married here, on the terrace!” She suggests. “I know

priest in town that could perform the marriage. And a dress shop.” Her voic
eraises as she speaks, like she can’t contain her excitement. “Oh, please let mu
help you!”

“Of course! I need all the help I can get,” Isa tells her.

f “The photographer we used for the gala is still in town I believe. Shall
lcontact him and see if he’s available tomorrow?” Mr. Vergara asks.

I huff out a laugh. “Wow, thank goodness we ran into you two. We had nc



lidea what we were doing.”
.. Dominique pulls out her phone and types away on it with her long, point’
fingernails. “Alright, I’ve started a list. I'll take Isabella to the dress shop ant
yyou two track down the photographer?” She briefly looks up from her phont
to give her husband a pointed glance.
“Got it,” He reassures her.
r She finishes her typing and walks to Isa’s side and loops an arm througl
hers. “Let’s go mon chéri. We have a dress to find.”
1 Dominique walks quickly, a woman on a mission. Isa glances back at me
elooking half terrified of what she’s gotten herself into. I smile and shrug on:
,shoulder.
“I’ll have my secretary call the photographer. What else do we need?” Mr
)Vergara taps his chin.
“I’ll probably need one of those Italian suits,” I tell him, eyeing his sui
and shoes.
?  “Ah, an eye for a good suit. A man after my own heart.” He slaps me o1

the back. “I’ll take care of it. Follow me.”

. 2 P e

~The sun has gone down by the time Isa and I reunite after spending the day

d

a

~prepping for the wedding. I meet Isa at a restaurant Mr. Vergara, who insistes
I call him Dante, recommended.

The Vergaras pulled a million strings for us today... but I'm most excite«

rabout my custom Italian suit and loafers, which will be delivered tomorrow

Although I’d marry Isa in anything, or nothing, whatever she wanted.

)



Our families are flying across the world as we speak, having no ide
ythey’ll be attending our wedding tomorrow and not an engagement party.
1 Walking into the quaint Italian restaurant, I’'m a little surprised it’s nothing
agrand or fancy, seeing as it was recommended by Dante. But he insisted it’
the best food in the city, so I'll take his word for it.
I find Isa already seated. She smiles at me happily, but her eyes look tired
1“Did you survive your day with Dominique?” I ask before leaning down anc
kissing her.
, She laughs and it turns into a yawn. “Barely. Dominique could outshop
eBeverly Hills socialite.”
I take my seat across from her, my shoulders shaking from trying to hold i1
~my laughter. “Did you find a dress?”
Her eyes brighten. “I did, it’s perfect. You’re going to die when you se
tit.”
“Is it easy to take off?”
1 Her jaw drops in mock offense. “David Windell, you saucy little minx!”
We laugh until the waiter interrupts to take our order. We both request thu
lasagna, per Dante’s insistence, and a bottle of red wine. The waiter leaves t
put our order in and once he’s gone, I stretch my arms across the table anc
take Isa’s hands in mine.
Y “So, where are we going to purchase a flat?”
1 She bites her bottom lip. “Before you got here, I was going back and fortl
between Edinburgh and London.”
1 «London. Definitely London,” I say without hesitation.
She wrinkles her nose. “What’s wrong with Edinburgh?”
“I have a disturbing feeling there’s not a chance we could live in Scotlanc

and you wouldn’t make me wear a kilt at least once.”



a She laughs so hard she snorts. “You’re absolutely right. But I think you’«
look great in a kilt.”

3 “I think I’'m more of a high-tea kind of guy,” I say dryly. She twists he

slips but then finally nods her agreement.

“Should we just get a studio?” she asks before the waiter comes back witl
.garlic bread and our bottle of wine. He carefully pours us each a glass anc
1then heads back toward the kitchen again.

I take a sip of wine. “How about a two bedroom? I can set up an office i1
aone of them. I want to travel with you as much as possible, but sometimes I’l

need to stay behind and work.”
1 “Okay, that makes sense.” She grabs a breadstick and tears off a piece
“Traveling without you will be a little sad... but knowing you’re in Londo1
awaiting for me and not all the way back in Kansas makes it better.” She grin:
and pops the bread into her mouth, chews and swallows it. “You know, this i
all so adventurous of you. I never thought you’d leave your home.”

I look into her eyes fervently, so she knows what I’'m about to say i
eserious. She stills and meets my gaze. “Isa, you’re my home now. You’v
bhelped me discover that there’s value in spontaneity... in fact, I think it

1been good for me.”



She laughs so hard she snorts. “You’re absolutely right. But I think you’d
look great in a kilt.”

“I think I’'m more of a high-tea kind of guy,” I say dryly. She twists her
lips but then finally nods her agreement.

“Should we just get a studio?” she asks before the waiter comes back with
garlic bread and our bottle of wine. He carefully pours us each a glass and
then heads back toward the kitchen again.

I take a sip of wine. “How about a two bedroom? I can set up an office in
one of them. I want to travel with you as much as possible, but sometimes I’11
need to stay behind and work.”

“Okay, that makes sense.” She grabs a breadstick and tears off a piece.
“Traveling without you will be a little sad... but knowing you’re in London
waiting for me and not all the way back in Kansas makes it better.” She grins
and pops the bread into her mouth, chews and swallows it. “You know, this is
all so adventurous of you. I never thought you’d leave your home.”

I look into her eyes fervently, so she knows what I’'m about to say is
serious. She stills and meets my gaze. “Isa, you’re my home now. You’ve
helped me discover that there’s value in spontaneity... in fact, I think it’s

been good for me.”
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Iyelelle

The next morning, I wake up in the honeymoon suite that the Vergara
upgraded us to. David stayed in the smaller room with Mo and will join mu
here tonight after our nuptials.

The thought of sleeping in the same bed with him, not just next to him in
tent... makes goosebumps appear all over my skin.

While I’'m getting dressed to meet our families for breakfast, I glance at m
lace-embellished slip-dress hanging in the bathroom, which makes mu
positively giddy. I can’t believe how everything just fell into place... In a fev
hours, I’ll be David’s wife.

David should be back from the airport soon with our families in tow anc
I’m meeting them at the hotel café so we can tell them about our imprompt
wedding.

Is it considered eloping if your families are there? I’'m not sure wha
constitutes an elopement over a last-minute wedding. But it doesn’t reall
matter.

I’m taking a little longer than normal on my hair and makeup so I look nic

in wedding photos, but I just threw on some leggings and a flowy butto



down top for breakfast since I’ll change into my dress later.

After making my way downstairs, I take a detour outside to the trellis
Wrought iron chairs from the café make a few small rows for our familie:
and leave an opening for an aisle. My heart skips inside my chest as
imagine walking down the aisle toward David. No decorations were neede
for the trellis since it’s covered with vines and flowering plants already. Th
Adriatic Sea completes the backdrop perfectly.

I walk to the other end of the trellis that leads inside the café and find the
long table we reserved. A minute later, David walks into the café followed by
our whole families... Well, everyone but Mama.

s He shares a secret smile with me before my sisters run and attack me witl
ehugs and kisses.

“We’re so happy for you!” Lily squeals into my ear as she hugs me, nearl

acausing my eardrum to rupture.

“Quit hogging her!” Rosa teases as she pushes Lily away so she can hug

yme too. “Congratulations, Bella.”

2 “Thank you,” I tell them before I’'m pulled into another hug, this time by

vPapa. He holds me tight for a moment before whispering, “I’m sorry Mami
didn’t come.”

1 “Me too,” I say, pulling back to look at him. “Thank you for giving you

1blessing, Papa.” I give him a kiss on the cheek and he grins.

“Honestly, you’re so independent, I never dreamed a man would ask fo
tmy permission. He impressed me.”

y  Pride fills my heart at his comment, loving that my father respects the mati
I’m marrying.
2 “Okay, let’s see this ring!” Sophie says, coming toward me. Odette, an

1David’s mom, Diane, join her and the three of them bombard me.



Diane grabs my left hand and gasps. “Oh it’s gorgeous! Your grandmothe
.had excellent taste.”
s Sophie nods in agreement. “It’s stunning.”
I Odette tears up. “I’m so happy someone is finally marrying David.”
1 Brooks sidles up next to me and gives me a big side-hug. “I can’t believ:
asomeone is actually marrying David.”
Drew appears next to Sophie, Samantha in his big arms and Penny righ
abeside him. “Congratulations. David really is the best. Ignore Brooks.”
y Madden joins the circle. Oliver is asleep on his shoulder and Bradford i
barely standing upright while sleepily clinging to his leg. “Drew’s right. Yot
1couldn’t have picked a better man, Isabella.” He yawns.
Ted, David’s dad, gives me a pat on the shoulder. “Congratulations to you
yboth.”
I feel warm arms wrap around my waist from behind and know it’s David
3He presses a kiss on the sensitive skin behind my ear and whispers, “Are yo
ready to tell them?”
y A rush of nerves flutters through me, but I nod my answer.
1 David releases me and clears his throat to get everyone’s attention. “Why
don’t you all have a seat? We have a bit of a surprise.”
r Penny jumps up and down. “Oh, I hope it’s a gondola ride!”
Everyone chuckles at her comment as they each find a seat at the table
r“Sorry, Pen. That’s not it.” Her shoulders slump in disappointment.
The table quiets down and waits for David to announce the surprise.
1know you all came here expecting to just celebrate our engagement... but ou
wedding is in...” He glances down at his watch. “two hours.”
1 Audible gasps and mutterings fly around the table. “Two hours?” Ted asks
his eyes wide with shock. “But you just got engaged.”



r “Seriously?” Brooks crosses his arms over his chest in a pout. “This wil
be the first wedding ever where I haven’t brought a date.”
Madden, who’s sitting next to him, whops him on the back of the head
“Would you shut up? Not everything is about you.”
2 “Ow!” Brooks protests, then grabs Madden in a headlock.
Diane stands up from her seat, releasing an overly dramatic groan, an
twalks to stand behind them. She pulls them apart easily, which is impressivi
since she’s so tiny. “Stop acting like children,” she whisper-yells.
s Papa looks on with concern, never having raised boys. Madden and Brook:
1shape up quickly after being chastised by Diane.
“Listen,” David starts again. “We know this is happening fast. But neithe
10f us care about a big, fancy wedding... and we’re just ready to start our live
together.”
Drew speaks up, “When you find the one your soul belongs to, it™
limpossible to wait.” He smiles at Sophie. “So, let’s get these two married.”
“Agreed,” Papa says, nodding his head in our direction.
Little Samantha starts crying for no apparent reason and her cousin
yBradford joins in. Drew hands her to Sophie and she rubs her back gently anc
makes a shushing sound.
Madden stands from his seat with a hesitant expression. “I don’t want to b
.rude, but since the wedding is in two hours... do you mind if we skij
breakfast and get some sleep instead?”
I Odette yawns. “Yes, please.”
r Sophie grimaces, probably since the child in her arms won’t stop crying
“That’s probably not a bad idea.”
, David gives her an endearing glance. “Of course. Your rooms are alread

reserved and ready for you.” He pulls a packet of key cards out of his pant



Ipocket and hands them to their designated families.
The group disperses toward the stairs. “Meet back here at eleven,” Davit
.calls after them and they grunt in response.
Once they’re all gone, I wrap my arms around my fiancé’s waist and lool
up at his ridiculously handsome face. “You think they’ll be in better mood:
lafter their naps?”

e He chuckles. “Hopefully. Jet lag is the worst.”

s 2 P =
L B |

rI'wo hours pass quickly when your fiancé sends you to the spa for a mani

gpedi to relax while he stays in the lobby making sure the priest an
photographer arrive on time. When my nails are buffed and shined t
sperfection, I have just enough time to run up to the suite to touch up my
makeup and slip my dress on.
The silky fabric flows over my body like it was made for me, even thougl
I purchased it straight off the rack without any alterations. The nude colorec
jslip dress dips down in front making a deep V shape, and the back is.... Well
backless. The nude silk has a cream colored overlay with a few lace detail
cattached around the bodice and the hem of the skirt. It’s sexy and simple.
5 Thear a knock and rush from the bathroom to the hotel door. I look througl
>the peephole to make sure it’s not David, I don’t want him to see my dres:
until I'm walking down the aisle.
My sisters' faces come into view and I unlatch the door and open i
quickly. They step inside the room, both wearing lovely dresses—courtesy o
yDominique.

S



They gasp in unison as they take in my wedding dress. Rosa steps forwart
land kisses my cheek then hands me the bouquet of wildflowers the floris
delivered to the lobby earlier. “You look beautiful, and more importantly..
<you look happy.”
s Lily kisses me next. “You’re gorgeous.”

“We practically had to wrestle the bouquet away from David... he wantec
to come see you so badly. It was kind of adorable,” Rosa says, shaking he
head but smiling.

I laugh and ask them to help me with my hair. It’s down and curled, but
swept the sides back in two braids, pulling on them until they looked loos:

~and messy. “I just need these flowers pinned in.” I point to the side tabl

lwhere half a dozen colorful, miniature roses sit in a vase.

) “I can do that,” Lily volunteers. I sit on the bed so she can reach the top o

Ymy head better. Before she starts with the flowers, she pulls a slip of pape
out of the bodice of her dress and places it in my lap. I instantly recogniz

1Mama’s stationary. “Mama wanted me to give you this.”

1 1 read the note while Lily carefully places the flowers in my hair. Rosa sit

»next to me, her hand on my arm as I read.

S Bella,
I’m sorry I’'m not there to celebrate with you. I felt someone needed to sta
lback and take care of things at Abuela’s. I know things between us aren’
Sperfect, but please know that I love you, and I hope David knows how luck
he is to be yours.

U _Mama

f I choke back the tears that threaten to ruin my perfect makeup and grab m
phone off the bed to text Mama.

Isabella: Thank you for the note, Mama. Wish you were here. I love you.



1 Lily finishes with my hair and gives me a final spritz of hairspray
t“Perfect,” she says when she’s all done.
Rosa’s phone pings with a text and she picks it up and smiles. “It’s David
He says everything’s ready for your grand entrance.”
I inhale a deep breath and exhale it slowly before a wide grin takes ove
1my face. I follow my sisters out of the room and down the stairs where m?

rfather is waiting to walk me down the aisle.



Lily finishes with my hair and gives me a final spritz of hairspray.
“Perfect,” she says when she’s all done.

Rosa’s phone pings with a text and she picks it up and smiles. “It’s David.
He says everything’s ready for your grand entrance.”

I inhale a deep breath and exhale it slowly before a wide grin takes over
my face. I follow my sisters out of the room and down the stairs where my

father is waiting to walk me down the aisle.
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Devid,

I’'m standing in front of the stone railing on the trellis, my family alread
seated and smiling now that they’ve had a nice long nap. Even the kids are i
good spirits. Dante and Dominique Vergara are here as well; Dante kindl
volunteered to translate for the priest.

I’'m wearing my new Italian suit. It’s an indigo blue color with a white
collared shirt underneath and a pale pink tie and matching pocket square. Th
suit pants are a modern cut, tapering at the ankles, which compliments thu
brown leather oxfords nicely.

I look pretty damn good. But I know there’s no way I look better than m»
bride probably does. Even though this suit probably cost twice as much as he
dress. Isa can wow me in a little pink bikini, in a baggy t-shirt, in athletit
gear... I've seen it all and I’ve liked it all.

Isa’s sisters appear at the French doors leading onto the trellis and maki
their way to their seats. I have to roll my lips together to keep from grinning
like an idiot, knowing Isa and her father will appear next.

La Vie En Rose starts to play softly through the speakers and everyons

looks at the French doors in anticipation.



Isa and her father walk through the doors. Her father is holding onto he
arm tightly, his eyes alight with tears. Isa is looking at me with a grin so wid
her cheeks must hurt. And I’'m probably grinning just as big as she is.

I take this opportunity to appreciate the dress she chose and how it hug
her body in all the right places. It dips down enough in the front to b
incredibly sexy, but not so low that it would make our familie
uncomfortable. Her bouquet is perfect for her, a colorful arrangement tha
cascades in all directions. It’s wild and beautiful... just like the womai
holding it.

When they’re finally right in front of me, she leans over to kiss her fathe
yon the cheek and I see her hair has the same flowers as her bouquet. He
1father tearfully takes his own seat and Isa hands her bouquet off to her sister
yRosa, so she can take my hands.

When she finally meets my gaze, I whisper, “Wow.”

At least I thought I whispered it... but our families are laughing.

> Dante comes up and stands next to me as the priest begins the ceremony

ewhich is completely in Italian. Dante effortlessly translates, probabl
captivating all of the women in the room... except for Isa, whose attention i:

yon me. Just the way I like it.

r When it’s time to exchange rings, I realize we completely forgot tc

cpurchase a ring for me. “I forgot to buy myself a ring,” I whisper to Isa.

The priest looks between us with a confused expression.

2 Isa winks at me. “Don’t worry, I’ve got you.”

3 Isa’s younger sister, Lily, comes walking down the aisle, and Mo is on «
leash walking beside her. He’s wearing a very dapper bow tie and look
2absolutely miserable.

I chuckle and shake my head at the sight. Our families love the scene an«



rare all laughing and snapping photos with their phones.
e Lily and Mo finally make it to the front and, with a little coercion via ca
treats, she bends to untie my ring and Isa’s wedding band from Mo’s colla
sand then hands them to us.
2 Lily then picks Mo up, then carries him off to her seat. The priest smile
sand continues as we exchange our rings. Mine is a simple band made of darl
tgold, matching Isa’s perfectly.
1 The priest exclaims something in Italian with a big smile and Dant:
translates that it’s time to kiss the bride.
r With one hand on her back, which I'm delighted is completely bare, anc
rone hand at her nape, I dip her back and kiss her with all of the built yj
,passion I felt when we were apart. And all of the relief I feel that we neve
have to be apart again.
Our families whoop and holler, making enough noise that you’d think ou
wedding had a hundred guests.
, 1 bring Isa back up and surprise her by picking her up off the ground. /
yfestive Italian song blares from the speakers and I start carrying her down th
saisle. Our families continue cheering until they realize I’m not stopping. I’vi
nearly reached the staircase with my bride before we hear Brooks yell
)“You’re not even going to eat lunch with us?”
“Nope!” I yell back.
Once we get to the narrow staircase, I set Isa down and we run up the stair:
as fast as we can... with the exception of the several times we stopped t
amake out along the way.
s Isa opens the door to our suite and when I see the bed, I squeeze my eye
shut in horror. “Did you do this?”

1 She stares at the bed and starts to giggle. The longer she looks at it, th



harder she laughs.
t “This had to have been Brooks... but when did he sneak away to d«
rthis??” 1 gesture toward the bad in annoyance with one hand. Isa doesn’
answer because she’s too busy laughing.
s I begin removing the condoms-turned-balloons that are taped all over ou
<bed, and then I tackle the flamingo and llama confetti.
My wife—wow, I love the sounds of that—finally calms down and place
2a hand on my arm, urging me to stop my cleaning. Closing my eyes anc
taking a deep breath, I slip my arms around her and force myself to forget th
1giant mess of confetti.
> “Our life is going to be a constant adventure, isn’t it?” I ask before running
rmy lips along the side of her neck, the mess forgotten the instant my lip:
meet her skin.

r “I sure hope so,” she whispers back.
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Devid)

Six Months Later

“David, hurry! We’re going to be late for our flight!” Isa calls from th
kitchen in our two-bedroom flat in London.

The white walls are still mostly bare and our furniture is minimal with al
the traveling we’ve been doing, but it’s starting to feel like home. Mo run
into my office, his paws sliding all over the wood floor. He hops up on m
desk, causing papers to scatter.

I glare at the behemoth cat, but he’s not scared. He’s figured out I'm .
softie, deep down inside... very deep down.

After submitting all the correct paperwork online for Isa’s self
employment taxes, I grab the papers off the floor and stack them bacl
together.

Isa appears in the doorway and leans against it. “Who would’ve though
you’d be the one causing us to be late?”

I turn and open a drawer of the filing cabinet behind me and place the ta:
documents in the folder labeled Isa’s Itinerary. Smiling to myself, I wonde
why I bother with files anymore since my wife is now my only client. But thy

finances and tax preparations for her website and sponsorships are more thai



enough of a workload for me. Which is why I dropped all my other clients
few months after our wedding.

Turning back around, I walk toward her, allowing my eyes to slowl:
peruse her body. Navy leggings clinging to her curvy legs, a white athleti
tank showing off her tanned shoulders, and hair in a messy bun so I can se«
that little spot on her neck, right under her earlobe, where she loves to b
kissed.

I slip my arms around her waist. “I believe my punctuality is rubbing of
on you.”

She twists in my arms like she’s trying to get away, but she’s smiling anc

agives up quickly. “Our flight leaves in two hours, David.”

“Actually, it leaves in one-hundred and twenty-nine minutes.”

1 Her hands slide up my chest and rest right over my heart. “I’m just excite
sto see our families. So, are you finally done working?”
y Leaning back, I quirk one eyebrow. “You mean... submitting your taxes?”

She grimaces. “Oh, is that what you’ve been doing in here all morning?”

a I nod my head.
Isa leans in and trails kisses up my neck before whispering, “Have I tol«
-you lately how much I appreciate my CPA?”
< “You haven’t, as a matter of fact.” I take a step back and cross my arms
waiting for her to express her undying love and appreciation for me.
t Her mouth quirks into a smirk. “Not only is he extremely handsome bu
also very good at pantry organization and making labels.”
x I want to puff out my chest. I absolutely love it when she compliments m:
rorganization like this. But it’s more fun to annoy her... so with a bored sigh,
echeck the watch on my wrist. “Alright, enough with the chitchat. We need tc

1leave for the airport posthaste.”



a  She grips the front of my button-down shirt in her fist when I attempt tc
brush past her, then pulls me toward her. Isa pops up onto her tippy-toes an
ykisses me. Not a brief peck... but a kiss with so much passion I’'m tempted tc
choist her over my shoulder and carry her back to the bedroom. Kansas b
adamned.
e Tightening my hands around her waist, I slowly begin pushing he
backward, down the short hallway. Isa bursts into laughter, ending our kiss.
f “We are seriously going to miss our flight at this rate!” She ambles acros:
the room, putting space between us.
1 Isaignores my pouting, gives Mo one last pet, then grabs her backpack anc
turns toward the front door.
Groaning, 1 follow her. “Who would’ve thought my little travel write
Iwould be so eager to go to... Kansas?” I grab the handles of the suitcases anc
roll them toward the door.
“Definitely not me,” she admits. “But we haven’t gotten to hang out witl
our families as a married couple. And I’'m excited to see Mama.”
I smile at her before letting go of a suitcase to open the front door. Isa anc
lher mother are getting along much better these days... having an ocear
between them helps, I think. “I know. I’m excited to see everyone, t00.”
, Isa follows me through the door with our carry-on bags in hand and close
the door to our flat behind her. We make our way toward the elevator, anc
tonce we’re inside, she rummages around her backpack. “Where’s m»
passport?” Her eyes snap up to meet mine. “Did you re-pack my bags again?’
y  “Guilty. The way you pack wastes so much space.” I wrinkle my nose.
I She shakes her head in dismay. “You keep me safe, and I keep you wild
)Remember?”

“Yes, precisely.”



> “And that’s why I replaced all of your underwear with ones that have m»
dface on them.”
> My heart stops for a second, and I’m sure my eyes are about as wide a
athey can go. “You what?”
The elevator stops, and the door opens to the ground floor. Isa grins an
rsteps off the elevator. Still speechless, I follow her. Surely she’s joking.
“Don’t worry, they’re exceptional quality. I saw them on a social media ad
sThey had great reviews.” She continues walking out onto the busy Londoi
sidewalk and lifts her arm to hail a taxi.
1 “A random ad?” My voice is coming out high-pitched and a little squeaky
“What about my Calvin Klein’s?”
r A white taxi pulls up and stops in front of us. The cab driver sees ou
1luggage and pops the trunk before stepping out of the car and taking th
luggage from Isa. She ducks inside the vehicle and I have to close my eye
1for a beat to control my irritation. After loading the suitcases into the trunk,
walk around to the other side of the taxi and slide in next to my wife.
1 She places her small hand on top of mine, looking up at me through he
1lashes with those big, brown eyes. “I can’t wait to see you in them.”
The infuriating woman knows I can’t stay annoyed with her when sh
slooks at me like that. She’s not playing fair.
1 Releasing a heavy sigh, I shrug off my irritation and slip an arm aroun
vher. “You really want to start the prank wars again?” My brain is already
"flurry of ideas.
“Oh no,” she says, pulling back slightly. “I don’t like that calculating lool
.on your face.”
“I have no idea what you mean.”

She locks her gaze with mine and we face off in a staring contest. Finally



yshe breaks the silence, “Just play nice, okay? Your Calvin Klein’s are still i1
your dresser drawer... but all the undies in your suitcase have my face ol
sthem.”
I continue staring at her with a blank expression.
1 “David, say something,” she pleads.
“Fine,” I concede. “I’ll wear them, but when you least expect it... I'll ge
.you back.”

1 Isa giggles and leans against my shoulder. “I can’t wait.”

(g¥]
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