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      It had been Sophie, Layla, Archie, and a stack of romance books that kept Narra company in the days after Théo’s departure. She’d immersed herself into a full routine that left her no time or space to think about what she’d let go, and even less chance to regret it. It had stung, of course, but she’d reminded herself that the potential of what they could have had or could have been wasn’t real. What’s real was his inevitable departure. The incompatibility of their circumstances.

      When they first met, Théo’d been sipping loudly on his drink, some alcoholic slush with a slice of mango stuck on the rim, the toothpick umbrella set aside long ago. The sound was what caught Narra’s attention in the first place. Really, she’d meant to tell off whoever was causing it—she hadn’t expected the universe to follow through on her request for a summer fling—but then she caught sight of his face, and she forgot about her irritation and got straight to work.

      Lucky, Théo’s best friend and travel companion, was still speaking when she approached. Narra will never forget the look on Théo’s face when he saw her. His berry pink lips parted, straw caught in the cave of his mouth. No one had ever looked at her like that. Like he couldn’t believe his luck that she ever deigned to stand there before him. She would’ve been happy with a fling, but then he gave her that look. That simple, awe-struck, heart-first look, and… well. His undoing had been hers, too.

      Looking then turned to seeing, shortly after he gave his name and said yes—hell yes, to be more precise—to being her boyfriend. The exchange took less than a minute, and then Narra was sliding onto the woven seat next to him and beckoning for her cousin, Layla, to bring their drinks over and join them.

      Kissing him was as natural as breathing. She’d been brash about it, really, taking his hand and tucking him into a side street for a spot of privacy as they walked to some shop Layla wanted to check out. It shocked her how perfectly their mouths slotted into each other’s, how even his hands seemed to meld into her skin as he held her waist and pinned her to the wall. He met her eager kisses with gentle ones as if he wanted to give her a chance to change her mind. But the longer the day went on, the less he was afraid, and so, in turn, she grew braver too—kissing him on the back of a trike, then in front of Lucky, and then Lucky and Layla, until suddenly it seemed foolish to ever not be kissing.

      But it wasn’t just the heat of their physicality that made Narra fall. Théo laughed at her jokes, and what was more, he kept up with them. No boy at school—high school or college—had ever been able to keep up with Narra’s pace, much less her wit. They always wanted to jump straight to sex talk, if not sex altogether, but Narra needed a strong connection, a fire burning before she even could consider it. She talked mad game about love and sex with everyone, especially with her sister Sophie and Layla, but she was a sap at heart. At soirées organized by her all-girls’ school’s student committee—which, to a high schooler, was the perfect opportunity to meet and make friends with the opposite sex from a partner school—she always left every friendly encounter feeling like a caged cat, desperate to run until she tired herself out. Théo unlatched that gate and ran with her. He made her feel seen, and more than that, he validated her. Layla thought Narra was foolish to want to wait for the right guy, that she was just being a stickler to Ninang’s rules, and a few times Narra also wondered if she was wasting her time, missing out on real things for an impossible ideal. But then there Théo was in all his glory. Perfect, except for the fact that he was only in Dalisay temporarily.

      Narra wasn’t completely stubborn. Sophie’s words had gotten to her, and little by little, she began to detach. First loves statistically don’t last, Sophie had said. To comfort herself Narra reminded herself that, if nothing else, Théo made the perfect fling. What other future was there for them, really? This summer was a fantasy. He would go back to his life, and she would go back to hers. She would stop putting off making her résumé; she’d apply for jobs in publishing, and if that fails, she’d look into becoming a teacher for pre-school children. She would picture him every time she read a romance book, and she would always miss him, but as far as heartbreaks go, it was far  milder fate than tricking themselves into believing there could be more.

      And then he turned up at Sophie’s café, all breathless and beautiful as if he’d walked out of a dream, wrecking her plans for the second time.

      The sight of him brought back all the feelings she’d fought desperately to suppress. It was as if they traveled back in time to before she’d done the hard work of forgetting, and her heart acted before her eyes or mind could process what she was looking at.

      But she’d fantasized about his return, of course. It would be one of romance and flair, paired with a confession that he couldn’t live without her—that he would give it all up for her. It didn’t help that Sophie was deep in the early stages of love with their neighbor, Archie, always giggling and canoodling, especially when they thought no one was paying attention. The love bug is infectious, though Layla seems immune to it. Still, reality is a different beast altogether. It’s crueler than her fantasies. Théo’d returned, yes, but Narra had fled before he could confess anything. And now, in the kitchen, she paces, chewing on the skin of her thumb, working up a cold sweat as her heart hammers in her ribcage.

      The white tiles of the kitchen floor are spotless. Everything is in its stainless steel place. She crouches down and peers into the oven for want of something to do. Snaps back up to her full height when she hears the door swing open and someone come through.

      She breathes out in relief when she sees it’s only Layla.

      “You okay?” her cousin asks, face screwed up in concern.

      “What the hell is he doing here?”

      “Hell if I know,” Layla says. “For you, probably. I mean, he asked for you.”

      “He’s supposed to be in⁠—”

      “Thailand,” Layla finishes for her. “But he’s here.”

      Narra sticks her chin up in defiance. “I don’t want to see him.”

      “Are you sure?” Layla had spent countless hours and even more nights soothing a crying Narra to sleep. “Don’t Know Why” by Norah Jones will never sound the same way again. In her most honest and humble opinion, Narra’s lying. She peers out the kitchen doors to find Archie marching the boys out of The Coral Cup. “Well. Archie just walked them out, so you got what you wanted.”

      Narra’s shoulders sag with disappointment, but she quickly rolls them back, puts on a brave face. “Good,” she says. “Good.”

      Layla watches her curiously. “Good?”

      Narra’s heart, which they’d meticulously taped up and held in place that way, bursts into a million tiny shards all over again. Layla notes the drop of Narra’s shoulders and the clench of her jaw—telltale signs that Narra is fighting the urge to cry.

      “Good.”
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        * * *

      

      Exiting The Coral Cup at the end of their shift, they are accosted by Lucky. As always, he has his camera slung around his neck, ready to film anything at a moment’s notice. It appears as though he’s been waiting for them across the street, just out of Sophie’s and Archie’s view. He’s got a lazy swagger to his walk, but that may just be because of his perpetual slouch.

      “Oh, screw you,” Layla says when he comes to a stop in front of them. “Not you again.”

      “I’m not here for you,” he says without so much as looking at Layla. His grey eyes are locked firmly on Narra’s face. Narra remembers the last time she’d spoken to him; he asked if she wanted copies of her pictures and videos with Théo. She’d said no.

      “Narra,” he says now. “Seriously. End his misery. The guy’s despondent without you.”

      “Oh, he’s despondent, is he?” Layla mutters under her breath. “Pick up a thesaurus on your way over?”

      Lucky flicks Layla’s forehead. “Butt out.”

      “You butt out,” she says, swatting his hand away. They got on as well as a stray cat and dog. “Narra tried. Your buddy just won’t take no for an answer.”

      “Where is he?” Narra asks.

      Layla whips her head to face her. “Seriously?” All that drama in the kitchen, and she’s going to cave after a minute of talking to Lucky? Layla puffs out her cheeks and huffs. She wants Narra to be happy, but if she’d made all of them go through the pain of watching her heal from her first heartbreak only to run back into the arms of the guy she cried over, Layla will need several business days just to scream into her pillow in frustration. This wouldn’t be the first time either of them have pissed the other off with their views on love.

      “We’re just going to talk,” Narra tells her. After all, she isn’t heartless. She might as well see what he’s about.

      Layla rolls her eyes.

      “Lay,” Narra says, eyes pleading with her to understand. “He flew all the way in from⁠—”

      “Thailand,” Lucky finishes off for her. “Ko Samui. Fucking stunning beach, by the way, so I hope you know what I had to give up for this.”

      Layla scowls at Lucky, no doubt dreaming up some snarky retort, then she meets Narra’s gaze with her pleading own. It’s a battle of wills, and when it comes to love, romance, and Théo, Narra always wins.

      Layla groans. “Don’t leave me here with Lucky, please.”

      Lucky scoffs. “It’s not like you’re much of a great time either, babe.” He reaches out a finger, strokes the underside of Layla’s chin with it. She slaps his hand away.

      “Just fifteen minutes,” Narra tells her. “Fifteen minutes and I’ll be back.”

      “He’s over at White Beach,” Lucky says, “in front of The Cabana.”

      Narra’s heart clenches at the memory of their first night together. His lazy smile as they chatted at the bar about everything (his desire to be a physician, her aspiration to meet her One True Love) and nothing (the last movie they’d seen, the two dogs chasing each other the beach, do you want some of my drink?) in turn, cheeks flushed from the alcohol, lips swollen from the kissing. The sparks flying in the air between them further ignited into a flame as he gamely danced with her and spun her around and around until she was breathless and had no other choice but to fall into his arms laughing and ready for more kisses. She loved him even then, had said so when Sophie came to pick them up and maintained it all those two weeks even when the others were certain it was no more than a passing infatuation. She might not have known how much, but if the bucket of tears she’d cried after she called it quits were any indication, it had to have been a lot.

      He'd filled her days with so much joy and excitement; something as innocuous as a walk to a restaurant for breakfast turned into a silly lore-building session, where they’d joked about an alternate life in which they were a cat and a dog who ran a kingdom side-by-side. He never made her feel like she was too much for him, too loud. He loved when she took up space—encouraged it even. Narra always thought she’d feel more self-conscious when she became someone’s girlfriend, but what happened was that other people ceased to exist to her. She and Théo were the only two people in the world, and all that mattered was their happiness. In two weeks, they’d built a language that was all their own, one that could be spoken without words, just stolen glances and gentle sighs. His touch rooted her to her body, made her come alive.

      But flames that burn brightest burn out the quickest—that was what Archie told her. He must have meant it to be comforting, but it only made Narra feel worse, as if she should have seen this coming. It’s one thing to have your heart broken by someone, and another thing entirely to orchestrate it yourself. She was the Icarus of love, and Théo her sun. She got too close; there was no way she would have never fallen.

      Sophie had warned her, hadn’t she? As had Layla, but Narra refused to listen, so in the end, she was wrong, they were right, and really, Narra could listen less to her heart and more to the brains of others, right?

      Right?

      Théo’s sitting on the sand facing the water hugging his knees to his chest when Narra approaches. He sits up when she sits down next to him, his posture ramrod straight as if called to attention.

      “Narra,” he says. His face crumples, as if the mere act of saying her name hurts him.

      “Théo—”

      “I tried to stay away,” he tells her. “I swear. But I can’t do it, Narra. I can’t. Those two weeks with you were the best time of my life, and I want that—I want us forever.”

      The first time they’d had this conversation, he’d asked for the summer. Enough time apart had made him realize that it had been the wrong strategy. You can’t have a girl like Narra for just two months, three. You give her your life, or you get gone. She deserved nothing less, especially when she gave everything her all.

      But it seems he’s not the only one who’s realized things since he left.

      “Those two weeks,” she says, “were a fantasy, Théo. We were never going to make it past our deadline.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean—” She sucks in a breath. “I only wanted two weeks. It was enough time to check things off my bucketlist, you know? Or most of it, anyway. You know, get a boyfriend, have my first kiss.”

      Hurt flashes across his face. Had he just been a means to an end? No. The hurt is quickly replaced by resolve. Whatever her intentions were, you can’t fake that kind of feeling. He’d tasted the truth on her lips each time they kissed. He loves her, that she knows, and she loved him, too. Loves, still, if he could be so lucky.

      He turns to her and takes her hands in his. She’s disarmed by it, and boy does he know it. He’d reveled, just a few weeks ago, over the way he could turn her into putty in his hands. And how quickly she could wrest control back from him, push him off and make him wait.

      He’d wait forever if she asked. He loves her that much.

      “Tell me none of it was real then,” he demands. “That you were pretending the whole time.”

      Of course, Narra couldn’t. Try as she might to run from the truth, to rearrange it so that it seemed smaller, or like it had less of an impact on her, it always snapped right back to size and whacked her in the face.

      She loved Théo. No, loves. The only problem is that she’s embarrassed to see him again. She'd spilled her soul to him, had spoken endlessly of her dreams of becoming a wife and mother, and how ashamed she was that she didn’t have much in the way of aspirations to have a career like other modern women. She’d done it knowing he’d leave in two weeks and never come back. That he would keep her secrets far, far away, where no one she knows could find out and use them against her.

      And he’d shared his own, too. How his father essentially kept him locked in a gilded cage, kept him so busy with school and sports and internships that he barely had time for a social life. How inept he felt around girls because of the way his father’s own perfectionism bled into his life and made him terrified to so much as talk to a girl in case she was the wrong one—or of what his parents called “the wrong sort.” But most of all—how he didn’t feel any of that with her. With her, he felt at ease, like he could make mistakes and not have them held against him. Like, for the first time in his life, he was allowed be his own person, with his own free will, to choose and to love, and how happy he was to choose to love her.

      She clenches her jaw, tipping her head back so the tears stinging in her eyes don’t spill.

      “First loves statistically don’t last,” Narra says, wrenching her hands from his. She hugs her knees to her chest. She knows it’s the wrong thing to say the moment she says it. Théo had studied business in school, and then earned an MBA despite his interest in medicine. Numbers and statistics were his forte, not hers.

      “We could be outliers,” he offers.

      “That’s unlikely. Flames that burn the brightest also burn out the quickest, right?” She digs her heels into the sand, refusing to give in to him. Refusing to risk soul-crushing heartache for a chance at love. Real love.

      “So you’re not even going to give us a chance?”

      Narra cries out in exasperation. “I already told you! Even if I did, even if we tried, you’re still going to leave. That’s the way this story goes. You’ll leave, go back to your life, and forget about me completely. But I’ll never forget you. I’ll miss you for the rest of my life.” A tear streaks down her cheek, and she knows it’s game over. He wraps his arms around her, and she buries her face into his chest, words muffled as she says, “I don’t—I can’t do that to myself, Théo. Don’t ask it of me. I can’t.”

      His voice is soothing, his words a balm to her broken heart. “I could never forget you, Narra,” he says. “Believe me, I’ve tried. And I won’t have to.”

      She pulls away, brows furrowing. He lets her. Anyway, he needs a bit of space to breathe so he can tell her the next part of his plan. He’d thought it over, talked it through with Lucky. It’s the only way.

      “Before my grandmother died, she left me a trust,” he says. “An inheritance, more like. The only condition, I mean—the main stipulation is that I marry someone, and then it’ll be released to me.”

      Narra leans back both in disbelief and to put more distance between them.

      “It’s a lot of money,” Théo continues. “A lot. Money that has nothing to do with my father. Money he can’t touch. Money he has no say on how it gets spent. It’s my ticket out. Ours. We could buy a house here. I could study medicine. I’d never have to leave. We could stay together.”

      “That’s insane,” Narra blurts.

      “I know.” Lucky had said the same thing. But it’s the only way. Narra doesn’t want to do long distance, and neither does he. There’s no way in hell his parents would allow him to move halfway across the world, far from them and the family business, and he refuses to subject Narra to the world he’d been raised in, either. He might not admit it so easily, but he and Lucky have spoken of it: in the same way he thought a life in capital-S Society was ill-suited to Narra, who shirked social conventions in favor of her whims, he also doubted capital-S Society would be eager to welcome her into their fold, his family included. As it was, this arrangement was their best bet: not just a way out, but a way through. And God, he’s never been more sure of anything—of anyone—in his life.

      “We barely know each other.”

      “I know. I mean—what? No. We know each other enough. But—sure, Narra, we could get to know each other better. We’d have all the time in the world. I would never have to leave you. You wouldn’t have anything to be scared of. I’d be here for the long run.”

      Narra jumps to her feet. He rises with her.

      “I can’t marry you!” she cries out. “That’s insane!”

      But is insanity not a symptom of falling in love? That’s how it appears on the surface, sure, but who cares how things look? They could be together. Be happy together.

      “Look, just think about it, alright?”

      Narra shakes her head. She’s twenty-one, fresh out of college, and has her whole life ahead of her. She might read romance novels like she can’t live without them, but some things are easier to stomach in fiction than in real life.

      “Narra,” he says, tone pleading.

      For the second time that day, she backs away from him and flees. Her vision is blurry from tears when she returns to find Layla and Lucky where she left them, staring off into space instead of talking to each other. She grabs Layla by the wrist and drags her away.

      “Narra, what the hell?” Layla yells.

      Narra doesn’t stop. Doesn’t even slow down. “How delusional do you have to be to propose to someone you just met?!”
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