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      I didn’t know enough about spiders.

      For example, what did they do during the winter when flies were scarce? Did they sleep/hibernate like bears? And what’s the deal with hibernation? How does one get in on that action? Sleeping for long periods, as though time doesn’t exist. Then again—

      “Time doesn’t exist.”

      “What?”

      In the fuzzy distortion of my peripheral vision, I saw Lisa turn toward me. She’d been sitting at her square kitchen table, working on her laptop since I’d meh-ed all her suggestions for leaving the apartment today. I think she was relieved.

      I sat in her living room, somewhat reclined on a big, brown leather couch that was too large for the space. It wasn’t that the room was small, the couch was just too big, messing up the feng shui. Lisa had filled her apartment with fancy and colossal Williams Sonoma monstrosities, whereas what she really needed was some Ikea in her life.

      My elbow bent, my cheek pressed against the underside of my forearm, I peered at the window.

      “Time doesn’t exist,” I repeated, watching the spider in the corner of the glass pane as it did nothing. It wasn’t dead, the web was too new, but it was completely motionless. “I need to read more about spiders.”

      “What does time have to do with spiders?” My sister’s tone was uncharacteristically gentle, almost wary. I hypothesized that my bursting into tears with the smallest amount of provocation over the last three days had made her cautious. Poor Lisa. She’d invited me to stay not knowing I’d transformed from not a crier to a crier.

      At first, she’d insisted we go out and, at first, I’d been happy for the distraction. However, no matter where we went, disaster struck. Abram’s voice singing “Hold a Grudge” in the restaurant and at the movie theater. A poster of Abram and Redburn’s album cover at L stations and street corners. A young woman wearing a Redburn T-shirt. He was everywhere and yet nowhere—no calls, no emails, no attempt at contact—and the combination made everything worse.

      I figured, at least in Lisa’s apartment I would be safe from the onslaught of Abram propaganda.

      “I’m thinking about exploring the viability of human hibernation,” I said through a yawn. If it was good enough for bears, need I say more?

      “I don’t think spiders hibernate.” The sound of Lisa’s chair lightly scraping against the tile drew my attention away from the spider. My sister stood, stretched, and her slippered feet made scuffing sounds as she walked. It was past 11:00 AM and we were still in our pajamas. “Do you want tea? Or coffee?”

      “They should.” Everyone should hibernate. “Why haven’t humans investigated hibernation as an alternative to living through nonexistent time?”

      “Mona. Do you want tea?” Lisa’s tone wasn’t impatient, but it wasn’t patient either. Again, I didn’t blame her. I’d been crying early and often, and I hadn’t yet fully explained why. I couldn’t, because every time I tried, I cried.

      Which had me wondering, which came first: the try or the cry? A paradox.

      “Yes to tea, please.”

      I zoned out as she moved around the kitchen and out of view. A short time later, a tea kettle screeched. Sometime after that, she set a mug on the coffee table. At some point, she sat next to me on the couch and placed her hand on my back. I didn’t remember her touching me, only that one moment her hand wasn’t there and the next moment it was. Straightening from where I half-reclined on the arm of the couch, I twisted to look at her.

      Her lips were curved into a tight, small smile and she inclined her head to the right. “Your tea is ready.”

      “Thank you.” I glanced at the mug, but I lacked the energy to reach for it. Therefore, I stared at it, willing it to move into my hands.

      “What are you doing?” she asked after another vague span of time.

      “You don’t want to know.”

      More moments passed. Lisa’s eyes were on my profile while I stared at the tea.

      Eventually, she huffed, reached for the mug, and placed it into my hands. “You seriously need to snap out of this. What did he do to you? You’ve been here for three days and it’s like hanging out with a ghost.”

      “WooOOOoooOOOooo.” I made my voice shake, the pitch go up and down.

      That made her chuckle. But then, for the hundredth time, she asked, “When are you going to tell me what happened in Aspen?”

      I brought the mug to my lips because a sting of tears rushed to my eyes. I knew the contents within the mug were too hot to drink. I took a sip anyway. I burned my tongue. I blinked back the tears.

      “Mona, come on.” Her hand came to my shoulder. She squeezed it. She sounded concerned. “This isn’t you. You’re a mess.”

      “I’m not a mess.” I was a mess. The logical path forward had abandoned me. Every road led to disaster. The wolves are definitely on their way.

      “You are a mess. One minute you’re giving me monosyllabic answers, and the next you’re crying at the airport! I’m worried. I’ve never known you to be like this, ever.”

      I released a watery sigh, my eyes losing focus, the white mug and its dark brown contents swirling together to become a nebulous blur. “My display of emotion within the airport is self-explanatory.”

      “Yes. The large poster of Abram Fletcher in his underwear was difficult to miss.” Once again, her voice gentled. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see it on my way in, otherwise I would have walked a different way.”

      “It’s okay.” It was okay.

      Martin Sandeke, Kaitlyn Parker’s churlish fiancé, had mentioned the existence of the posters in passing last week. We’d been talking in the kitchen the day before Abram left Aspen, and Martin had said, He just did that underwear modeling thing, soon there will be posters of the guy in his underwear everywhere.

      I hadn’t given the statement extensive attention, instead focusing on the second part of Martin’s claim, That’s not a guy who’s changed. That’s a guy who is just getting started.

      There he was. Abram. At the airport. Gorgeous. Spectacular. Hand over his heart. His eyes on the ground. A bright white background. Lust in my heart. His hair was down (I’d never seen him with his hair down since he’d grown it out) and he wore no shirt, just black boxer briefs that left very little to the imagination. Even worse, the advertisement for underwear had been life-sized.

      I’d been warned, I should have prepared myself!

      I wasn’t prepared.

      Martin had been right, the posters were everywhere, and everywhere included the baggage claim at O’Hare. I’d wanted to take it out of the plexiglass display, roll it up, and steal it, especially when I spotted two other women do a double take as they walked by. One of them elbowed the other and they shared a look.

      They shared a look about my boyfriend . . .?

      No.

      Wait.

      Is that what he was?

      That would make you his girlfriend.

      No.

      Maybe?

      I had no idea.

      Anyway, I couldn’t stop thinking about the fact that people in the airport had seen Abram with his hair down, shirtless, in his underwear before I had. And that gave me the sad. Would I ever see him with his hair down? Would I ever see him in his underwear?

      Only time would tell, and time was being evasive.

      Presently, my hand moved to the folded piece of paper I’d been carrying every day, now in my PJ pocket, and I rubbed my finger over the outline of its folded corners. I’d replaced my beloved letter—the one that Abram had burned in Aspen—with the poem he’d left me on my side table. The original letter I’d carried was thick, three pages of hefty hopes and dreams. This one was much smaller, which felt appropriate because it contained just one hope, This is not goodbye.

      Then why does it feel like goodbye?

      “Hey,” Lisa said, pulling me out of my reflections. “You know, I almost cried when I saw the poster too.” I could tell by the shift in her tone that she was trying to be funny, trying to cheer me up. “O’Hare should take it down, otherwise the arrivals area will be full of swooning, weeping women.”

      Ugh. “Not helping.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to—” Lisa’s tone changed. “Listen, he’s famous. Okay? He’s famous, he’s a rock star, and he’s a model, and he’s hot, and that means he’s going to be a sex object, an object of lust for thousands of women. Those are the facts. You can’t burst into tears every time you see a billboard of Abram Fletcher in his underwear.”

      My head whipped around to my sister and time slowed. “There are billboards?” My voice cracked, because of course it did.

      She scrunched her face, and her response seemed to take forever. “Forget I said that.”

      “You’ve seen billboards of Abram in his underwear?”

      Now she winced, again taking forever to respond. “Just two.”

      I set the mug away and covered my face, my elbows on my legs, and shook my head. “I can’t do this.”

      “I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have said anything.” Lisa’s fingers encircled my wrist. Just like when she’d placed her hand on my back earlier, I didn’t flinch. Flinching had been instinctual for so long. I had no idea why the reflex suddenly stopped in some situations, with some people, yet persisted in others. But I couldn’t think about that right now.

      Removing my hand from my face, Lisa wavered for a moment, and then used her leverage on my arm to pull me forward into a hug. “Oh, Mona. I wish you would tell me what happened in Aspen. He hurt you? I’ll make him suffer.”

      Heaving another watery sigh, I bit my bottom lip to stay my wobbly chin and clung to my sister. “He didn’t hurt me. He was wonderful. So wonderful.”

      She made a sympathetic sound. “You miss him? Is that what this is about?”

      I nodded.

      “You two are together?”

      I hesitated, because I wanted to be precise. “I think so.”

      “You think so?” An edge entered her voice and I felt her stiffen.

      I pressed my lips into a firm line and endeavored to work through the jumble of feelings and thoughts and second-guesses cluttering my brain. Were we together?

      Abram’s words from that last night echoed between my ears, Stop trying to put us in a fucking box!

      Sucking in a breath through my nose, I finally answered, “Definitely. Maybe.”

      I felt her chest rise and fall. “Maybe. What the hell does that mean?”

      Scrunching my eyes, I leaned away, but kept hold of her forearms. “It means we love each other, and I told him I’d be open to seeing him whenever he wants to see me, and he—”

      “What?!” She gripped my biceps and shook me until I opened my eyes. When I did, I was faced with a pissed off Lisa. “No. Oh hell no. You are not doing this. I will not allow it. You are not becoming one of Abram Fletcher’s groupies. You are Mona DaVinci, world famous scientific badass, strong woman, brainiac, and role model to women everywhere. This is not happening!”

      “It’s not like—”

      “I get it.” Lisa gave me another little shake, her angry whisper like steel, her eyes flashing. “I get the insanity, I do. He’s so talented, right? And sexy, and the sex is incredible, and he makes you feel special and alive, right? But, guess what, I guarantee you are not special to him.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “Mona, come on, you are so much smarter than this. You are a literal genius. You are no one’s groupie.”

      “No, listen to me, we love—”

      She let me go with a derisive snort. “Please. Love? He’s known you for what? Two weeks total over two years? Bullshit. That’s not love, that’s sex and infatuation.”

      “Lisa, you’re wrong. We haven’t even had sex.”

      That had her straightening her spine, blinking her surprise. “What?”

      “We’ve kissed, but that’s it. You don’t know what it was like when we were together that week here in Chicago. You don’t know what it was like in Aspen. He—we—it’s like, I don’t even know how to describe it. I’ve never felt so . . .”

      “Alive?” The question held a note of mockery.

      “No. Comfortable. Effortlessly comfortable, being myself. He knows me, somehow, in a way I don’t even know myself.” I grunted, and then growled at the insufficiency of my words. “I’m not describing this correctly. The thing is, it’s not about sex. Most of the time we were together, we just talked.”

      My sister’s eyes narrowed into suspicious slits. “Seriously, Mona, this whole week, you don’t even sound like yourself when you talk about him.”

      “Who do I sound like?”

      “I don’t know. Someone else. Someone not you.” Her gaze moved over my face, like she was looking for the sister she knew within a stranger. “I guess, let me ask this, do you want to change? Do you like this person he’s made you into? This weepy woman who can’t leave the apartment without crying over a guy? Because—in my mind—this weak, sad, emotional person is not who you are.”

      Nibbling on my bottom lip, I dropped my eyes to my hands in my lap, absorbing her words. “I don’t feel like I’ve changed. Much.”

      “But you have.” Her hand closed over mine again, and this time I flinched, reflexively moving out of her grip. “Look. You’re my sister. Obviously, I love you and want what’s best for you. If you want my opinion—and you can take it or leave it—then it’s this: Abram is not good for you. I’m not just saying this because I’m worried about how twisted up and emotional you’ve been this week, I’m saying this because I have experience with guys like him.”

      “You mean musicians.”

      “Yes. Exactly. They’re a different breed. They’re leeches. He might say he loves you, but he really just loves himself and his music.”

      “He’s not Tyler.”

      “Oh, really? Has he called you? Has he texted you since Aspen? It’s been almost a week, right?”

      I winced against the chilling stab of pain slicing through me. She already knew the answer to her questions. He hadn’t called. He hadn’t contacted me.

      After several beats of meaningful silence, during which I worked to breathe around the ache, I glanced at her. “You know he doesn’t have my phone number.”

      “Right. And he can’t get it from Leo, like, anytime he wants.” Lisa lifted an eyebrow, her tone heavily laced with sarcasm, her lips a thin line. “No, honey. You forget, I chased after the human trash bag Tyler for years. I’ve been you. I’ve made these mistakes. I know what you’re thinking and feeling, and I promise you—if you’d just cut him out now and stop hoping for more—everything will be so much better. You’ll go back to being the Mona we all know and love.”

      Thankfully, the sound of Lisa’s phone buzzing on the kitchen table saved me from having to form more words. With an irritated huff, she let me go and walked to the kitchen. I swallowed several times and lifted my eyes to the ceiling, willing back another confounded wave of tears.

      She was right. Abram hadn’t called or texted or made any attempt at contact. But, even if he did have my number, he was on tour. One quick Google search two days ago also told me that he was giving nonstop interviews to media outlets, radio stations, and magazines. He was busy. Having watched my parents go through similar times in their lives, I knew how full his days were. Just like them, he (probably) barely had time to sleep, and just like them, he didn’t have time for me yet.

      You should call him.

      This wasn’t the first time the thought had occurred to me. It was an insidious little whisper, a prodding, pushing, haranguing voice, and it disregarded facts.

      Fact one: I didn’t have his number.

      Fact two: I could call my brother to get it, but I had no guarantee he would give it to me. After my discussion with Leo in Aspen about Abram, how he’d warned me away, I doubted he’d want me calling his friend. Yes, I would probably be able to extract the number from him after many minutes—or hours—spent in hostage negotiations, but that was assuming I didn’t start crying on the phone. If I cried on the phone, Leo would never give me the number. Since I couldn’t stop crying, calling Leo would just have to wait until I was more “myself.”

      Fact three: I wanted to talk to Abram, more than anything, but he’d been the one who left this time. He was the one who’d insisted it wasn’t goodbye. I had to be patient. I had to be practical. I would give him space. I would wait. But I promised myself, if a month or two passed and he still didn’t reach out, then . . .

      Then you will still want to see him.

      GAH!

      Was Lisa right? Was I becoming someone else? Someone pathetic? Over a guy? But Abram wasn’t “a guy.”

      But is he “the one?”

      I hated the term, the one. However, here I was, using it, because I needed to call him something relative to my feelings for him. And yet, he couldn’t be “the one.” He didn’t meet the minimum requirements.

      By his own admission, Abram had never thought of getting married. I wanted kids, a house, a picket fence, normalcy, consistency. My feelings for Abram hadn’t made those dreams go away, they’d just shifted, settled around him. He’d now become part of that picture.

      But what if he didn’t want to be part of that picture? What if he didn’t want any of those things? What if his picture was completely different than mine? What then?

      I rubbed my chest with stiff fingers, massaging my hurting heart through my ribs, telling myself that it wasn’t Abram who’d made me weepy, he wasn’t the cause for my constant catastrophic crying. It was me.

      I was the problem. Me and my quest for stability while falling in love with a musician.

      “Yeah, come over and help me talk some sense into her.” Lisa raised her voice, obviously wanting me to hear her phone conversation, and I glanced up. She was sending me a stony look, her eyes slightly narrowed.

      I glanced at the phone in her hand. “Who is that?”

      “It’s Gabby. She’s on her way, bringing over ice cream and wine, but also offered male strippers.”

      Ah, Gabby.

      I reached for my tea. “No. No, thank you. I don’t need the wine or the ice cream either.”

      We’d gone out with Gabby during my first two days in Chicago. She was an excellent distraction. Or rather, her constant gabbing, zaniness, and wacky stories were. I was glad she was coming over just for the distraction factor.

      “Well, you’re getting wine and ice cream because she already bought them,” Lisa said to me as she meandered closer, and then to Gabby, “Tell Duke to stay on standby. Okay, see you in a little bit. Bye.” My sister returned to her spot on the couch, leaving her phone on the coffee table.

      Taking as deep of a breath as I possibly could, I decided it was time to explain the entire situation to my sister. The inability to speak without becoming a blubbering mess had been a major limiting factor. I would just have to get over it. I would accept the tears, rather than fight them, and I would tell her the whole story.

      “I’ll tell you everything that happened,” I rushed to say before she could launch into another rant. “Truly, Lisa. Abram is not like that, he’s not like Tyler. He’s not like Mom and Dad either.”

      She gritted her teeth and released a humorless laugh, shaking her head. “He is exactly like Tyler—and Mom, and Dad—musicians and artists are all the same, Mo, especially the brilliant ones. They’re flighty, selfish, and vain. They might be brilliant, but they only care about themselves, their ego, and their music. They will suck the soul right out of anyone who loves them, and they use it to feed their own brilliance until your light is extinguished, until you’re left broken. And then they move on.”

      “Let me just tell you what happened, okay?”

      “Fine, but if he doesn’t call you soon, groveling, and begging for forgiveness for not making contact in six days, then I will junk punch him with my new taekwondo moves, and then break his femurs.”

      For the record, I didn’t want Lisa to junk punch Abram, but for some reason her overprotectiveness warmed my heart and, you guessed it, made me want to cry. I blinked against the new onslaught, lifting my eyes to the ceiling.

      “Okay, first, let me explain something.” I cleared my throat and endeavored to recenter my thoughts. “You first have to understand, time doesn’t exist. As such, I can’t be angry at Abram for not calling me.”

      One of Lisa’s eyebrows lifted, her gaze became a glare. “Riiiiiiight.”

      “No, hear me out. We talk about people being deep, we talk about feelings being heavy. I’ve been thinking about this for the past week and it made me wonder: Do heavy feelings have more mass? Do they have their own gravity? Fields we cannot detect with any scientific instrument because they’re calibrated for the physical world?”

      “Mona—”

      “Just listen. If time is the result of gravity shaping or warping reality—which it is, which is why clocks tick faster on a mountain than at sea level—then what impact do heavy, weighty feelings have on time? I hypothesize that sadness slows time, and happiness does the opposite. Make sense?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Only you would overcomplicate something so simple. Forget about the rules of physics—”

      “Laws of physics.”

      “Whatever! The rules of life, of society and engagement say that—if Abram was serious about you, if you were important to him—he would have called you the very next day. You can’t tell me the weight of your feelings is at all responsible for the force of the mass of the gravity of fucking, selfish, shitty boys being shitty to you, blah blah blah.” She waved her hands through the air, working herself into a frenzy. “He hasn’t called you in six days. I don’t care about gravity and feelings. In every universe, six days is a ridiculous amount of time.”

      “Yes. But—”

      “There is no but! Stop making excuses for him!” Lisa’s voice had lowered to a sharp whisper, and it was clear my attempt at using logic to explain my behavior was angering her.

      “I’m not making excuses. You’re right, okay? Six days is long, fine. But it’s not really about Abram, is it? It’s about me. What I’m saying is, I am heavy with unfamiliar feelings. All this crying, it’s not because of Abram, not really. I’ve slowed time to an eternal crawl, and I’m overwhelmed. Therefore, me and my heavy, unfamiliar feelings are the problem. Not Abram.”

      I reasoned that, perhaps once I adjusted to this new time—Abram-less Agony Time—I’d stop being such a mess. Unfortunately, the only cure for Abram-less Agony Time was more time, and time was the problem in the first place, and time didn’t even really exist! AH!

      I need a nap. And a cookie would be nice.

      Lisa gathered a deep breath, looking like she’d run out of patience and maybe needed a nap too. “Mona, I love you. But you are making me crazy. You can’t accept responsibility for other people being assholes. I know you really like Abram, I know he said he loved you, but there’s a reason people say, ‘Actions speak louder than words.’ I totally get it. He’s hot. Talented. Charismatic. Something special. But if he doesn’t treat you like a goddamn queen, then it doesn’t matter how special he is, he’s not worthy of you! And one more thing—”

      The buzzer to the apartment cut her rant short and she frowned, looking mildly surprised. “Whoa, that was fast.”

      “Is that Gabby?”

      “It must be.” She seemed frustrated by the interruption. Lisa stood, walking to the button in her small foyer. “This conversation is on pause, but it’s not over, okay?”

      I nodded, frowning, feeling increasingly muddled.

      Meanwhile, Lisa pressed the button, unlatching the main door at street level. She then unlocked and propped open her front door before shuffling to the kitchen and calling over her shoulder, “Prepare yourself for some serious day drinking. This is an emergency and the wine will help you relax enough to tell us the real story of what went down with you and Abram in Aspen. Think of it as medicinal.”

      “I thought you didn’t drink anymore?” I straightened from the couch and stretched, walking aimlessly back and forth in front of the coffee table. Slowly, I turned toward the entryway. My brain was scrambled, but I figured I might as well be useful and help Gabby carry up her provisions.

      “I don’t drink anymore.” Lisa appeared at the entrance to her kitchen holding two wine glasses. “But Gabby does, and she’s a frequent visitor. She bought me these as a housewarming gift.”

      Despite the brain scramble, this data made me chuckle. It sounded so much like Gabby, buying someone a gift for their apartment because she would use it. Reluctantly, I admired how good Gabby was at looking after herself, knowing what she wanted, making it happen, and being unapologetic.

      However, Gabby was also generous in completely unselfish ways too, like the wine and the ice cream.

      “Here.” I shuffled toward the door. “I’ll go help her carry everything up. Be right back.”

      “You’re still in your pajamas.”

      I glanced down at myself, at my plain white T-shirt, and black and blue pajama pants. “Yeah?”

      Lisa twisted her lips to the side, considering. “I guess, nothing. Go ahead. But if you see the cute guy in the apartment below mine, make it clear you’re my twin sister.”

      “Oh. I see what’s going on.” I nodded, managing a small smirk, and backing up toward her front door. “You want me to say I’m Lisa and ask him if I smell. Do I have that right?”

      A rueful grin pulled her lips to one side, and she opened her mouth as though to respond to my teasing. Her eyes then moved beyond me, her mouth snapped shut, and she flinched. “What the hell?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and did a double take. My heart jumped to my throat. My hand flew to my chest. I stumbled back. Behind me, standing in the doorway, was Tyler.

      And behind him was Abram.
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      Stepping around Tyler, I walked directly to Mona. I saw only her, and her stunned expression gave me no pause. I wrapped my arms around her body, lifted her off the ground, and kissed her lips.

      She was warm, and soft, and tasted like peppermint and honey. I bit back a groan.

      God, she felt good. Great. Celestial. Heavenly. I may have surprised her, but she responded immediately, enthusiastically, twisting her arms around my neck, opening her mouth and welcoming the invasion of mine.

      It wasn’t enough.

      It was a crumb, and I was starving. Desire—to tighten my hold, devour, take, keep, cherish, to never let her go—obscured thought and sight, and I slipped a hand under her shirt to touch the silky skin of her back, sliding my fingers upward until they rested under her bra strap.

      Mona lifted her chin, breaking our mouths apart, and I kissed the point of it, the elegant line of her jaw, the tender spot beneath her ear, the hot skin where Mona’s graceful neck met the slope of her shoulder. I was so hungry for her, I couldn’t stop myself from tasting every exposed inch.

      “Abram,” she said, her voice a breathless, disbelieving whisper, followed by a little laugh. Her fingers flexed at the back of my neck, pressing me closer. Every part of my body hummed and vibrated, unable to contain the immensity of now, of this divine feeling.

      “You’re here,” she said, her soft voice full of wonder and happiness, soothing the ravenous panic holding me hostage for the past six days. It had been a peculiar kind of madness, not being able to reach her while pretending all was fine, pretending she didn’t occupy my mind every second of the day. But receding now, it left a new kind of turmoil and urgency in its wake.

      We had no time.

      No, I corrected myself, We have time. We have the rest of our lives.

      “I need your fu—your phone number.” I spoke gruffly against her neck, squeezing my eyes shut and breathing her in, again and again, the heat and sweetness of Mona.

      I’d missed her, and that was a gross understatement. I’d been speeding toward this moment for days and being with her now felt like the aftermath of a head-on collision. Stupefied, frantic, but determined to enjoy every shared second remaining. My hands were shaking.

      We have time. Calm down. Calm down.

      Mona laughed lightly, the sound melodic, beautiful, and she pressed a kiss under my ear. “Why didn’t you just ask Leo? Or send me an email?”

      Leo.

      I worked to keep the darkness of my thoughts from showing on my face as I leaned away, letting her slide to the ground but unwilling to release her fully, fisting my unsteady hands into her T-shirt. “I couldn’t find an email for you anywhere, and neither could Marie. She tried calling your department for me. They told her all media requests had to go through the PR department at the university and it would take two weeks to a month for a response.”

      “Ah, that’s true. My email is on lockdown, otherwise it gets out of hand.” She nodded contritely. “But what about Leo?”

      “Leo.” I forced my jaw to relax and I lowered my voice but couldn’t completely disguise the intensity of my wrath. “Leo wouldn’t give me your number.”

      Mona’s hand moved to my face, her palm pressed against my cheek, the pads of her fingers softly stroking my beard. “What? Are you serious?”

      “Yes,” I ground out. “He said he was doing me a favor. So I flew to LA.”

      “You flew to LA?” I felt her body tense, and the moment realization dawned, her beautiful eyes growing impossibly large as they moved over my face. “You must be so tired and—but I wasn’t in LA, I was—”

      “Here. Yes. I found that out yesterday when I stopped by your department at Caltech and they told me you weren’t due back until Friday,” I rushed to explain, multitasking, using the time to devour the sight of her, soak and submerge in the reality of being here with her.

      Calm down. We. Have. Time.

      “They said you’d be leaving for Geneva on Monday,” I continued, willing my heart and speech to slow. “But that you were in Chicago, visiting your sister this week.”

      I left out the part about Mona’s department secretary being a huge fan of Redburn, but not enough to give me Mona’s email or phone number.

      “What’s he doing here?” Lisa cut in, sounding pissed.

      I glanced at Mona’s sister out of the corner of my eye. She didn’t seem to be paying attention to us. Her stare was firmly fixed on some point behind me, I assumed Tyler.

      “I also tried calling Gabby for your phone number,” I continued, needing to tell the rest of the story before explaining Tyler’s presence. “But her number had changed.”

      That caught Lisa’s attention and her stare shifted to mine, held.  “Yeah, well, that’s Tyler’s fault. He wouldn’t stop harassing her last year, asking for my number, so she had to change hers.” And then to him she said coolly, “You can leave now.”

      I spared a glance for the rocker, turning over my shoulder. “You should go.”

      The blond lifted his chin, his slate blue eyes flickering between me and his ex. “Don’t forget what you promised.”

      I sensed Lisa’s stare as it bored into the side of my face.

      “I won’t forget.”

      With a head nod and one more distracted glance at Lisa, Tyler turned and left.

      As soon as the apartment door closed, Lisa spun on me. “What did you promise?”

      Ignoring her, I turned to Mona. First things first.

      I stepped back, pulled out my phone, unlocked it, and offered it to her. “Mona, will you please do me the honor of entering your cell number into my phone? And your email address.”

      “Absolutely.” My beauty wore a small, genuine smile, but I also noticed she seemed tired, pale.

      Before I could study her in greater detail, she took my cell, lowering her face and navigating to messages. She sent herself a text that contained her email address, handed the phone back to me, then her cell chimed from somewhere in the apartment. I took a moment to read her email address and number, repeating it to myself.

      “It’s so great to see you.” Mona seemed to hesitate before hooking her fingers into the beltloops of my jeans.

      I looked up from my screen. Her grin had grown, her gaze warm and hazy and happy, but now I could see her eyes were puffy, like she’d been crying recently. This discovery settled like a punch to my stomach, added a restless frustration to my sense of urgency, and I felt my eyebrows pull together.

      This. Right here. This was the reason I’d been frantic to get here, to see her. We had time now, we had all the time in the world now, but I knew—I fucking knew!—the clock had been ticking on her faith in me. I’d told her it wasn’t goodbye, I’d asked her to trust me. But without contact for days, she must’ve been thinking the worst.

      Fucking Leo.

      “Hey.” I returned the phone to my back pocket, repeating her number to myself one more time, and cupped her cheek. “Are you okay? I honestly came as soon as I could. I promise, if I’d had your phone number, you’d be sick of hearing from me by now.”

      Mona pressed her cheek against my palm, her eyes drifting shut as her smile grew soft, dreamy.  “Yes. I’m better than okay.” She sighed. “Now that you’re here, I’m awesome.”

      This was exactly the reassurance I’d needed. Relief didn’t crash over me. It gradually settled, like a soft, warm blanket thawing the freezing panic in my bones. The terrible truth was, I hadn’t trusted Mona to trust me. Technically, we’d known each other for over two years, but in reality, it had only been twelve days.

      If I’d been her? I would’ve been irate.

      Tilting her chin up, I kissed her again, softly this time, just a quick taste even though a sharp, throbbing pulse beneath my skin demanded I do more, take more, touch more.

      We have the rest of our lives. Take your time.

      “I missed you.” Unwilling to cede any distance, I spoke against her lips. “I’m not here for very long, so we need to make plans to—”

      “Hey!” Mona stiffened at Lisa’s shrill interruption, her eyes flying open. My mouth landed on her jaw instead of her mouth as she gave the third person in the room her attention.

      “Abram,” Mona’s twin demanded, “what did you promise Tyler?”

      Unwilling to give Lisa my eyes—not while this woman I’d been craving was finally right here—I brushed my lips against Mona’s temple and nuzzled the soft texture of her hair, answering Lisa distractedly, “He said he knew where you lived and would take me here, so I said I’d play Pirate Orgy’s new single as part of our set during a few tour stops.”

      I didn’t know why I was explaining myself. This was a waste of time. I was here, Mona was here, I’d been thinking about nothing else but hoping she’d still want to see me. And if she did, I’d been obsessing about what I would do to and with her body and brain.

      Discussing stuff that didn’t matter with Lisa—because it was already settled and done—was pointless.

      “Which tour stops?” Lisa sounded obstinate, like she believed she had a right to the information.

      “LA, Chicago, New York, and Miami,” I mumbled, while pulling Mona forward and against me by the fabric of her pajamas. I smoothed my palm down the length of her arm, entwining our fingers together. How many hours had I spent thinking about this? Hoping she would still let me hold her hand?

      Too many.

      We have time.

      Mona, splitting her attention between me and her sister, whispered sweetly, “I missed you too.” And that made me smile.

      But Lisa made a sound of indignation. “LA? New York? Why the fuck would you do that?” And that made me scowl.

      “Lisa.” Mona’s voice was beseeching, and I leaned away to study her profile. She looked fretful, unhappy. Damn.

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      Curling my free hand into a fist, I gathered a steadying breath, filling my lungs before turning from Mona to face her twin. Never mind that I’d barely slept in almost thirty-six hours. Never mind Mona and I hadn’t seen or spoken to each other in almost a week. Clearly, if I wanted to spend any time with Mona, the sister would have to be dealt with first.

      “Let it go,” I said, deepening my voice so I wouldn’t shout. “It’s done, and it has nothing to do with you.”

      Lisa seemed to clench her jaw at my statement, her lips tightening, but kept her eyes—shining with accusation—stubbornly pointed at her sister. “You know what he did to me. And now your boyfriend is going to launch his career?” Ignoring me and addressing only Mona, her voice had become softer, and yet definitely angrier. “Fuck that and fuck you! You know that’s not okay. I’m your sister! Don’t just stand there and let him—”

      “Hey.” A sudden and savage spike in temper, the single word erupted from me, sounding like a bark, and Lisa’s startled glare cut to mine. “Back off.”

      Mona’s sister angled her chin, her eyes narrowing into slits. “You don’t tell me what to—”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I don’t care who you are, no one talks to Mona like that. No one.”

      Lisa scoffed, sneering. “Oh yeah? You speak for Mona now? Give me a fucking break. She is one of the most intelligent, amazing, strong, capable people in the world. She’s a genius. She doesn’t need you intervening on her behalf. Mona can more than speak up for herself, and this isn’t any of your business, Abram.”

      “No. This isn’t any of your business, Lisa. You’re right about your sister. She is amazing, strong, capable, but she also has a huge and sensitive heart that you don’t seem to have a problem kicking around whenever it suits you. I see you’re angry. I get why. But your anger isn’t going to change a damn thing. Giving Tyler’s song a spot was my decision. Mine. Bullying Mona isn’t going to change my mind. You talk to her like the queen she is or shut the fuck up.”

      That made her flinch, her eyes blinking, a crack forming in her stony exterior as though I’d touched on a vulnerability, a fear. “I’m not—I’m not bullying her.” Her gaze, now looking agitated, shifted to Mona at my shoulder. “I would never do that, I would never—”

      “Yeah. You are.” Some protective instinct had me stepping to the side, blocking Mona from her view. She didn’t need this, especially not from her own sister. “She’s not responsible for your screwups. No one is responsible but you. You don’t like it? Too bad. You made the shit sandwich, now you have to eat it, all by yourself. Want to whine to someone? Call your brother. But back off Mona.”

      “Abram.” Mona squeezed my hand, her voice—again—sounded beseeching, and my name on her lips, in her lovely voice, acted like a pin puncturing my swelling fury.

      Turning, I stiffened at the sight of her conflicted gaze, and my stomach dropped. But I fought against the reflex to apologize. I was contrite, but I wasn’t sorry. I’d never be sorry for defending her. Mona’s sister—and her brother—they didn’t know her, didn’t understand how sensitive she was. They didn’t take care of her or look out for her like she deserved, like she needed. They made assumptions that were unequivocally false, and it pissed me off.

      I swallowed the reflex to say sorry, and I faced her fully. I brought her hand to my lips and kissed the tender junction between her middle and index finger.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      Mona’s lips pressed together, her steady stare looking no less conflicted, maybe even a little resigned. “Give me a minute to talk to my sister.”

      My hands tightened on hers and a jolt of alarm made it difficult to breathe. I wanted to deny her. I wanted to drag her out of this room and apartment. I wanted to bring her back with me to the West Coast for the rest of the week and take care of her.

      I swallowed those reflexes too. Working my jaw, I nodded. I stepped forward and kissed her quickly. I pressed my forehead to hers.

      And, with effort, I forced myself to say, “Whatever you need.”
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      I waited in the room where Mona was staying, a small guestroom with a sleeper sofa and sparse furniture. Tearing off and tossing my outer layer of winter clothes to the dresser, I pushed my hands through my hair and fastened it back. It needed a cut.

      Though the space was cramped, I had an uninterrupted span of nine feet and paced—back and forth—while studying her phone number and email until they were branded on my brain. I would never be without a means to contact her again.

      You will see her again. After today, you can talk to her any time you want.

      As much as I told myself we had plenty of time, I couldn’t shake the notion that we had no time. In just a few hours, I needed to be on a plane. Despite acknowledging that this afternoon was just the first of many I’d be seeing her during the tour, purpose obsessed me, I was determined: we needed to make plans.

      Definite plans. Commitments of time. Promises.

      Unfortunately, after the shit-show with Lisa, everything I’d wanted to share and discuss and resolve with Mona had been eclipsed, muddied by her sister’s breathtaking selfishness. I couldn’t believe how Lisa spoke to her, and that Mona allowed it.

      You shouldn’t allow her or anyone else speak to you that way. You are so much more and better and worthy than you allow them to treat you.

      The words rolled around in my mouth, souring my tongue. I wouldn’t speak them out loud. They would undoubtedly lead to an argument and I wasn’t here to pick a fight. But it wasn’t just Lisa, her brother was just as bad. Even now, days later, the memory of my last conversation with Leo had me seeing red.

      “You’ll thank me,” he’d said, sounding convinced. I’d kept my temper up to that point, listening to him call her cold and calculating, emotionless. Every adjective out of his mouth made me want to reach through my phone and punch him in the face. “Just listen to me, I’m trying to help you.”

      “I’m never going to thank you for this, Leo. And if you knew your sister—at all—you’d know that she is none of those things.”

      “Abram, man, don’t tell me about my own sister.” He sounded irritated. “I’ve known Mona her entire life. She’s my sister. She doesn’t even like people touching her.”

      I snapped. “And why the fuck do you think that is, Leo? You think people are just fucking born that way? You think that’s normal? Did it ever occur to you to ask her why that is?”

      “Would you listen?” Now he was yelling. “I’ve asked her, okay? I asked her why. I asked if anyone hurt her. She said no, flat out.”

      She said no? That was a surprise. Had she been lying? No. She wouldn’t lie. She wasn’t a liar, I believed that now. Mona didn’t lie unless it was to protect someone she loved, unless she felt like she had no choice. So maybe—like she said in Chicago years ago—it really is just as simple as: Mona doesn’t like unexpected touch.

      That didn’t seem right either. I’d touched her unexpectedly without her flinching away.

      Before I could think through this revelation, Leo exhaled loudly. “You’re being a fucking psycho about this. Stop. Just fucking stop. My answer is final. I’m not giving you her number so you can make an idiot of yourself. And yeah, she’s my sister, so I don’t want guys harassing her, okay? That includes you.”

      I rubbed my forehead, shutting my eyes, working to get my temper under control. “Then why don’t you call her and ask her permission? Can you do that? Please?”

      “No!” he shouted. Then he continued, quieter, “I know you’re mad now, but you’ll see I’m right.”

      I laughed, my chest, throat, and mouth full of broken glass, because what else could I do? “You’re an idiot.”

      He also huffed a bitter-sounding laugh. “Yeah, well, maybe I am, because I’ll still be here, I’ll still be your friend when you come to your fucking senses.” Leo sounded tired, spent. “I’m just trying to save you from yourself, man. It’s not worth the pain, okay? Call me when you see reason.”

      Not worth the pain.

      Fuck it. The next time I saw Leo, I would punch him in the face. All those years, listening to him talk about Mona as though she had no feelings, feeding into this narrative about her being completely callous and inhuman-levels of resilient.
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