





[image: image]














[image: image]












Copyright © 2022 Valerie Tejeda


Cover illustration © musbila, GoodStudio, marina_rodyukova, SofiaV, all Shutterstock


The right of Valerie Tejeda to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in this Ebook edition in 2022


by HEADLINE ETERNAL


An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978 1 4722 9421 0


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headlineeternal.com


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









About the Author


[image: image]


Valerie Tejeda is an author, journalist, and astrology writer with a BA in psychology and certificate in astrology and music therapy. Valerie is the author and narrator of the best-selling Audible Originals Self Care by the Signs and Self Care by the Moon.


Her bylines have appeared in publications such as Self Magazine, Vanity Fair, MTV, Teen Vogue, Marie Claire, Cosmopolitan, Huffington Post, Latina, and more. She is the creator of the pop astrology digital brand Big Cosmic Energy.


Valerie is a Californian who loves iced coffee and asking people, “When’s your birthday?” when she first meets them.









About the Book


[image: image]


Journalist Jazmine Prado has always believed that timing is everything. So when her magazine reveals plans to lay off writers as they pivot to video content, she’ll do whatever it takes to stay on the pay roll. Like agree to take part in the magazine’s first web series, Our Big Day, chronicling her Cancún wedding to her gorgeous, internet-famous fiancé, Hudson Taylor. It’s not the way fiercely private Jaz envisioned getting married. But at least she’ll keep her job. . . right?


What Jaz could not have foretold is that she’d know the show’s videographer – intimately. Leonardo Couture is her former best friend and first love who she hasn’t seen, or spoken to, for seven years.


With her career hanging by a thread, and the boy who broke her heart filming her wedding to another, is now the best time to question everything? But as the show takes over, Jaz has to ask herself what and who she really wants for her life. Maybe it’s time to listen to the universe. . .









To everyone who needs the reminder:


Life’s too short to be unhappy.









Why Marrying Your Best Friend
is a Recipe for Disaster


By Jazmine Prado


Happy couples love giving one piece of marriage advice above all others: Marry your best friend. It’s the de facto pearl of wisdom meted out by lifestyle magazines, family and friends (maybe even your own parents at one point or another), cheesy social media captions, and pretty much anyone in a successful, loving relationship. Except here’s the thing—marrying your best friend, in most cases, is actually a recipe for disaster.


Divorce rates are through the roof, but that’s nothing new. While it’s a bit tricky to pin down the exact number, around 50 percent of marriages end in divorce. And one recent study of more than 1,000 divorcees found that nearly 83 percent claimed they had, in fact, married their best friend. So it begs the question: have we been going about finding our perfect long-term partner the wrong way all this time?


Before you write me off as some bitter marriage-hating single, stay with me for a second. There’s nothing wrong with marrying your best friend. Sure, the familiarity and comfort that go hand-in-hand with knowing someone inside and out is nice—you can probably be completely yourself around them—but can your best friend really check off the laundry list of qualifications needed in a lifelong partner? In most cases, the answer is a resounding “no.”


Maybe when it comes to marriage we should be looking for partners who are a match for us on paper, who line up with our life plan, and just learn more about them along the way?


Think about a job interview and the kind of questions asked. They might inquire about your goals and long-term plans, about your qualifications and past experience. They’ll almost certainly ask for your biggest strengths and weaknesses, why you want to work there, what you feel you can offer; the list goes on. The interviewer (or company really) is looking for a compatible partnership, one that is mutually beneficial and fulfills the needs of both parties. Maybe you’ve become friends, or even best friends, with your co-workers or even your boss (I know I’ve made lasting friendships throughout my professional tenure), but that wasn’t the reason you got hired there.


Dating sites and apps use similar data-driven approaches for finding a suitable match. While filling out the questionnaire, it might feel like you’re back in the hot seat, interviewing for your next job. There’s an endless array of metrics and data points that will be collected to help pair two singles together in the hopes of a lasting relationship, but do you know the one question they won’t ask?—“Are you best friends?”


All I’m saying is, best friends are best friends for a reason. Yes, friendships can deepen to an incredible point of trust, blossoming into something truly beautiful. And romantic relationships evolving into deep friendships is a completely different situation. But trying to shift a best friend into the role of long-term romantic partner is like trying to force a round peg into a square hole. It’s just not a good fit, and more often than not it will lead to another divorce statistic, not a lifetime of happiness and bliss.









Chapter One


Past: 21 years old


“God, I have no idea what to get,” I said as I fanned through the drink menu at an upscale cocktail bar called Taberna in West Los Angeles. The walls inside were dark gray and splashed with paintings from local artists, and a lone neon sign that read, Sinners and Saints Welcome.


The whole placed smelt like lavender and strawberries mingled with the bite of hard liquor and bad decisions.


I was there with Leonardo Couture, my childhood best friend whom I promised years ago I’d have my first official bar experience with.


“I have no idea what to get either,” Leo replied. “But I know I want something with lots of tequila in it.”


I laughed, my eyebrows rising. “Starting out strong, huh?”


“Well, I’m beyond bored of the beer in the dorms. Speaking of which, how are things at that ridiculous school of yours?”


“You mean the school that’s way better than yours? It’s amazing, thanks for asking,” I replied with a hint of sass. Leo chuckled. I was at USC on an academic scholarship and Leo was at UCLA on a soccer scholarship. Of course we would end up at rival colleges; we were always competing.


I sucked in a breath of dry air. “But what about you? How’s the photography stuff going?” Leo was studying to be a nature photographer and documentarian, something right up his alley.


“Good. Nothing too exciting going on at the moment.” His eyes moved from the menu to meet mine. “By the way, that eyeshadow looks really nice on you. It brings out the gold and copper flecks in your eyes.”


Leo always noticed colors. Light. Details. Everything.


“Thanks,” I said, turning my face back to the menu to conceal my blush.


“Anything new and exciting going on with you?” he asked. Leo and I had never gone a day without speaking, even if it was just a quick text message. But truthfully, there’s only so much you can update each other on via text. We were due for a good catch-up.


“Maybe. Maybe not,” I teased, shrugging my shoulders.


“What’s with the mysterious-ness, Jazmine Prado?” Leo often said my first and last name together. It was endearing.


“Gotta keep you guessing, don’t I?” Dammit. Was I flirting with him? I knew I shouldn’t be flirting with Leo. That would only complicate things.


My gaze moved away again, but as I slyly looked over, I noticed he was sneaking in glances, scanning me over from head to toe as I sat on the barstool beside him.


I was wearing a little black dress that hugged my body in all the right places, shiny black pumps, hoop earrings, and my Indalo charm bracelet from Spain that I never left home without. I’d styled my long, dark hair with loose, flowing curls, pale pink on my lips, eyeliner framing my brown eyes, and highlighter to complement my bone structure. I went all out.


Blood rushed to my face as I watched Leo take me in. And suddenly, I was captivated by how beautifully his brown, wavy hair fell right around his ears, framing his high cheekbones, and how his golden-brown skin glistened against it. He had on a fitted black shirt and black jeans that perfectly outlined his toned frame and a five o’clock shadow on his face. Twenty-one looked good on him.


I attributed my sudden appreciation for Leo’s exterior to the bar’s well-placed lighting. It had to be that.


Seconds later, the bartender stepped up across from us and set a Martini in front of me. “Oh, I didn’t order that—”


“Complements of the gentleman.” He thumbed at a table behind us. I looked over my shoulder and noticed a man in a tailored gray suit sitting alone at a table. He had dirty-blond hair and a nicely groomed beard. When he noticed me look over, he raised his own matching Martini in a kind of salute. I waved back with a hesitant smile.


“Whoa, this is not how it’s supposed to go. Pretty sure I’m the only one who’s buying you drinks tonight.” Leo nudged me. He was grinning, but I couldn’t tell if he was joking or a little bit jealous. For some reason, I hoped it was the latter.


“You’re buying me drinks? I don’t remember that being part of the plan. I would have picked an even more expensive spot,” I teased, and he laughed. I reached for the stem of the Martini glass. “What am I supposed to do, reject this dude’s drink? Have them pour it down the sink? That would be wasteful!”


Leo rolled his eyes. “I suppose you shouldn’t waste it, no . . .”


“Also, if you’re planning to buy my drinks, I need to buy yours,” I insisted.


“No way! I wanted to take you out as a late birthday thing.”


“It was just your birthday too!” We were born only a few days apart. Leo’s birthday was November 15th and mine was November 21st.


“And I thought this was more of a thing we were supposed to experience together. Not my birthday celebration.” My nose wrinkled a little.


“Can’t it be both?”


“I guess . . .” I tilted the glass toward him, then carefully set the Martini back down. When I looked up at him, an unfamiliar warmth swirled in my chest.


“So you wanted to take me out for my birthday, huh? Does that mean this counts as a date? I’ve never been on an official date with Leo Couture.” My grin turned sly.


Then, Leo did something that surprised me. He ran his finger over my hand where it rested on the bar top. Softly. Gently. Tracing the back of my palm in a way that sent shivers down my spine. Heat radiated from his fingertips, and the searing look in his eyes made my stomach flip.


“First time for everything,” he replied, his voice softer now. Coy.


I casually drew my hand away, ignoring a pang of regret in the pit of my stomach, and put it around the Martini glass in front of me. I was ready for that drink. Something, anything, to distract myself from those butterflies. But as I raised the glass once more, Leo stopped me.


“Not yet. We have to have our first bar experience together—”


“Well then, order something for fuck’s sake.” I laughed.


Leo waved for the attention of the bartender and ordered some version of a margarita. Once his drink was ready we held them up for a toast. “To our many years as best friends. And hopefully many more.”


“Best friends who apparently go on dates,” I said, before grinning and taking a sip of my Martini. Damn. It was strong. The vodka made my nose water. I tasted fruits too, cranberries, orange peel, a hint of lime. The sweet cut down on the burn. It was not a drink I would have thought to order, but it wasn’t bad. I snuck another sip before I sat it back down. “Wow, that’s good vodka,” I said before I lightly coughed. “How’s yours?”


“Amazing. Want to try it?” He tilted the cup toward me. My gaze drifted to the salt on the glass, to the spot where his lips had worn away the rim. The urge to put my lips where his had been suddenly felt dangerous.


I cleared my throat. “Nah, I’ll finish this one first.” And after taking a couple of big gulps, I said in a rush, “So, are you still with Elizabeth?” He nearly choked on his margarita.


Leo had been on and off with Elizabeth Milton since we were teens. Elizabeth was blonde, blue-eyed, and deceptively perfect. She was someone who I longed to be like during my awkward junior-high years when I hadn’t yet made peace with my brown hair, sharp nose, and bushy eyebrows.


Leo and Elizabeth were always up and down and all over the place. And during the times he was “off” with Elizabeth, he was often casually dating someone else. I couldn’t remember the last time Leo was truly single.


“Damn. Cutting right to the chase.” He ran his fingers through his hair.


“Well, you said we were on a ‘date’ so I figured I would ask. You know, I’m not about being the other woman,” I joked. Though, there was truth behind it. “Your Facebook said ‘it’s complicated’ so I wasn’t sure.”


He scratched his head. “But you don’t have Facebook.”


Fuck. Heat rushed to my cheeks. “Oh, um, a friend of mine told me . . . someone who knows someone who you know at UCLA . . . or something like that.” I took another longer sip of my Martini, completely aware of the fact that I gave myself away.


Truth was, I’d had one of my dorm-mates look up Leo’s profile a few days before, just out of curiosity.


Leo smiled. I always loved his smile. He had the best smile. It was a beaming ear-to-ear smile filled with so much joy. He was always so present, so in the moment. It made you want to be there with him, too.


“So you were stalking my profile?”


“No,” I quickly shot back. “Just getting the most up-to-date information. I’m a journalist major, and a Scorpio, it’s practically my job to snoop. Plus, you haven’t told me anything in weeks, and apparently your Facebook status or whatever it’s called changes as quick as I can blink.”


Leo flushed, looking appropriately chastised. “We hadn’t had a good talk in a while,” he protested, before he swallowed a long gulp of his own drink.


I picked up my glass and imitated him. In doing so, I downed the last of my drink. That went quick. “So . . . how complicated is it?” I asked, almost afraid of the answer.


Leo tilted up his head and stared at the ceiling for a second before answering. “Not that much, really. We’re not together at the moment, but we’re still friends.”


“Still on and off, it’s fair to say?” I side-eyed him.


“I guess so.”


My stomach dropped. Strangely, that was not the answer I wanted to hear. I hoped he would say he was done with Elizabeth forever, that this time they’d finally decided they were better off not trying to make this odd thing between them work. But I reminded myself, firmly, that it shouldn’t matter to me. I was his friend.


“Enough about Elizabeth,” Leo said, his voice rougher than I expected. “What about you? Have you been seeing anyone at SC? I heard the guys are awful there.” He said the last as a joke, but I noticed a tension in his shoulders, as if he were bracing himself for a blow.


I rolled my eyes. “Oh please, there’s lots of great guys there . . .” I squinted. “But I’m not dating anyone.”


“So you haven’t found anyone better than me yet?” Leo smirked. His question threw me off.


I started nervously playing with the salt on the bar table. “Oh, I . . .”


“You know, because of the little deal we made when we were eighteen after you turned me down?”


Leo and I made a marriage pact our senior year of high school. He told me he had feelings for me and thought we should give the boyfriend–girlfriend thing a real try. I said we were too young, the timing wasn’t right, and that I needed to have my journalism career in place before I got serious with anyone. I was a really fun eighteen year old. But I had my reasons.


My mom not having the opportunity to achieve her dreams made me even more determined to achieve my own. And her and my grandma wanted that for me as well. So much so, that throughout my teen years my mom would take me to her psychic friend who would tell me that if I wanted to be successful, I’d have to stay focused and not get caught up in relationships. I’m about 99 percent sure my mom paid him to say such things. But for someone like me who thrived on being ambitious, and was also superstitious, it was enough to keep me on track.


So to appease Leo, and so our years of friendship wouldn’t sink down the drain, I suggested that we make a pact to marry each other at twenty-eight if both of us were still single. Twenty-eight made sense to me. I would have my career in place by then and it was ten years from eighteen, and ten was my lucky number.


We said we’d get married in Cancún, Mexico, where his father, a French chef, met his mother, a Mexican romance novelist. And for our honeymoon we’d go to Marbella, Spain, where my Spanish-Moroccan parents were from. Leo and I were both mixed race and children of immigrants. Something else we had in common.


Leo thought the pact was just a way for me to string him along until I found someone “better.” It wasn’t. He’d been my best friend since first grade, lived right across the street from me, and I didn’t want to lose him. And I also thought there could maybe be a time for us one day—just not then. But considering a couple weeks later he got back with Elizabeth, I figured he forgot about the whole ridiculous thing. Apparently, he didn’t.


I met Leo’s gaze. The background noise in the bar faded away as I stared. Soon, the rest of the room seemed to vanish, until it was just the two of us there. Just him. “You remember that?”


“Of course. It wasn’t that long ago.” He grinned and crossed his arms, his biceps brimming through his tight shirt. Everything he did felt sexy. Every move he made. Every word he said. He didn’t feel like my childhood friend who I’d learned how to ride a bike with, and snuck into my first R-rated movie with, and trick-or-treated with every Halloween. He felt like something else, like someone more.


Suddenly, I felt weirdly nervous. My heart rabbited against my ribs. I forced myself to take a deep breath, and tore my gaze from his so as not to distract myself. “So, do we still have a deal then?” I tried for lighthearted, and almost made it work.


Leo tipped back the last of his drink. “Now that is up to you.”


“Up to me?!” I waved a dismissive hand at him. “You’re the one who’s always off-and-on with Elizabeth or has some girl on your arm.”


Leo leaned in closer and brought his hand to rest gently on top of mine. I froze, aware of every muscle, every inch where his palm rested on my body. I could feel his breath tickle my face. He stared like no one had ever stared at me before. There were flecks of green in his hazel eyes as they caught the dim bar lights.


“Jazmine. Us being together has always been up to you.”


About an hour later, a few more appetizers and another drink in, I wasn’t wasted but I was certainly tipsy. And based on the empty glass in front of Leo, I wagered he was in the same boat.


Booze-drinking aside, we were high on nostalgia and drunk on memories that night. We reminisced about the time we drove to Santa Monica after Leo got his license and how we ended up eating saltwater taffy on the beach till after midnight. We felt so cool and free and on top of the world and I didn’t even care that I got grounded for missing curfew.


We remembered that time in seventh grade when we both got sent to the principal’s office for leaving campus during lunch to walk to Taco Bell. Leo told the principal it was his fault, that he convinced me to do it, and got assigned a few days of detention. I felt bad and offered to make it up to him by doing his English homework—an offer that he refused.


We also talked about our first little kiss in first grade. It was a peck on the lips that we briefly shared behind a birch tree. Leo had helped me with my limonada stand that day and I was in an extra good mood because I made a whopping twenty bucks. My glee over earning some money would’ve probably led to me kissing practically anyone, but I was glad that it was Leo.


“Okay, be honest,” Leo said, his fingers grazing my hand again. Maybe by accident, I couldn’t be sure. We were both resting our arms on the bar for balance by now. Still, the chills returned. “I know you like to keep things close to the chest, but how many people have you kissed, not including me?” He held up a finger. “Before you say anything, I know we were only kids, but you should know that our first kiss in your parents’ backyard rocked my little six-year-old world.”


“Oh, come on, no it didn’t.”


“It did. I thought about it for days. Even started writing ‘Leo + Jazmine’ with hearts all over my notebooks.”


I smiled, unaware that six-year-old Leo was so sentimental.


“Then, spring break senior year, the night of the marriage pact . . .” he made a drum roll sound on the bar table, “Jazmine and Leo kissed again!” Leo changed the tone of his voice to sound like an on-air reporter. I burst into laughter.


His eyes caught mine. Sparked. “And you know what, you’re a good kisser. A really good kisser. Hot. Made the fact that you turned me down even more soul-crushing.” He winked.


A smile overtook my face and I turned away in embarrassment—though I couldn’t deny I enjoyed hearing it.


“Soul-crushing?” I countered. “Based on your constant lack of single-ness, you’ve seemed to have managed just fine.”


“What can I say?” He shrugged. “I’m a survivor.”


I laughed and took another sip of my drink. “So?” Leo nudged at my shoulder. “How many people have been lucky enough to make out with Jazmine Prado?” Leo folded his hands innocently, but his smile was all devilry. “Just please tell me you didn’t do too much with Brian Doyle.” Brian was a brief boyfriend I had during our junior year of high school. Leo didn’t approve of him.


“I wasn’t aware my dating history was going to be a topic of discussion tonight,” I joked. The reality was, I didn’t have much of a dating history. Leo was aware of this.


I theorized he was trying to gage if I was still the same picky bitch whose heart had to be earned. Now that we were away at college, we didn’t have eyes on each other like we used to.


“Oh, come on. It’s fun.”


“For you, maybe.” I paused and tapped my fingers on the Mojito glass. “Fine. Maybe . . . Four?”


Leo raised his brows. “Four. Wow. Sounds, um. . . wild.” He nudged me, teasing.


I playfully slapped his shoulder. “Hey. I’ve been busy keeping my grades up and working on my craft . . . I’m committed to making this writing dream of mine happen, remember?”


“I’ve been busy too. Keeping my grades up, playing soccer, working towards my dreams. But I still find time for . . . other things. It’s important to experience the full breadth of life.”


I rolled my eyes. I got it: he was having fun and I was the boring one who was twenty-one and hadn’t even had sex yet.


“What’s your number then?” I asked, secretly hoping it wasn’t in the millions.


“More than four,” he admitted slowly, avoiding my gaze. “But not a ton. I’ve been with Elizabeth more often than not, and you know I’m not a cheater.”


And then, for some reason, I blurted this out: “Have you had sex yet?”


Leo looked like a deer in the headlights. Like he was smack dab in the middle of the road and couldn’t get away fast enough from oncoming traffic. “Um. Yeah,” he answered, while playing with the basket of tortilla chips in front of him. “Elizabeth and I first had sex after spring fling, senior year. But don’t worry, we used a condom.”


I suddenly couldn’t breathe. A lump formed in my throat. It felt so massive, I couldn’t swallow. For a brief second, I thought I was having an allergic reaction, but no. I was reacting to the fact that he fucked Elizabeth for the first time just a couple weeks after I was experiencing my first real kiss . . . with him.


Though we never discussed it, I assumed Leo wasn’t a virgin. He’s twenty-one, extremely attractive, and super-charming. But the fact that he did the deed so close to our “make-out marriage pact” night, threw me for an unfortunate loop. I was disappointed in myself for being so naive.


With difficulty, I kept my eyes focused on the far corner of the bar. Anywhere but at him. I gently twisted the tarnished white-gold talisman that dangled from my wrist—an Indalo stick figure that carried a rainbow in its outreached hands. A gift from my grandma many moons ago, this symbol was believed to be good luck, to protect from bad energy. And my fingers always seemed to find it when I was feeling uneasy. Like right then. I stopped as soon as I noticed.


But he’s Leo. He knew how to read me better than anyone. He knew my tells. He reached over and took my hand, not just a light graze this time, but fully interlacing his fingers through mine. “Before you write me off as some player, I know I said my number was ‘more than four’ but the thing is—”


“I don’t really want to talk about this anymore,” I mumbled through my tight throat. I shoved to my feet. “I’ve got to go to the bathroom.”


Before I could move, Leo gently grabbed my arm. “I don’t understand what I did wrong here.” His face went tight with confusion. “You knew Elizabeth and I had dated for years. I thought you would’ve guessed . . .”


Leo was right. I couldn’t fault him for losing his virginity to his girlfriend. If I hadn’t turned him down back then, it probably would have been us experiencing that “first” together. “It’s okay,” I lied through my racing heart. “I really do just have to go to the bathroom. When I get back let’s just . . . move on.”


The cab ride back to our houses was a lot quieter than I would have expected it to be after our first bar experience together. I hoped the booze and good food would make my upset, confusing feelings dissipate. It did not. My chest felt tight as the cab pulled up to my parents’ driveway, and I steadied myself before stepping outside of the car. Leo paid the driver and he drove away.


“Do you want to come over?” Leo asked before I could turn toward my own front door. “My parents are in Europe for my Dad’s chef event. They’ll be back tomorrow night. My sisters went with them, so it’s just me.”


I let out a long breath. Leo. His parents’ house. Both of us, alone in it. Some part of me wanted to test that out. See what would happen. But . . . “I don’t know. It’s late, and I have to . . .”


“Do nothing?” He raised an eyebrow. “You’re on Thanksgiving break.” He inched closer. “Come on. I know I did something to upset you, and I want to make it up to you.”


He reached over and took my hand, clutching it softly. “Just come over. I promise, you’ll have a good time.”


My shoulders sagged, and I gave in. “Fine,” I sighed.


I let him lead me across the street, and tried my best not to smile when he made a comment about the deep shades in the midnight sky overhead. Always noticing colors.


We walked into his backyard, which still had the same Mexican rainforest vibe it always had, and sat in reclining chairs under the moonlit sky. The branches from the palm trees swayed lightly in the cool night breeze.


We fell silent for a few minutes. A shooting star passed overhead, and we both exclaimed at the same time, pointing. Then we laughed at how we both reacted the same way, and lapsed into companionable silence again. Leo was always one of the few people in the world I could just be quiet with. No pressure to fill the silence.


Then, I broke the silence by asking him something that surprised me. Something that threw us both for a loop.


“Leo, since you’re apparently mister ‘More Than Four’ why haven’t you ever tried to have sex with me?” I kept my gaze fixed firmly on the stars.


I fell silent. It wasn’t like me to act this desperate and entitled. But I wanted to know if he simply never wanted to, or if it was something else entirely. I saw Leo turning towards me out of the corner of my eye, and held my breath.


He ran a hand through his hair, sitting up to study me. His posture was tight and I could see his arms flexed under his long-sleeved shirt.


“I guess . . . I didn’t know it was an option,” he replied, his tone quiet and solemn. “That night after we kissed, when you said the timing wasn’t right for us . . . I just figured that meant I should try to move on. And I would never think just randomly hooking up would be something you’d want to do. Friends with benefits never seemed like your thing.”


I forced a weak smile. “That makes sense . . . I’m sorry. I’m acting like a bitch.”


Leo shifted towards the end of his chair, moving closer to me in the process. “If I’m being honest, I wish that night after spring fling was with you.”


The jolt in my body returned. This time, with more intensity. He inched a little closer. “But you know, first times are overrated, anyway. You’re still figuring things out. It’s probably better it didn’t happen then—”


“What about now?” I interrupted.


“Wait. What?” He blinked, eyes going wide.


“Let’s do it. Let’s have sex. Tonight. Do you have any protection?”


His eyes locked on to mine. His chest rose and fell, definitely a little faster than it had been before. “Yeah, I have some condoms upstairs.” But when he spoke again, it was hesitant. “Not that I don’t want to, because believe me I do. I mean, I’ve thought about it so many times—”


“You have?” I asked, startled.


He laughed. “Is that a real question? It’s just . . . We’ve both been drinking—”


“So? I’m not tipsy anymore . . . Are you?”


“No. But still . . . I’ve always wanted it to be right, ’cause it’s you, and I would never want you to think I was taking advantage of you or something—”


Before he could finish his sentence, I leapt from my seat and moved over to his. I leaned in, so close that our noses touched. “Leo. I want to do this if you want to,” I whispered.


He hesitated for a second before pressing his lips softly against mine, telling the sweetest story. A story of lifelong friendship. A story that’s always been leading to more. A story of repressed desire and love. A story that should have started a long time ago.


His hands ran up and down my back. He cradled my body with the perfect amount of strength—enough for me to know that he was there, but not so much that he was overpowering me. I still felt in control.


Our tongues slid in and out of each other’s mouths to the beat of a perfect rhythm. Like we had been doing this dance for years. He put his hand under my thigh and flipped me onto my back on the reclining chair. We stopped for a moment to gaze into each other’s eyes. Our chests rose and fell in time together. My body filled with tingles as his lips found my neck, and he traced a slow path under my jawline. I softly moaned.


His mouth found my mouth again and as he lay on top of me, I could feel the hardness of his body against mine.


This is it, I thought. Leo and I are going to have sex and it’s going to be amazing.


But then, suddenly, Leo stopped, turning his head away.


“What’s wrong?” I clutched his face in my hands and gently tilted it back toward me.


His eyes searched mine, desperate, wanting. “I’m just worried about what this means for us. Who are we? Are we Leo and Jazmine, best friends who are also fuck buddies? Or are we Leo and Jazmine, best friends who are finally going to give dating a real shot?”


I raised my eyebrow. “Are you really going to ask me this while you’re on top of me? Shouldn’t you be ripping my clothes off and taking me upstairs instead of wanting to talk?” I joked.


“I’m just thinking, before this gets any more complicated, maybe we should talk about if we actually want to do the relationship thing. You know that’s what I’ve wanted for years.”


I sighed, more loudly than I realized. “I know. And I want that too . . . Eventually.”


“Eventually.” Leo backed away from me. My body went cold all over again from the absence of him. My arms ached to be around him again. “Is this about the ‘timing has to be right’ again?”


My hand came to rest on his arm and I squeezed gently. “Leo, we’re seniors in college. We don’t know where our lives are going to take us after graduation. We both have our own ambitions and dreams . . . All I know is that my parents only married because my mom got pregnant with me. And she gave up all of her dreams because of that.”


“I would never want you to give up on your dreams, Jazmine. You know that, right? Your ambition and passion is one of my favorite things about you!”


“Well, what if after college we got jobs in other states?”


His gaze remained firm. “We could make it work if we wanted.”


“I’m sure we could. But it makes more sense to wait. Otherwise we’re risking our shot way too soon—”


He pivoted away from me. My arm dropped to my side. “So you want to just, what? Wait until we’re twenty-eight? I think making this marriage pact with you was a huge mistake. I know the whole thing was partly a joke anyway, but it feels like you just want to string me along until this bullshit deadline.”


“That’s not it!” I shouted, louder than I intended.


“Then what is it?” His voice rose too. Leo almost never raised his voice. He noticed it at the same time I did, and softened. “I love you, Jazmine,” he murmured, quieter now. “I’ve always loved you. I don’t want to wait until I’m twenty-eight to be with you. That’s seven damn years from now. Tomorrow isn’t promised. Anything could happen by then!”


I swallowed hard, trying to hold back the tears forming in my eyes. I was suddenly paralyzed with fear of what loving him could mean. The fear overtook my body, and I couldn’t find the words to speak. To tell him how I felt. Or what I wanted.


I wanted him, but I also wanted my dream job. I couldn’t fall into the trap my mother did, of falling in love too young and losing out on my ambitions. My family was counting on me to make something of myself and I couldn’t risk letting them down.


We both jumped at the sound of Leo’s phone ringing. At that moment, I was extremely grateful for the distraction. “Shit. I have to get this. I’ll be right back.”


“Okay.” I sat back on the recliner and tried not to look too relieved.


As Leo walked inside the house, I wondered who could be so important for Leo to step away from this conversation. The one we’d been overdue to have for years. But his parents were traveling. Maybe something went wrong with their trip?


When Leo stepped back out onto the patio he looked like he’d fought off an evil spirit. His face was long, his eyes tired.


“What’s wrong? Who was that?” I sat upright again, worried.


Leo’s shoulders tensed. “Elizabeth.”


I flinched. “Why did she call you?”


“She’s at a party in Beverly Hills and apparently her friends accidentally left without her. She can’t get a hold of her parents. She asked me to come pick her up.”


“Is the party unsafe or something? Is she in a bad situation?”


“Oh no.” Leo shook his head. “Nothing like that. She just doesn’t want to wait around for her parents all evening. Apparently they’re at a play or something.”


Fire coursed through my veins. I forced myself to breathe. He’d just told me he’d always loved me, and now he wanted to go pick up Elizabeth?


I hopped to my feet, unable to fight the anger anymore. “That’s ridiculous. So you’re supposed to stop what you’re doing and go pick her up because she doesn’t want to wait around at a party in Beverly Hills? Tell her to call a fucking cab. That’s what I would do if I was in her situation!”


“She doesn’t like taking cabs in the U.S.” He rolled his eyes. “She thinks they’re gross. She says she’ll only take them in Paris.”


“Well, Princess Elizabeth can find another way home. I can’t believe you’re even considering leaving me here to go get her.” I crossed my arms.


Leo looked bewildered. “What? I wasn’t going to leave you! I was going to ask you to come with me.”


“Oh, sure, because she’d love that. You showing up with me! You know she’s always been weird about our friendship.” I shook my head. “And fuck, maybe now she has a reason to be. Plus, you can’t just rush to her every beck and call. She’s just taking advantage of you, can’t you see that?”


Leo stepped closer. Tension radiated from his every step. “Elizabeth and I are still friends, Jazmine. I’m not going to not help out a friend.”


“Which is exactly why she called you and not any of her millions of girlfriends. She knows you’re a nice guy, and she knows you’ll come get her no matter what hour of night or day if she asks you. It’s probably just a ploy to get back together with you. This is what she always does. She’s been doing this since high school. It’s unhealthy and you fall for it every damn time!” By the end of my sentence I was jabbing my finger into his face.


He backed away. “What is your deal?”


“My deal is I’m sick of playing second fucking fiddle to perfect Elizabeth.”


“Second fiddle?” He laughed, looking incredulous. “You’ve always been first fiddle. I’m the one who’s been trying to get with you for years. I just told you I loved you. You’re the one who keeps saying the timing isn’t right and pushing me away. Seems like I’m the one who’s second fiddle to whatever your perfect life plan is.”


My body felt tight, my fingers numb. I took a long, slow breath, trying to steady my heart rate. It pulsed so hard my eardrums felt like they were about to burst.


“Leo,” I replied in a more composed tone. “If you go pick her up right now, you guys are going to end up back together. It’s just what you do.” I would know. I’d seen it happen enough times.


“Well, the girl that I want to be with doesn’t want anything to do with me for another seven fucking years. So I’m kind of in a dilemma here.” Leo fished for his car keys in his pocket.


“Don’t go to her.”


“Look.” He let out a long breath. “If you don’t want to come, I’ll try to be back as fast as I can. If you want to stay here until I get back, you’re more than welcome to.”


My very bones ached with rage. Leo moved towards the patio’s back gate. Watching him walk away made the anger and fear more palpable.


And then, I said something regretful: “If you leave to go to pick her up, right now, after everything we were just talking about . . . then we’re done. We can’t be friends anymore. Dating is off the table. This,” I pointed back and forth to us, “is done.”


My bottom lip started to quiver. I immediately wished to retract my words. But it was too late. I couldn’t take them back.


Leo stopped in his tracks. He turned around, shock stretched across his beautiful face. “Are you seriously giving me an ultimatum? We’ve been friends since first fucking grade. Best friends. Friends who’ve stood by each other through everything. You would give that all up because of your stupid jealousy of Elizabeth?”


“I’m not jealous of her, Leo,” I spat back. “It’s not about that. It’s about the fact that you can’t say no to her. It’s about that we weren’t done talking, we were in the middle of a serious conversation, and we were even about to maybe have sex, for fuck’s safe! And still, you’re leaping up to do her bidding. Frankly, it’s bullshit.”


He shook his head. “Look, I’ve got to go.”


“I’m serious, Leo. You do this, it’s over.”


Leo let out a long sigh and gave me one last, lingering glance. Then he walked out the gate to his car.


I considered going after him, but I didn’t.


A week after our fight I was sitting in my car at a nearby shopping center and nervously fiddling with my keys. It was breezy and drizzly—the type of weather that’d usually put me in a good mood. But that day, it didn’t.


I couldn’t quite recall why I went to that center in the first place. I was parked near The Coffee House. A place Leo and I would often go to read, listen to music, or muse about life. Maybe I was there for coffee. Or to grab a late lunch. Or maybe I just went there instinctively. My mind was in a fog and had been for that entire week.


Usually when I felt this way, I’d hang out with my best friend. But we weren’t talking.


By the time I realized I was wrong for giving Leo an ultimatum, apologizing felt impossible; humiliating. I was too proud to say, “You were right. I was just jealous and acting immature and my ego got the best of me.” Instead, I was silent. Avoidant. Pushing him away like I never had before.


I wanted to make things right—I just wasn’t sure where to start.


The gaping hole in my chest was substantial. I couldn’t imagine not having Leo in my life. It was foolish of me to even suggest it. The phrase, “think before you speak,” cut a lot deeper after that day.


But we had to address the elephant in the room: Were we going to try being more than just friends? Another conversation I was dreading.


As my mind continued to race, I looked over and noticed what appeared to be an envelope poking out from under the passenger seat. I reached over to grab it, thinking it was possibly a bill I missed or maybe a copy of next semester’s schedule.


But my breath hitched when I saw the handwriting. It was Leo’s.


This wasn’t the first time he’d slipped a note in my car. I had the bad habit of leaving my windows just slightly cracked, something he’d constantly hounded me about, claiming it was “unsafe.” At that moment though, I was grateful for my bad habit.


I took a couple deep breaths before tearing open the letter.




Jazmine,


I tried calling, but kept getting your voicemail. I just needed you to know that I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have left you to pick up Elizabeth.


That night, our first bar experience together, was supposed to be a time for us. I fucked it up. I’d blame it on my age or the fact that I sometimes have a savior complex (at least, that’s what my psych major roommate tells me), but really there’s no excuse.


You joked that we were on a date, and if I were on a date, I would’ve never left my date like that. I wouldn’t have even answered my phone.


I’m really sorry. I am. I hope you can forgive me. I know it’s only been a couple days but I really miss you already.


I’m going to be at The Coffee House on Tuesday editing some photos. If you’re around, come by and I’ll get your coffee. I owe you one anyway.


I love you,


Leo





A tear trickled down the side of my face. Seeing his letter, knowing how he felt, I knew right then I had to call him. I could muster up the courage to apologize for how I acted. To own my part in this, too.


But then, my eyes focused on the day. Tuesday. Today was a Friday, and the following Tuesday we’d both be back at college.


Based on that, and the “I know it’s only been a couple days,” I suspected Leo slipped this through my car window the Sunday after our fight, but I missed it. I hadn’t left the house all week.


Suddenly, reaching out to Leo felt pressing. Urgent. I didn’t want him to think I was ignoring his apology.


Just when I’d summoned the courage to pick up my phone, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I felt something familiar nearby. I knew exactly who it was.


I wiped my eyes and looked up through the rain-spattered glass, only to see Leo standing in front of The Coffee House. My heart dropped. It was no surprise that he was there. This was our favorite spot.


Through the lens of the water, he looked like a painting. Something from a storybook, all watercolor streaks. You sound like him, I told myself.


As I gazed at Leo, my heart raced in my chest. I put my phone down and unbuckled my seat belt. I didn’t need to call him now, I could apologize face to face. It seemed the universe had given me the perfect opportunity to make this right. To put this silly fight behind us.


And just as I was about to open the door, I froze.


Standing behind Leo was Elizabeth. She looked even better than she did the last time I saw her. Her bright blue eyes and blond hair glistened, even in the gloomy light. I suddenly felt like I was dog-paddling in the sea of my insecurities, trying my best not to sink below the surface. My skin itched as if hives were forming on my chest.


Leo glanced over at my car. Shit! I ducked, hoping he didn’t spot me. Outside it began to rain harder, obscuring the windshield. Making it a little harder to see outside.


As I carefully peeked over the steering wheel, I saw Leo move closer to Elizabeth. A lump formed in my throat. He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear before delicately caressing her face. Then, he leaned in. Slowly. Brushing his lips against hers, soft at first, gentle. Elizabeth sank into him. His lips consumed hers, his strong hands running up and down her back.


It was a real kiss. A sexy kiss. A kiss that made the hole in my chest grow even wider.


When they came up for air, Leo grabbed her hand, and they walked off in the opposite direction, leaving the front of the coffee shop.


Bile rose in my throat as I watched them move away. The sound of the water hitting the windshield matched the pattern of the tears that were now running down my cheeks. My heart sank into my chest so deep, I feared a part of it would never emerge again.


I wondered if he saw me. If he knew I was in my car. And if so, did he kiss her on purpose? Or was it simply that spotting my car brought back the heartache from our fight and me never responding to his apology?


Regardless, this was a slap in the face. No. It was more than that. My sadness morphed into anger. It was visceral anger. Soul-eating.


I almost burst into more tears, but I swallowed my emotions instead.


He was hurt and dealt with it his way—by seeking comfort in the familiar. And I was hurt and would deal with it my way—by never talking to him again.


Don’t Be Fooled by the Highlight Reel


By Jazmine Prado


Long before the days of social media apps there was a different way to humble brag to your friends: A high school reunion.


Generally speaking, high school reunions took place every ten years after graduation, giving attendees ample time to prep their outfits, craft witty stories and other anecdotes to create the perfect highlight reel of their life. It was one day, a decade after high school, to shine as brightly as the glory days. It was something to look forward to.


During high school reunions you could stretch the truth about how successful you were in your jobs, show photos of your kids, your pets, your home, and paint a rosy picture of how happy and perfect your life was. And then, several hours later, it was all over. You would return to your normal routine and tuck away your highlight reel until the next one.


Enter social media: a place where users post a never-ending string of curated photos of their alleged “life,” each with their own perfectly crafted captions. And just like a high school reunion, very little of what we see online reflects reality. Even posts that claim to be “real” or “raw” oftentimes serve a purpose to enhance one’s “brand,” just like everything else.


There’s no doubt that this disconnect between fact and fiction can have a lasting impact on our brains, and our self-esteem. Yet even so, many cannot look away.


But just to be clear, there’s nothing wrong with enjoying social media! There are positives to it as well, one big one being its ability to connect people from all around the world.


This article isn’t here to shame social media lovers or influencers. It’s here to argue that it might serve us better to accept social media for what it truly is: Fiction. Fantasy. A never-ending highlight reel of our best, most shining moments. A mere fraction of our truths.


So next time you’re scrolling through your feed and feeling like a piece of shit after coming across a post of someone’s vacation, promotion, or engagement, or perfectly positioned photo, just remember you’re only getting a small peek behind the curtain. The real story is, more often than not, a lot less glamorous.









Chapter Two


Present day: 28th Birthday


“May I ask when the hotel will be open?” I said on the phone to the man I was interviewing for Style&Travel. His name was Alan Yorkshire and he was announcing his plans to open a state-of-the-art hotel in Iceland with money he’d inherited from his father. Not that I didn’t love interviewing rich, Beverly Hills-born socialites about their upcoming business ventures, but truth be told, I found this story to be a bit . . . dull. Probably because it was a piece that was assigned to me—not one I came up with and pitched myself.


On the other end of the line, Alan took a deep breath. He sounded as if he didn’t expect me to ask such a standard question. “Well.” He loudly cleared his throat. “I would say as soon as humanly possible.”


I rolled my eyes. I never liked it when interviewees gave vague answers. “Do you have a general time frame I could maybe give our readers?” I asked, hoping my tone didn’t give away my annoyance. “It’s November now. Is summer a realistic timeline, or maybe next fall—”


“How about we just say ASAP,” he replied, a bit sternly.


“You bet.” I tightened my jaw. I was thankful at that moment the interview wasn’t a video call.


“But could you please stress that our hotel will be five-star and that we’ll have a luxurious, top-of-the-line spa and salon,” Alan added. “I know your readers love that stuff.”


What Mr. Yorkshire failed to realize was that the demographic for Style&Travel were readers who weren’t only looking to stay at five-star resorts with over-priced amenities. They were looking for an experience, to make a long-lasting memory.


I knew this first-hand because I once wrote an essay about the topic, titled, Traveling Has Become More About The Experience And Less About The Flex.


Alan would have known this if he did his market research. But that’s how it went when one lived in a bubble.


“Well, I think I’ve got this all down. Thank you so much for taking the time to speak with me, and for choosing Style&Travel to announce this exciting new hotel of yours,” I said politely. Always stay classy on the job.
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