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Some facts are indisputable:


Gravity exists.


Indira doesn’t like Jude.


Jude doesn’t like Indira.


Indira has everything together: an amazing job, a boyfriend, a car. What more could a late twenty-something want? Well, not walking in on her boyfriend with another woman, for one thing.


Her childhood enemy, Jude, has nothing together. Having spent three years travelling the world to treat emergencies and humanitarian crises, a quick trip home for his best friend’s wedding has him struggling to readjust.


Thrust into an elaborate (and ridiculously drawn out) wedding, Jude and Indira – who can’t seem to escape her ex and his new girlfriend – are both soon at breaking point.


Their solution? A bargain to be each other’s fake dates.


But what happens when the forced proximity and fake displays of affection start to feel a bit too . . . real?









For those who hurt, those who’ve healed, and
those who are somewhere in-between. You are
worthy of love even on your hardest days.


And for the younger me that still gets stuck in the
bad place. You make it out.









CONTENT WARNINGS




Hello, my dearest reader!


While this book is a romance with a very happy ending and some laughs along the way, it also addresses heavier topics. Please be aware that the following are discussed throughout the novel:




•PTSD from losing patients as a medical provider in emergency situations


•Emotional repercussions of growing up with divorced parents


•Moving on after a past partner cheats





Also of note, the Global Health Care Organization mentioned throughout the book is fictional, created from various elements of existing systems and organizations, and is not representative of any singular group.


Please take care of yourselves as you read. I did my best to handle the above with nuance, respect, and compassion.


All my love,


Mazey












CHAPTER 1


Indira
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T-MINUS FIVE WEEKS UNTIL THE WEDDING


Indira knew, rationally, it wasn’t doing her much good to keep canceling her therapy appointments.


But, irrationally, it was a hell of a lot easier to ride the wave of a decent week than to sit down on Dr. Koh’s beige couch and sift through her feelings until she realized she’d been deluding herself and her week was, in fact, total shit.


Indira also knew, as a psychiatrist herself, that this was called avoidance. And it was bad.


Fatal flaws, et cetera, et cetera.


Pushing away the tiny pang of guilt she felt for canceling, she stopped at the market a few blocks from the apartment she shared with her boyfriend, Chris, to buy ingredients for her mom’s old chicken parm family recipe and a way-too-expensive bottle of wine, hoping to surprise him. While Chris worked from home, he wasn’t much into cooking, and most nights Indira was too tired from her long shifts at the children’s outpatient center to want to whip anything up. They were in a rut of delivered food eaten in silence as they scrolled through their phones, together in the most disconnected way possible.


They’d moved in after only five months of dating, riding a high of decent sex and early relationship happy hormones. But after almost a year of on-again, off-again whiplash, the relationship was starting to feel more like roommates than romance, and they both knew something had to change.


At least, she thought they both knew that. It wasn’t like they talked about their relationship. They didn’t talk about much, if she were being honest . . .


But it would all be okay. If the emotional roller coaster of Indira’s childhood had taught her anything, it was that there wasn’t a problem out there that couldn’t be (at least temporarily) fixed by her mom’s red sauce.


Indira checked out, even grabbing an impulse-buy of dessert to try and lift her glum mood.


Practicing her brightest—albeit forced—smile, she made her way through the cool October evening to their apartment, giving herself a pep talk. Chris was, at his core, a good guy. And Indira could get over her mental blockade of past relationship failures mixed with melodramatic ennui and get this one to work. Besides, she’d been down the whole single-and-searching-on-dating-apps road. The grass was definitely not fucking greener; relationships take hard work; insert platitude here; blah blah blah.


Indira hiked up the stairs of her building and let herself into the unit, sweeping into the kitchen with a flourish.


“Surpri—”


The unexpected sound of lusty moans killed the greeting in her throat.


For a moment, Indira wondered if she’d walked in on Chris watching a particularly vocal porno.


And then she saw.


Oh, the horror of the things she saw.


There was writhing.


And grinding.


And an . . . open jar of peanut butter? . . . (???)


Indira’s jaw was on the ground as her fucking boyfriend groped—with very little finesse, skill, or sensuality, thank you very much—a stranger on their fucking couch.


With peanut butter smeared on their faces.


(Seriously, what the hell?)


Her mind was slow and sluggish to process the tableau of betrayal she was witnessing in real time. The entangled couple finally registered her presence, separating their sticky faces long enough to stare back at her. The shocked silence held them all captive.


It was the soul-shattering howl of her cat, Grammy, that finally snapped Indira out of her daze.


Her head whipped around, looking frantically for Grammy, who had a propensity for inserting herself in the center of most human interactions. A little paw batted under the crack in the pantry door.


Indira saw red.


Oh no. There’s no way this dickhead locked Indira’s cat in a closet to pat down the titties of some rando without interruption.


“What the actual fuck,” Indira shrieked, stomping to the door and ripping it open. Grammy darted out, back legs skidding across the tile as she booked it to the bedroom.


Besides Grammy’s continuous wailing, a piercing silence fell between everyone as they continued to stare at each other.


Then Chris turned himself into the world’s douchiest cliché. “Indira, it’s not what it looks like.”


That trite little phrase set off a trip wire of rage in Indira’s chest.


“Really, Chris?” she yelled. “Because it looked like you were tongue-punching the tonsils of a stranger on the couch I paid for. But please, explain to me what I’m actually seeing.”


Chris’s face turned an alarming shade of mauve as he spluttered, and the woman’s jaw dangled open.


“And why the fuck is there so much peanut butter?” she added, her hands turning into claws at her sides. “That shit is organic. And expensive.” Indira stared expectantly at the duo.


“We . . .”


“I . . .”


Chris and the blond woman looked at each other with a combination of fear and longing that made Indira want to dry heave.


“We both really love peanut butter,” Chris eventually whispered, saying it like he was delivering the world’s most melodramatic line in a play.


Indira slow-blinked at him for a moment before throwing her head back and shrieking out a laugh. If she didn’t laugh, she’d scream.


“Un-fucking-believable,” she said. “I’m out of here, you piece of shit.”


Indira darted to the bedroom, ripping through the closet and grabbing any bags she could find. She moved like an efficient tornado, shoving shoes and chargers and shirts into duffel bags as she went.


Grammy added to the drama with her ceaseless cries in the background. Indira didn’t even know a cat could make noises like that. She made a quick mental note to ask Harper, one of her best friends, if earth-shaking screams were normal in felines or if Indira had unwittingly adopted a demon-possessed creature instead of an old, docile ball of fluff. But at the moment she had more important things to deal with.


“Indira, hold on,” Chris said, standing in the doorway, hair mussed, pants unzipped, and shirt on backward, globs of peanut butter visible under the fabric. “Let’s just calm down and talk about this like adults.”


“That would require you to be one, Chris. And from where I’m standing, you’re a cheating, cat-imprisoning man-child with the emotional intelligence of a rusty nail. So, no. I won’t be calming down.”


She marched to the bathroom, picking up what she could from the floor as she went, then used her entire arm to swipe her toiletries into a bag.


“You don’t understand. This is different. You and I . . . we haven’t been happy for months. I—”


Indira stopped in her tracks, eyes so cold and hard Chris slammed his mouth shut.


Months? In that moment, Indira didn’t think she’d ever been happy with the asshole.


“Get out of my way,” she said through clenched teeth. Chris at least had the decency to lower his head and slink back to the couch.


She stormed through the apartment, dropping bags on the kitchen counter as she gathered up odds and ends.


Moving back into the bedroom, Indira took a deep breath in preparation for her final mission: saving Grammy.


Grammy was no one’s idea of cute. She perpetually looked like a bolt of lightning had just jolted her wiry frame, sooty hair standing on end at wild angles and back permanently hunched like a dramatized Halloween cartoon. To top off her loveliness, she had a half-missing ear, a curled lip that always displayed one stained fang, and the spectacular ability to infuse havoc into any situation.


This dazzling creature was currently hanging (sagging) from the bedroom curtains, her claws gouging through the fabric in long tears and head thrown back as she continued to howl as though she were being electrocuted.


“Get a cat, they said. It’ll be fun, they said,” Indira muttered to herself. They primarily being Harper, who had enabled Indira’s impulse decision to adopt a furry companion to fill the dull and gnawing sense of loneliness that hit Indira regularly.


But, observing the unearthly noises and mentally preparing to lose at least a nipple, if not an entire boob, to Grammy’s claws in what was about to go down, Indira wondered if she was making a fatal mistake.


With no other choice, she walked across her bedroom, unlatched Grammy from the curtain, and winced as the cat’s claws slammed into her skin. The torture continued as she pried Grammy off herself—Indira’s sweater gaining some lovely rips in the process—and squeezed the poor gremlin into a cat carrier before moving back to the kitchen.


With rage still pumping through her system, Indira found a surge of superhuman strength and, like a mother lifting a car off her child, hefted all of her earthly possessions onto her back and into her arms.


“Don’t fucking call me,” she said to Chris, who had the audacity to stare at her like a startled owl. His companion still had her mouth hanging open.


Indira had her hand on the doorknob when the other woman cried out, “Wait!”


Indira stopped. She wasn’t sure if it was the weight of the items she carried or the hurt that was radiating out from the center of her chest, but she realized she was trembling. She turned to look over her shoulder at the stranger.


“It’s . . . We’re in love,” the woman whispered. By the look on her face, Indira could almost believe it.


“What’s your name?” Indira asked, swallowing past the knot of emotion in her throat.


“L-Lauren,” she replied, her big blue eyes shimmering. She was blond. Freckled. Beautiful.


“Well, Lauren,” Indira said with a pitying smile, “good fucking luck.”









CHAPTER 2


Indira
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Indira made sure to slam the door behind her as she went, then flew down the stairs and out to the street. It took her a few minutes of wandering to remember what random-ass side street she’d parked on, but she eventually found her car.


A hysterical giggle bubbled up from her throat as she stared at her SUV.


Her tires were slashed. All of them. Every single one deflated and floppy . . . kind of like her ego.


She started laughing even harder.


Her entire body shook with cackling laughter.


Then something in her chest cracked.


And she was bawling.


Indira collapsed against her useless car, tears streaming down her cheeks and a pained howl tearing from her throat Grammy decided to harmonize.


Indira couldn’t pull herself together, so she leaned into the sadness, letting it pour out of her.


Eventually, with a final, rattling breath, she cried herself dry. Then considered her options. Lizzie, another of Indira’s friends, lived in an apartment less than a mile away, but she also had a gorgeous partner and an eighteen-month-old tottering around and a total of zero doors in her studio apartment. Indira was a firsthand witness to the lack of self-control Lizzie and Rake had when it came to keeping their hands off each other in public; she couldn’t imagine what occurred behind (not) closed doors.


Indira’s other two closest friends, Harper and Thu, also lived reasonably close, having recently moved back to the area from New York and California, respectively. But they, too, lived with their significant others in one-bedroom apartments. While a night or two on their couches wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, Indira knew anything longer than that would leave her with a sore neck and back probably for, like, ever. Getting older sucked.


That left her older brother, Collin, and his fiancé, Jeremy.


The pair was intimidatingly put together, their cushy doctor salaries granting them a spacious three-bedroom home in Manayunk, one of Philadelphia’s more residential neighborhoods a few miles northwest of Center City.


Indira and Collin were close, having leaned on each other since they were little ones trapped in the crosshairs of a messy divorce, and she knew he wouldn’t mind her crashing at his place. In fact, despite the longer commute she’d have to endure for work, she felt a tiny bubble of excitement at the opportunity to spend time with her brother while she figured out what to do next.


Besides, Collin and Jeremy were getting married in a little over a month and had so many pre-wedding events planned—most of which seemed more like exploitation of the wedding party for free labor to make decorations and goody bags than actual celebrations—she was already planning on being there quite a bit.


Maybe watching horror movies and ordering pizza like she and Collin had when they were teenagers would help her through this outrageously awful situation. This wasn’t likely, but if listening to Taylor Swift since she was a die-hard teenage superfan had taught her anything, it was that healing from a breakup was a slow, treacherous process and any attempt at feeling better was worth it.


Indira shot Collin and Jeremy a quick message in their group chat, telling them that something had happened with Chris and she’d be crashing at their place for a bit, knowing they were probably in surgery at the hospital and wouldn’t see it for a few hours.


Straightening her spine (as much as she could under the tremendous weight of all her shit and pseudo-feral cat), Indira left her vandalized car to be dealt with on a day that sucked ass just a little less and walked to City Hall to catch a train out to Collin’s.


Collin and Jeremy, like Indira, were doctors. Collin and Jeremy, unlike Indira, were anesthesiologists, earning them a level of respect in the medical community (and a giant salary) that Indira would never scratch as a psychiatrist.


Physicians and surgeons and psychiatrists alike all had the goal of healing, but because Indira wielded a complex system of therapies and medications instead of a scalpel, her work would never be as valued. Psychiatry lacked the instant gratification of surgery, and just as mental illnesses were ridiculously stigmatized in society, those who treated them were held in lesser regard.


Not that Indira gave a shit. To her, the brain was the most vital human component, and she was humbled to have the privilege of helping her patients cope and heal theirs . . . even if she struggled with her own sometimes.


Arriving at the station and swiping her pass, Indira draped a scarf over the outside of Grammy’s carrier, hoping the general loudness of the city would divert notice of any bizarre screeches the creature decided to let out. She picked a window seat in a fairly empty train car, dropping her stuff around her in a mess.


The train pulled out a few minutes later, and Indira watched the city blur into streaks of gray and green. The steady vibrations of the ride relaxed her tense muscles, and the commotion of the past hour hit her unguarded heart.


How could Chris do that to her? How could he betray her like that?


Indira had twisted herself into knots to be a chill girlfriend. A fun girlfriend. To be exactly the type of person she thought Chris would like.


That had worked fucking well.


The train pulled to a stop at the next station, and Indira blinked away the tiny stars in her vision, focusing on the view outside her window and hoping the onboarding passengers wouldn’t see her tear-stained cheeks. It was a useless effort, fat droplets squeaking out and plopping on to her lap.


Indira was so damn sick of being left by the men in her life—first her father, then every guy she’d offered her heart to after—and just once, she wanted to be someone worth staying for.


She tended to fall too fast. Too hard. Care way too much. It was why Chris had seemed so safe. The thought of him had never made her heart swoop or her head float. Liking him hadn’t felt like anything more than . . . well, liking him, and she thought not feeling too much would be a safeguard from another emotional car crash.


So much for that plan, because now she was sitting here, bawling on the fucking train, and careening off a cliff to rock bottom.


She rubbed the heels of her hands into her eyes, willing herself not to cry (again). She was done crying over all these people who hurt her. She was done letting anyone hurt her, period.


She finally arrived at the Manayunk station, gathered her crap and cat, and trudged out of the platform and up the disgustingly steep hill to Collin’s home.


Collin and Jeremy’s cars were parked in front of their tall, brick row house, which meant they were likely sleeping, coming off a long shift.


Grammy was well on her way to scratching a hole through the cat carrier as Indira clutched it to her chest, balancing the rest of her stuff precariously as she moved up their stoop. She didn’t want to wake Collin or Jeremy, but with her arms filled to the brim with baggage and mood darker than a storm cloud, Indira (oh so gently) pounded her foot as hard as she could against the base of the door so one of them would open it for her.


After a few moments of banging, Indira heard footsteps on the other side and stepped back, ready to put her shit down and collapse on Collin’s expensive leather couch the second he let her in.


But, when the knob turned and the door swung open, Indira’s battered heart somehow managed to sink even lower at who she saw.


The person she’d loathed since childhood.


Overlord of darkness and killer of fun.


Her older brother’s best friend.


Jude.


“Oh great,” she said, blowing a stray curl off her forehead as she glared at him. “It’s you.”









CHAPTER 3


Jude


[image: image]


There were very few people Jude enjoyed spending time with.


Collin Papadakis, Jude’s closest friend since they were kids, historically topped the list, despite his many extroverted tendencies and tediously charming personality that would annoy Jude in any other person. Collin’s fiancé, Jeremy, was also fun to be around, primarily because he made his best friend happy.


But at the very bottom of said list where the most aggravating of people existed, written in red pen and underlined for good measure, was Indira fucking Papadakis. She was the counterpoint to every facet of his personality and she never failed to fracture his composure, the duo growing up bickering more than they ever actually talked.


“Great to see you too, Dira,” Jude said, fixing her with a bland look, taking in her wild mane of hair and watery eyes as she stood on Collin’s doorstep. “It’s been awhile.”


“Not long enough,” she said, pushing past him and walking into the house. Jude sighed, then closed the door with a flick of his wrist.


This was not what he fucking needed.


Jude, to put it delicately, did not like Indira. Ever since they were children, she’d managed to rub him the wrong way. It would be easier to explain their mutual loathing if there were some grand event of childhood betrayal or a deep-rooted blood feud—something he could point to and say, There. Right there. That’s the reason we don’t get along and never will. But nothing could ever be easy when it came to Dira, and their animosity didn’t have a source so much as it was a fact of nature. The sun rose in the east. Set in the west. Indira annoyed Jude. Jude annoyed her back.


She was intensely sensitive and had a way of . . . of staring at people with those big copper eyes like she could see beneath their skin. Read their thoughts. The overall effect was horribly unnerving.


Jude was barely holding it together as it was; he didn’t need her . . . seeing him.


“Where’s Collin?” Indira asked, depositing some of her bags on the floor but still clutching what looked like an animal carrier close to her chest. “Did the shock of your ascension from hell kill him?” she added, looking over her shoulder and arching an eyebrow.


Jude flinched like she’d slapped him, and the surprise on her face made embarrassment flood his veins. Indira didn’t know how spot-on her little joke was.


He’d spent the past few years witnessing some of the worst atrocities that could be inflicted on a human body. Hell would be a welcome reprieve from his service with the Global Health Care Organization.


Jude was a doctor specializing in emergency medicine, and the rapid accumulation of student loans in med school had pushed him to sign on the dotted line for a scholarship with the GHCO. In exchange for free tuition that saved him close to half-a-million dollars in debt, Jude promised four years of his life, going wherever the GHCO sent him to perform emergency medicine in areas of conflict, natural disasters, and great need.


Sometimes, he wished he could say he’d joined the GHCO for something altruistic, some deep, insatiable desire to serve humankind. It made his shell of a body feel that much hollower to know that all he’d seen, all the times he’d failed, were all to avoid monthly loan payments.


Desperate times . . .


“What are you doing back?” Indira asked, her voice losing its usual combative edge in exchange for gentle curiosity. It made Jude’s skin crawl.


“I couldn’t miss Collin’s wedding,” Jude said, rubbing a hand across the back of his neck. “The agency gave me an extended break for my three years of uninterrupted service. My next assignment starts a couple weeks after the wedding.” Jude’s voice cracked as he spoke and a familiar type of panic slithered down his spine as he stood there.


He wasn’t sure when talking got to be so hard, but every interaction since he’d touched down in America had sent his system into a tailspin—sudden and random emotions stampeding through his chest and roaring in his ears, disrupting the safe numbness he’d built. Jude needed that numbness. Survived only because of it.


“And you’re . . . good?” Indira asked, tilting her head as she studied him far too closely.


Jude made a dismissive grunting noise, looking away.


“Dira?” a sleepy voice called over Jude’s shoulder. Collin came into view as he walked down the steps, rumpled and pajama-clad. He stopped next to Jude, clapping him on the back with a grin, making Jude flinch again.


Collin and Jude had grown up as inseparable best friends, spending every day together and leaving the younger Indira behind. She’d always been a pestering plus one and they’d lacked the patience to include her in their adventures.


“What’re you doing here?” Collin asked Indira, smiling through a yawn and dragging a hand through his golden hair. “Wait, is that Grammy?” he added, gesturing at the cat crate in her arms.


Indira looked down at herself, her hair falling over her hunched shoulders like a violent ink splat to match the mascara streaks down her cheeks. Her cat completed the horrifying look by punching a furry fist through her carrier and latching it onto Indira’s sweater, punctuating it all with a howl.


For the first time in what felt like forever, something close to a laugh almost reached Jude’s lips, but it died somewhere in his throat. He hadn’t laughed in a long time. Sometimes he wondered if he’d ever laugh again.


Indira chewed her lip, shifting on her feet. “I . . . um. I-I sent you a text but I need . . . Well, I was going to ask to stay here, but I’ll go. I didn’t realize you have, uh, whatever.” She made a flapping gesture toward Jude.


Lovely.


Collin let out a forlorn sigh, moving toward Indira and gingerly unhooking Grammy’s paw.


“What did that piece of shit do this time?” he asked, taking the carrier from her arms and opening it. A mangy-looking animal tumbled to the floor and sprinted away like a bat out of hell. Jude stared after it.


“Nothing! Well, just—”


“Collin! Look at this massive fucker!” Jeremy yelled, bursting through the back door and making everyone jump. He brandished dirty gardening gloves in one hand and an alarmingly giant squash in the other. “Oh, hey, Dira. I didn’t know you were coming over,” Jeremy added, giving her a broad grin.


“Pretty sure your lovely cousin had something to do with the impromptu visit,” Collin said quietly, shooting him a look.


“Collin, you ass, shut up,” Indira snapped, hitting her brother on the shoulder. “There’s nothing to talk about. Don’t drag Jeremy into this.”


It felt like Jude’s muscles were ripping with the force it took for him to stop his body from jerking at the sudden noises, to keep his hands pinned at his sides instead of shooting to his ears or covering his head.


Instead, he stood there, wanting to seem normal. Wanting to be normal.


“What did that mouth-breather do now?” Jeremy said, voice rough as his gaze flicked between Indira and Collin.


“Indira brought all her stuff, so it must be bad,” Collin said, fanning the flames. Jeremy’s face twisted in outrage.


“Collin, hold my squash. I need to kick some ass.” Jeremy thrust the vegetable into Collin’s arms, then dove across the kitchen counter for his cell phone.


“I got your squash, baby. Tear him apart.”


“Would you both stop it?” Indira said, snatching the phone out of Jeremy’s hand. “You’re making way too big a deal out of this.”


And overwhelming the fuck out of Jude. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes and cracking his knuckles with his thumb as he tried to calm his painful pulse.


He’d promised himself he wouldn’t do this. Wouldn’t carry this dark cloud of awfulness that hovered around him like a second skin into Collin and Jeremy’s special time. This was his best friend’s wedding, and Collin had asked Jude to be there. Jude knew he was too broken to be fully anywhere, but he’d do his best to pretend.


Slowly, his senses dulled a bit, the adrenaline ebbing from his limbs like a retreating tide. The fog that cradled him was good, and he leaned into it as he opened his eyes and fixed them on the group, not really seeing anything at all.


“I have half a mind to kick him out of the wedding party,” Jeremy said.


“Oh my God, please don’t make this into a thing,” Indira said, eyes wide as red splotches spread across her fair cheeks. “Everyone needs to calm down.”


Yes, calm would be excellent right about now. Jude was about ten seconds away from getting on his knees and begging for it.


Jeremy grimaced, then said quietly, “. . . Kicking him out would mess with the symmetry of our altar moment.”


“That’s a really good point,” Collin whispered back. The couple shared a meaningful stare.


“Okay,” Jeremy said after a pause. “Chris isn’t out of the wedding party. But he can’t keep doing this on-again, off-again game.” He turned to Indira. “You both aren’t getting any younger. It’s ridiculous at this point.”


“It was mutual,” Indira spat. “We both, like mature adults—unlike some people I know”—Indira gave Collin and Jeremy a pointed look—“had a discussion and decided we . . . I don’t know. Aren’t well-suited. Again, a mutual decision.”


“Which is why you look like you’ve been sobbing for hours?” Collin said quietly, arching an eyebrow at Indira.


She landed a punch on his shoulder. “Something can be mutual and still painful, jackass.”


Collin’s face softened. “I’m sorry, Dira. I don’t mean to make a joke of it. Come here.”


He stretched his hands out to her, but Indira wrapped her arms around herself instead, back hunching.


Jude understood that. He worried that if someone touched him, he’d crumble.


It was much safer to hold himself together.


“It goes without saying that you can stay here,” Collin said, gesturing at the pile of her stuff she’d left in the living room.


“Are you sure?” Indira asked, shooting a glance at Jude. He blinked away. “I don’t want to crowd you.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.” Jeremy waved her words away. “We have plenty of room, and having two of our bridal party members here at the ready for emergency situations will end up being a blessing, I’m sure.”


Indira shot her brother and Jeremy a skeptical look. “Oh, goody. Can’t wait to be of service.”


“I’m choosing to ignore that dripping sarcasm, sweets,” Jeremy added, tapping Indira on the nose as he passed her.


Collin grabbed Indira’s suitcases from the floor while Jeremy slid the duffel bag strap off her shoulder, the pair moving up the stairs before Jude could even blink, let alone wrap his head around the past fifteen minutes.


That’d been a problem for him lately, this inability of his brain to process the things happening around him, this constant disconnect from his body.


“This will be fun,” Collin called down, “the three of us living together for a bit. Just like when we were kids!”


Jude and Indira were left in the foyer, the vibrant energy of Jeremy and Collin settling around them like dust in the long, silent moments.


Indira cleared her throat. “So . . . how long are you home for?” she asked, shifting from foot to foot.


“Seven weeks,” Jude answered tersely.


Indira nodded, eyes bouncing around his face. “Where, uh, have you been stationed?” she asked.


Jude really wished she’d give up on the small talk.


“Finished a five-month assignment at a women’s clinic in Sierra Leone,” he said with detachment, even though pieces of his broken soul still lingered in the small graveyard attached to the clinic’s adjacent church.


Indira opened and closed her mouth a few times, questions getting caught in her throat.


“You okay?” she finally managed, speaking softly, eyes full of curiosity.


Jude’s head jerked back in surprise, the question sending his thoughts somersaulting in multiple directions.


Of course he was okay, he wanted to tell her. He was alive and in Collin’s house and not staring down at a bloody operating table, and he was getting really good at not feeling anything most of the time.


Except for when he felt everything.


“Fine,” he choked out, voice rising an octave. “Totally fine. Why?”


Indira shrugged, taking a step forward. “You seem, I don’t know . . . different.” She tilted her head, looking at him like she could read every awful secret written on his skin.


“I’m just, uh . . . tired.” Jude pretended to yawn. Indira didn’t look convinced.


Damn her.


“Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked, taking another step toward him. She reached out, her fingers landing on his wrist in a friendly gesture.


The touch sent a jolt through his skin, straight to the marrow of his bones, zapping down his spine, while a matching heat spread through Jude’s chest.


His head swam at the disorienting familiarity of the touch. The gentle comfort of it.


It felt . . . good.


He jerked his arm away, hands clenched into fists at his side as he sucked in a breath.


That wouldn’t do.


Jude wasn’t allowed to feel good when he was the reason some people couldn’t feel anything ever again.


They stared at each other, Indira’s lips parted as she blinked at him.


“Sorry,” Jude said, clearing his throat. “That, uh, tickled.”


Indira pursed her lips, not looking convinced, but she nodded. They continued standing there, Jude wishing desperately to escape but unable to break away.


“Do you want to get lunch with me? Or dinner?” Indira asked suddenly, tipping Jude’s axis upside down.


“I don’t eat,” Jude blurted out, spouting off the first excuse he could think of. But he couldn’t possibly do something as intimate as share a meal with Indira and expect to make it out alive. He couldn’t sit across from her at a table when the weight of his memories was dragging him straight to hell.


Oh no. She’d ask one question, maybe two, and all the awfulness in Jude would come pouring out of him like an unstoppable tidal wave of truth and she’d have to live with knowing his sins too. Nope. Not happening. He didn’t even like her; he wasn’t about to pour his soul out to her.


“You don’t eat,” Indira repeated, the familiar cynicism she’d addressed him with since childhood returning to her voice.


“Kicked the habit,” Jude said with a mild shrug, trying to save face by being sarcastic too.


Indira stared at him for another moment, her tender curiosity shifting to insulted disbelief before she huffed out a breath and looked around the entryway.


“Cool,” she said at last, her olive branch withering between them. “Cool cool cool cool. Well, welcome home. Enjoy your malnourishment.”


With a scowl, she brushed past him and hiked up the stairs.


Jude let out a pained breath, hitting the heels of his hands against his forehead before dragging them down his face.


Well, being back was going well.


Jude moved toward the steps, wanting to escape into the sanctuary of his room—Collin’s guest room—the space quiet and safe and terrifyingly lonely. But the muffled voices of Indira and Collin above, cut short by the sound of a door slamming and Collin’s heavy footsteps moving up the second set of stairs to the main bedroom on the third floor stopped him in his tracks. It was then that Jude realized the cherry on top of this fucked-up sundae.


Collin’s other guest bedroom was directly next to Jude’s.


Meaning approximately five inches of wall would be separating Indira and Jude for the foreseeable future.


Jude was, to put it lightly, so fucked.









CHAPTER 4


Indira
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Indira decided that if there were ever an appropriate time to call an emergency session with her therapist, it would be right about now.


“I’m fucking sad. All the time,” she said, voice cracking as she blinked away tears. She didn’t want Dr. Koh to see any of them fall. “My gut is constantly twisted in knots and my heart feels like there’s a fist squeezing it to a pulp. The sadness is so heavy it sometimes feels hard to breathe.”


Dr. Koh nodded gently.


“And you know what I can’t stop thinking about?” Indira said, face scrunching up in disgust. “Why peanut butter? Why? I’m not here to kink-shame or yuck anyone’s yum, but I truly cannot think of a less sexy food than thick-ass peanut butter.”


“Well,” Dr. Koh said after Indira was silent for a minute. “That is quite a lot to think about.”


Indira shot Dr. Koh a look at that massive understatement.


“What are these feelings surrounding the situation with Chris bringing up in you?” Dr. Koh asked gently.


“That I’m not sure I’ll be able to enjoy PB and J sandwiches ever again.”


“Fair. But what about on a more emotional level?”


Indira blew out a breath. Fuck if she knew.


“Fuck if I know,” Indira answered honestly. “And I think that’s part of why I feel so shitty.”


Dr. Koh pursed her lips. “Tell me more. I’m not sure I follow.”


“I feel . . .” Indira grappled with adjectives and emotions, none of them fitting right. “I don’t know how I feel. And that makes me feel uncomfortable.”


“How so?”


Indira’s knee started bouncing. “I’m a psychiatrist. I’m supposed to have all this emotional intelligence and well-developed coping skills and I . . . I can’t even figure out what I’m fucking feeling. How am I supposed to be of any use to my patients, or anyone for that matter, if I can’t help myself?”


Dr. Koh sat back, brow furrowed. “Why do you think your personal, emotional experiences will prevent you from being there for your patients as they undergo treatment?”


“I . . . I don’t know,” Indira said, throwing her head back against the couch as she stared up at the ceiling. She wished she could shout the words. “I just feel useless. I feel like I’m this broken mess that will fail others because I can’t even fix myself.”


“Are you emotionally projecting your current struggles onto your patients?” Dr. Koh asked.


Indira’s head jerked forward to look at Dr. Koh. “No. I . . . No.”


“Are you interfering with their sessions by discussing your own feelings or personal difficulties?”


“Of course not.”


“Are you abusing your patients? Are you manipulating them? Are you acting bored in your sessions and not engaging? Are you neglecting them?”


“No,” Indira said, her voice rising. She cared about her patients—their well-being, their path to wellness—so deeply, it was offensive to even imagine doing those things.


“Then, Indira, I hope you can understand that you experiencing personal struggles—ones that you deal with in your personal therapy sessions on your own time—isn’t preventing you from serving your patients. If anything, it’s you putting in the work on yourself so you can be more present for them.”


Indira chewed on her lip as she turned this over. She’d spent so much of her life feeling like she wasn’t good enough for people—someone who always got left behind no matter how hard she tried—it was hard and obscenely uncomfortable to accept this line of thinking.


Dr. Koh cleared her throat. “Do you think that some of these feelings that are being churned up, making you question your adequacy, might come from your father’s—”


“Nope,” Indira said, popping the p. “That was a hiccup in my timeline. Not worth discussing.”


Dr. Koh tilted her head, giving Indira a look that said it was very worth discussing, but Indira turned her focus to her phone.


“Oh gosh, that looks like time. I don’t want to throw your schedule off,” Indira said, brushing her hands over her cheeks to make sure no tears had escaped before standing.


“I appreciate your conscientiousness regarding my schedule,” Dr. Koh said, glancing at her watch. “But I do assure you that our session running a bit overtime to have an honest discussion would not a disaster make.”


Indira pressed her lips together, nodding. “Right. Right. I just don’t want to be that patient, ya know?” She moved toward the door.


“Indira?” Dr. Koh said.


Indira stopped, eyes lowered as she glanced over her shoulder, hand poised on the knob.


“I have no doubt you are wonderful at what you do. Psychiatry takes a special understanding of where chemical imbalances and emotions meet. But when you come to these meetings, I hope you know it’s okay to take off that hat.”


“I . . . uh . . . I don’t wear hats,” Indira said, staring at the floor. “Rather prone to hat hair.”


Dr. Koh indulged her with a chuckle. “Fair enough. But what I’m saying is, in our sessions, you don’t have to be a put-together doctor. You don’t have to be a source of wisdom or strength. You don’t have to be anything but human. I’m here to listen to you. Be here for you. It’s okay to lower those walls in this one hour you take for yourself each week.”


Indira was silent, teeth clenched and jaw ticcing. Part of her wanted to shatter. To crumple on Dr. Koh’s ugly carpeting and pour her soul into the room. She wanted to talk about the ache that never went away. The hole in her heart that no one seemed able to fill. She wanted to sob out every fear that tore at her seams.


How her deepest want was just to be loved, and how she wasn’t sure anyone ever could.


But admitting that, shining a floodlight on those dark corners of her thoughts, would make all that hurt she kept bottled away more real. More painful.


Instead, she straightened her spine, swallowed past the lump in her throat, and looked up to smile at Dr. Koh.


“Thank you,” she said. “I appreciate you saying that. I really do feel like I get a great deal out of our sessions.”


After a nod from Dr. Koh, Indira scuttled out of the building and onto the street, deciding that was enough of sitting with her feelings for one day.


She worked hard to keep her messy bits hidden from others, and the raw honesty of being a patient in a therapy session always left her off-kilter. Shaking it off, she boarded a train and headed toward Collin’s, holding herself together with the promise of a nice cry facedown on the bed as soon as she got home.


The one silver lining in this shit sandwich Indira was smooshed between was that she certainly didn’t care about being a mess around her brother and, by extension, Jeremy. She and Collin had supported each other through so many messes growing up, she felt incredibly safe letting her guard down around him.


Even annoying ass Jude didn’t elicit Indira’s usual need to be the best version of herself. She’d known him far too long—and they’d both observed each other’s worst awkward teenage years—to care what he thought of her. Some small comforts, even from the world’s most annoying source, would never change.









CHAPTER 5


Jude
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Living with Indira, Collin, and Jeremy was, to put it plainly, a sensory assault. The siblings seemed to honor their Greek and Italian roots primarily by seeing who could talk louder, with Jeremy reveling in the noise. Jude wasn’t sure three people ever laughed so fucking often and so fucking noisily. Except for when Lizzie Blake, one of Indira’s best friends since high school, visited. That was a new level of sound.


Over the past few days, Jude had discovered one way to hang out with Collin without putting his eardrums at risk (for the most part): watching Grey’s Anatomy.


“Pick me. Choose me. Love me,” Collin whispered in time with Meredith Grey on the TV, pressing his head against the back of the couch as he blinked past his tears.


When the episode ended, Jude stood up, pacing a circle around the living room, hands planted on his hip as he fought off crying too.


“Told you it’s a good show,” Collin said, shooting Jude a shit-eating grin, his red-rimmed eyes crinkling at the corners.


“It has its moments,” Jude conceded, finally getting his bearings and widening his eyes against the pressure building behind them. Jude never cried . . . What was wrong with him?


“If the actors knew how hard you are to please, they’d probably cherish that admission more than any of their Emmys.”


Jude rolled his eyes as he walked to the fridge and grabbed a water.


“So, uh, next episode?” he said as casually as possible, stepping over Collin’s long, outstretched legs to take his seat back on the couch.


“Thought you’d never ask, superfan,” Collin said, cueing up the next episode. Jude grunted in response.


They got through the first few minutes before Collin paused the show, turning to Jude.


“I’m really glad you’re here,” Collin said, smile earnest. “I’ve missed you.”


And dammit if Jude didn’t almost break down into hysterical sobs right then and there. What was it about the simplest comments that had the power to break down every wall?


“Of course,” he said, tongue thick and mouth numb as he tried to shrug past the tiny crack fissuring through his chest. “You know I wouldn’t miss your wedding.”


“I know. But it still makes me happy you’re here.”


Jude didn’t know what to say without turning his heart inside out with all the feelings weighing it down, so he nodded and took a sip of his water.


“And . . . everything’s good? With you?” Collin asked, his voice dripping with false casualness. “You’re doing okay with the GHCO job and stuff?”


Dammit. Jude hated this question.


There weren’t really words for just how not okay he was, but if he pretended hard enough to be, he wouldn’t have to face that truth.


“I’m fine,” Jude lied, pushing the words through his clenched teeth as he peeled at the label on his water bottle with his thumb. “The position has given me plenty of opportunities to put my specialty to use.”


And plenty of opportunities to fail hundreds of people.


Jude used to love being a doctor. It’d been his dream since he’d found out it was a profession. Emergency surgery in particular held a spark, a high, almost spiritual in its intensity, and Jude had worked toward it with undeterred focus through med school and his first year of hospital-based residency.


There was no feeling more powerful than being the sole reason a life was saved, being witness to the hidden brokenness of a body and knowing how to fix it, and Jude had chased the rush of it.


But not anymore. He didn’t lust after that power now, but ran from it, knowing it was the most terrifying thing a person could face.


“Okay,” Collin said, dragging the word out, another question following close behind. “But if you want to talk—”


Luckily, Indira’s voice cut through the precarious conversation, sharp and piercing.


“Collin!” she yelled, her feet slapping the steps as she ran down them.


Acting on impulse, Jude jumped up, moving to the foot of the stairs, a familiar surge of fear punching along his spine, part of him pulled toward the sound of someone needing help, the other part wanting to sprint away from the noise. Indira stopped two steps from the bottom, tears in her eyes and her mouth twisted as she gave him a confused but challenging look.


“Uh, move, please,” she said, nose crinkling and eyebrows furrowing as she pushed past him into the living room.


His body was slow to catch up to the fact that he was standing in Collin’s entryway—not under attack, not in danger—and he tried to shake off the fog.


“Glad to see you’re making so much progress with your manners,” Jude mumbled.


He was finding that annoyance was one of the easier emotions to lean into, especially with Indira. The sensation was so familiar around her, it bordered on comforting. Not nearly as terrifying as all the other feelings that were trying so desperately to kick down the doors in his mind.


Indira whipped her head around to look at him, profile limned in the soft light seeping through the windows. She licked her full lips, giving him a pretty smile that, for some bizarre reason, made his pulse punch against his skin.


“How clever, Satan,” she said, the smile curling into something sinister. “But I don’t have the energy to pretend to listen to you today.”


She turned back around, stomping to the couch and plopping next to Collin, leaving Jude looking like a fool trying to come up with something to say.


Jude was discovering that one of his newest issues with Indira—on the very long list—was that she’d grown up to be terrifyingly beautiful, and it regularly caught him off guard. She was all long-limbs and graceful curves, her mass of hair framing her face like a flower in bloom.


And those damn whiskey-colored eyes. They’d only increased in their intensity as she aged.


She still had that unnerving energy about her, like she walked around perceiving the world with heightened senses. Seeing into the very core of everything and everyone, each movement she observed being translated into a detailed report in her head that she studied from all possible angles until you were left feeling like she knew things about you that you didn’t even know about yourself.


And dammit if she hadn’t figured out how to constantly poke Jude’s buttons and disrupt every shred of calm fortitude he had. Or pretended to have, at the very least.


“What’s wrong, Dira?” Collin asked, attention absorbed in playing with the settings on the TV.


Indira thrust her phone under his nose. “Did you know about this?” she asked, her voice quiet, fracturing on the words.


Collin blinked at the phone, his eyebrows furrowing deeply with his frown. “What . . . what is this?” His gaze bounced between Indira and Jude like Jude had any clue what they were talking about.


“He’s having another kid,” Indira said, jabbing her finger at the screen.


Jude’s heart sank. He’d heard Indira say he in that way—dripping with disbelief and disdain—enough times to know she was talking about their father.


Mr. Papadakis was, to put it lightly, an asshole deadbeat. Collin didn’t talk about his dad’s leaving often, but when he did, it came out drunkenly and saturated in hurt; in questions of loss and confusion.


On a few even rarer occasions in college, Indira and Collin had talked about it together in front of Jude, crying as they dug their fingers into the unhealed wound of his empty promises that never stopped in their frequency.


“Did he call you?” Collin asked, the tiny touch of hope in his voice plummeting Jude’s heart even lower. Collin was a naive optimist, and Jude hated seeing his friend hurt.


Indira scoffed. “Of course not. I found out on Facebook. Stepmommy dearest posted a fucking photo shoot of it this morning.”


She scrolled down a bit, tilting the screen to Collin again. Jude glanced over their shoulders.


Mr. Papadakis was standing with his third wife, Brooke-Anne, their toddler twins clad in matching outfits and clinging to their parents’ legs. The adults held up a sonogram in front of them as they kissed. The caption read, Our perfect family is getting a little more perfect.


Collin’s mouth dangled open for a moment, and Jude could see him trying to spin the truth, find a way to make another excuse for the man who so regularly disappointed him. Indira, on the other hand, was nothing but steely anger, eyes sharp, jaw clenched tight as a muscle twitched.
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