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About the Book


DEGREES OF ENGAGEMENT


Bianca Dimitriou has attended countless bridal showers, bachelorette weekends and destination weddings for her friends and family. But when they all fail to show up to celebrate her PhD, she realises it just isn’t a milestone they value.


Angry, sad and yes, a little drunk, Bianca decides a fake engagement to brooding classmate Xavier Byrne is the perfect revenge. It’s only supposed to last long enough to prove her point. But when her loved ones’ reaction to her ‘engagement’ is everything Bianca was afraid of, she’s tempted to let it go on just a bit longer. . .


The tension that’s always simmered unspoken between them morphs into a very real attraction, but with Xavier’s work about to take him halfway around the globe, Bianca can’t forget that it’s temporary. When the time comes to give up their charade, will they be able to give up their feelings just as easily?









For us girls.


Celebrate your milestones.


Celebrate your accomplishments.


And most importantly, celebrate each other.









Chapter 1
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Bianca Dimitriou doesn’t cry.


Not unless she’s really, really angry. She can’t even remember the last time something brought her to tears, but holy shit is she furious right now. Furious and disappointed. She doesn’t think she’s ever felt this way before. She’s pretty sure she hasn’t. Usually she can treat disappointment like an opportunity, something to chip away at and work through until she ultimately gets what she wants.


Oh. Right.


That’s why the tears are coming.


She’s disappointed and there’s nothing she can do about it. No problem to solve or question to dig into.


And even that’s annoying right now – that she’s this upset, this frustrated – and her mind refuses to shut off its logical thought process long enough to revel in her tears, to really feel the hurt and betrayal.


Because she’s not just Bianca Dimitriou anymore.


She’s Dr Bianca Dimitriou, PhD.


And her friends and family didn’t give enough of a shit to show up and celebrate with her.


Now that she knows that, it’s impossible to un-know it.


Bianca sniffs and shakes her head, trying to snap herself out of it, but all that does is make the tears gathering at the corners of her eyes blur her vision, catch against her eyelashes, and then fall to her cheeks.


“Fuck,” she mutters, wiping at them impatiently, knowing her makeup is probably a streaky mess.


“Whoa,” a deep male voice says from just over her shoulder and it takes everything in her not to groan in despair.


She knows that voice, knows the man it’s attached to and knows her night just went from bad to worse.


Crying in public was a low point.


Crying in front of Xavier Byrne is absolute rock bottom.


“Are you okay?” he asks, holding a cocktail napkin out toward her.


“I’m fine, it’s just been a long day,” she manages to say, even though she’s positive he can tell she’s lying. “What are you doing here?”


This bar isn’t really his scene. Not that she knows what his scene is. She just knows that in the five years they’ve been toiling away at their degrees in the same program, she’s never once run into him at Lorraine’s. Then again, he kind of fits in here. He’s handsome in a way that goes with the dive bar aesthetic, with his perpetual five o’clock shadow and a t-shirt that hugs his shoulders, broad and defined, leading to a trim waist in a ratio normally only seen in those superhero movies that she definitely needs to catch up on now that her thesis is finished.


His brows shoot up, green eyes wide with surprise. “I’m not sure whether or not I should be offended.”


Bianca shakes her head in confusion and a few more tears drop, so she takes the cocktail napkin he’s still offering and dabs under her eyes, only to come away with black smudges of her eyeliner.


Oh God, she probably looks like hell and of course it’s in front of him.


Not that it . . . not that it should matter what she looks like in front of him.


It’s not like they’re friends. Or at least they aren’t close, not anymore. But there’s more than a little professional respect there and maybe . . . more than a little bit of a lingering crush, at least on her part, that never quite burned out, despite it being a very, very bad idea.


Call it a generalization, but it’s not every day a super hot guy walks into your class when you’re doing a PhD in Information Science. A male librarian who sometimes doubles as an Indiana Jones type, with his undergrad and master’s in Archaeology, except he’s all about returning the artifacts instead of stealing them.


Extremely fucking hot.


But it just never happened.


Not that she expected it to.


They are . . . were . . . classmates, colleagues, friends of a sort, friendly colleagues? Too busy working for anything besides a casual hookup.


And hooking up within your very tiny degree program where there’s no escape if things go bad?


Not smart.


And they’re both smart.


Very smart.


Maybe too smart sometimes.


So they never did and then a few months ago he pulled away, big time. Their weekly study sessions routinely cancelled until they were never scheduled in the first place, semi-regular coffee meetups becoming nonexistent. She can’t even remember the last time she saw him outside of class.


He was busy.


They both were.


And now, they’re done.


She defended her thesis today.


His defense is early next week.


And that’s that.


He’ll move on to whatever adventure awaits him in whatever country that needs his help getting their native artifacts back.


And as for her?


She interviewed for her dream job a few weeks ago and has a second interview in a couple of days. But even if it doesn’t work out, she knows what kind of career she wants, knows where her skills are most needed. She’s not sure if anyone is going to let her actually do it.


How do you convince an entire system, all of academia, that they need to change and change quickly or they’re going to lose another generation to misinformation?


It’s too big a problem for any one person to solve, she knows that, but it doesn’t mean she isn’t going to try.


At least, she will once she stops these fucking tears from falling.


“Offended? What? Why?” she asks, to try and distract herself.


“You invited me.”


“I did? When?”


“At the beginning of the semester? You told me that you were scheduling a post-defense party because you were going to manifest passing your defense months in advance.”


She remembers now. She’d been a nervous wreck as they approached the final semester of her academic career and she had been doing everything she could think of to trick herself into calming the hell down.


“Oh, that’s right. Sorry, I . . .”


“Do you . . . do you want me to go?” he asks. “I know we haven’t seen a lot of each other in the past couple of months but, yeah, I’ll just – go.”


He’s letting out a huff of what’s probably self-deprecating laughter and already shifting around her and starting for the door.


“No, wait,” Bianca says, reaching out for him; just a tap of her fingers against his forearm is enough to stop his retreat. “I’m sorry. I’ve just been a mess and my brain is complete mush, but obviously I want you to stay.”


“Obviously?”


Bianca rolls her eyes, tears gone now, at least for the moment. “Yes, obviously.”


“So,” Xavier says with a smile, “are we just going to stand here or am I finally going to meet your friends?”


“My friends?”


Fuck.


Her friends.


Her friends who decided not to come.


“Yeah, those people that you’re always disappearing for, running off to who knows where for another wedding or bachelorette thing or whatever.”


“I’m not always running off,” she protests weakly, in a tone she loathes because she knows her voice only sounds like that, high-pitched and uneven, when he’s right and she’s wrong.


He scoffs. “You have been in more weddings in the last few years than people I actually know, let alone would go to their wedding and write them a check for money I can’t really afford to give them.”


“That’s not . . . It’s not that bad. It was only,” she counts in her head quickly, Lexi, Erik, Isobel and Frankie, “four weddings.”


“Plus all the other shit that goes with them,” he insists.


And he’s not right exactly, but he’s not entirely wrong either. Because weddings aren’t just weddings anymore, an excuse to put on a nice dress and hit an open bar. Weddings are a yearlong, sometimes more, countdown, with engagement celebrations and bridal showers and bachelorette weekends and bridesmaid fittings and it all always seems to add up to a couple of thousand dollars even while the bride insists she’s keeping things simple.


It’s what you do, though, for your friends. You celebrate their milestones and you’re there for them in the biggest moments of their lives. That’s the reality of being in your late twenties into your thirties – everyone is getting married, having babies, living life.


Except her.


Though, no. A doctorate isn’t not living. It’s just focusing on her career. Doing exactly what she wanted since she was a little girl and first watched The Mummy with Brendan Fraser and Rachel Weisz. As soon as Evie declared herself as a librarian, Bianca knew her answer to that question adults always seemed to ask: what do you want to be when you grow up?


And maybe baby Bianca didn’t realize it would be more research and writing than adventuring through the desert and hooking up with a hot rogue with a heart of gold, but still, her dreams are finally coming true.


“It’s not my fault that people want me to be there on the most important day of their lives. People love me!”


Xavier opens his mouth to respond, but her phone buzzes in her bag, probably one more person in her life bailing on tonight. She darts her hand inside of it, grabs the damn thing and slams it onto the bar face down.


The tears are back.


Fuck.


“Shit, you’re not okay.”


“I am, I’m fine, I just need a drink.”


“Okay, we’ll get you a drink. What’s your poison?”


She snorts and it feels wet and snotty and so fucking unattractive, but again it doesn’t matter. She raises her nearly empty glass at him and tilts it back and forth. “Dirty Shirley.”


He raises a slightly judgmental eyebrow, but she glares at him.


“I like grenadine.”


“Then one Dirty Shirley for Dr Dimitriou coming up,” he says with a casual salute, two fingers to his forehead.


The judgment disappears when she smiles at him, and as shitty as she feels right now, hearing doctor in front of her name sounds so good, and even better when he says it. He matches her smile with one of his own and then turns away, raising a hand to get the bartender’s attention.


“And once we get you a drink, maybe you’ll tell me what’s going on?” he asks casually, so much so she knows it’s not casual at all. He’s . . . worried?


Fuck.


Panic, ice-cold and instant, climbs up her throat.


Her knee starts to bounce, the heel of her tall black patent leather pump hitting the rung of her barstool once before it hooks around the metal. She downs the last of her drink, she lets out a shaky breath, her mind reeling back a few hours ago . . .


The heel of her simple nude pump is muffled by the industrial patterned carpet square that lines the hallway. She folds her hands in her lap and shifts against the hard plastic seat of the chair just outside the office door.


One way or the other, her life is about to change forever and it’s all in the hands of the people who sat in judgment of her for the last hour as she answered question after question, batting away their attempts to find a weakness in her defense.


And now all she can do is wait.


She knows she did her best and if there’s any kind of justice in the world, they’ll rule in her favor.


But there’s still that niggling doubt in her gut, the doubt that has her practically drilling a hole in the carpet beneath her feet.


The door opens, any potential squeak dulled by the several decades of ecru-colored paint that always seems to line the walls of any academic institution. She stands and smooths the fabric of her skirt suit down, fighting against the roiling in her stomach, praying it holds off at least until she can get somewhere private.


The older woman that emerges sends her a tight smile, one she can’t interpret despite how long they’ve known each other. Dr Miranda Wilkins, PhD in Information Science, her doctoral advisor and one of academia’s most highly renowned experts on media literacy. They met at the start of her program and Bianca was immediately intimidated as all hell and absolutely in awe of the woman who’d published the only research she respected in their mutual field of study. It’s why she came to USC and why she never regretted that decision, no matter how hard Miranda pushed her.


“If you’ll step back inside, we just have one final question left for you, Dr Dimitriou,” Miranda trails off, a corner of her mouth lifting into a slight smirk.


Bianca focuses her attention on her advisor, trying to ignore the dread that’s in her chest after hearing they have another question. She tries to conjure up the response to their final inquiry from a few minutes ago – a four-parter that truly helped her sum up the entirety of her research for the panel, about the philosophical shift necessary in information literacy and digital fluency instruction that will hopefully serve her future students for years to come, everything she spent the last five years developing, finally coalescing.


But then it clicks.


Miranda said . . . she said . . . Dr Dimitriou.


Doctor.


As in . . .


. . . she passed.


The smirk on Miranda’s face grows into a full-fledged smile as the woman who guided her through the last years of her education, who kindly tortured her and helped shape her research, and the voice of reason when stress would pile up and it all became too much, let her know that it’s over. She did it.


When she moves back into the room, the rest of the panel is all smiles as well.


“Our last question,” Miranda says, “is how will you be celebrating tonight?”


After four handshakes, one only slightly awkward hug with Miranda and a quick invite to the party she planned, she’s out the door, into the halls of the building she practically lived in for the last half of her twenties.


Done.


She’s done.


Dr Bianca Dimitriou, PhD.


She’s a doctor.


And now it’s time to celebrate.


She’s been running on adrenaline for weeks and she needs it to hold her upright for another few hours because now that the defense is over, exhaustion is starting to settle in.


She barely remembers the walk back to her apartment, winding her way through the streets through sheer force of habit. It’s not student housing, but it’s on the fringes of that neighborhood, a sort of ring around campus that no one unaffiliated with the university would want to live in, with the swarms of undergrads flooding the streets every night for nine months out of the year.


It’s not the worst place she’s ever lived – that honor belongs to the barely 100-square-foot apartment she squeezed herself into back in New York while she did her master’s.


She can’t complain really. Her place is neat and clean and safe, even though it’s been way quieter in the last couple of weeks. Her roommate, Julie, a musician, left for an opening-act gig on a national tour after years of struggling to make it. While it’s been a little bit lonely, it did give her the silence needed to prep for her defense. And Julie’ll be back soon, at least for a few days, when the tour swings through California.


Until then, she has Amelia, who is waiting for her at the door, rolled onto her back, soft white belly exposed, having clearly heard her coming down the hallway and wanting some immediate scratches to make up for her absence in the last few hours.


“Meals, I passed,” she squeals to the cat, who lets out a soft purr in return.


Sitting right there in the entry, her back against the door, she lets the cat curl up into her lap while she strokes gently against her fur, up under her chin and then back down again, over and over, a slow lulling motion. Bianca’s head lolls back against the door and the moment catches up with her as she falls asleep.


When she wakes up, it’s all at once. A huge gasping breath and immediate freak-out.


Shit.


Shit. Shit. Shit.


The muted light coming in from the windows on the other side of her living room immediately tells her that she slept too long.


Against the fucking door.


God, she really was exhausted.


Her neck protests as she lifts her head, but she doesn’t have time to worry about that.


Her party starts soon.


Leaping to her feet and sending Amelia scampering off in the opposite direction with a protesting yowl, Bianca flies into her bedroom, kicking off the sensible nude kitten heels and chucking off the blazer and pencil skirt combination that she only ever wears when she needs to look professional, like on the first day of the semester, to scare the undergrads into thinking the librarian takes her job seriously and that they shouldn’t hook up in the stacks.


Not that it stops them for very long.


She’s lost count of the number of kids she’s walked in on in what they assume is a little used part of the collection, barely wearing any clothes.


Clothes . . . she needs clothes.


Jeans. Jeans are good. Jeans will be fine if she can pair them with the right top. She catches her reflection in the mirror. The one she’s wearing now works well enough, a silky red tank that ruched perfectly inside the neckline of her blazer. Now just heels . . . somewhere there are heels.


She falls to her knees in front of her closet and digs through the unmitigated mess at the bottom, feeling around until her hand emerges with one black patent leather pump with five-inch heels that she hasn’t had a chance to rock for a long-ass time.


Well, tonight’s the night.


If she can just find the shoe’s mate.


She takes a deep breath and reaches in again, hoping for a miracle.


She earned her fucking doctorate today. The fashion gods owe her a win.


When her hand emerges from the clutter again, her fingers wrapped around the shoe’s twin, something loosens in her chest.


She’s got shoes.


She’s got an outfit.


Her dark brown hair is decent, second-day curls that aren’t completely flat or frizzy or greasy, so just . . . makeup and she maybe won’t be late to her own damn party.


A few swipes of mascara, an attempt at winged eyeliner that quickly becomes a not-so-intentional smoky eye, plus some lipliner and a shiny gloss and yeah, okay, she looks good.


The heels, the jeans, the camisole, it all looks good.


“Not bad for thirty,” she mutters to herself, turning around in the mirror stuck to the back of her closet door. The bumps and curves that kind of haunted her through her teens and twenties now make her smile in satisfaction.


There’s something to be said for being comfortable in her own skin after all this time, even though despite the awesomeness of the day so far, the reality looming ahead of her is . . . nope. No. She will not think about that tonight. No job-hunt stress, no career is dead in the water before it even begins worries.


Tonight is for celebrating only.


Because everyone is going to be there.


One of the bonuses of coming back home to finish up school is that she’s been surrounded by family and friends for the five-year slog that was her degree program. She’s been around for every major event in their lives and now that she’s finally done, she gets to have them all there with her tonight for her own big moment. Her sister, her best friends from childhood and high school and summer camp and undergrad, all under one roof to toast that massively expensive piece of paper she just earned.


Making sure to fill Amelia’s bowls, and with one final glance into the mirror, she sets out into the night.


Lorraine’s is only a couple blocks away and, like her apartment, far enough away from campus that it doesn’t draw the undergrads with their fakes and inability to know their limits. Not that Lorraine would let them in anyway.


Bianca’s been coming here since she moved back to LA, to this dive bar that doesn’t pretend to be anything but what it is, owned by the sweetest-looking old lady you’ve ever seen, right down to the cropped silver bob and kind blue eyes, until she opens her mouth and pure fire comes out.


Lorraine promised her the back room tonight and the first round is on her – the least she could do, she said, after Bianca helped her grandkid with his college apps and tutored him all through his four years of undergrad at UCLA.


“Hey Lorraine,” Bianca says as she slides through the door to see the woman where she always is, behind the bar, towel over her shoulder pouring out some shots for the cluster of regulars in front of her.


“Hey honey, you can head back, it’s all yours!” Lorraine calls out.


“That’s Dr Honey now,” Bianca fires back.


The bar owner scoffs. “Pretty sure you can’t prescribe shit, girl. When you can write me a script for my meds, I’ll call you doctor.”


It’s a long-standing debate, but Bianca’s too happy to argue tonight. Plus, Lorraine doesn’t mean it at all. She never talks shit unless she’s proud of you.


It’s a Thursday night, so the place isn’t packed, but it’s not empty either and as she slides through the small groups of people, Bianca checks the faces, hoping everyone has figured out where to go. Lorraine promised to cordon off a small alcove near the back of the bar that she sometimes rents out for private parties.


The sound of everyone else talking over the music fades a bit as she rounds the corner. Miranda and her wife are already there and immediately move in to hug her, a way less awkward hug than they shared earlier that day right after her defense was complete. Bianca knows that she’ll count the woman as a friend and mentor for the rest of her life.


“Congratulations again. We’re a little early because someone was neurotic about parking,” her advisor says, rolling her eyes affectionately at her wife, Sarah, a doctor, the kind Lorraine actually thinks counts, at Cedars-Sinai.


“And I was right, we circled for ten minutes before we found a spot,” Sarah says, but hugs Bianca next. “Congratulations, sweetie. We’re really proud of you.”


With her mom and dad retired and living in Arizona, this feels as close as she’s going to get to parental approval tonight and it feels damn good. She’ll talk to her folks tomorrow during their weekly Skype call. But that’s her phone buzzing in her bag and it’s possible they’re calling now to congratulate her.


Nope.


It’s a text from her sister, Lexi, who is always late for absolutely everything because her kid never lets her get out of the house on time.


—Hey Bianca Bean, I am so so so proud of you!! Congrats! Alec has a fever though so I’m gonna have to take a rain check tonight. Drinks on me next time!! Xoxo


Ah, so this time her kid isn’t letting her leave the house at all. The perils of motherhood. Even though Bianca’s brother-in-law, Chris, is perfectly capable of taking care of Alec, even if he’s sick, that never seems to happen. Lexi insists she’ll understand when she has kids one day, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t suck.


“Everything okay?” Miranda asks. When Bianca looks up, she’s frowning down at her.


Gesturing vaguely at her phone, she nods. “Yeah, fine, but my sister can’t make it.”


But then her eyes are drawn over Miranda’s shoulder where a group of her fellow students are filing in through the door of the bar. Despite spending the last five years in the same program, she hadn’t really made any good friends. Most of them were just sort of peripheral figures in her classes, at the same conferences – nice enough, but between her own coursework, teaching her classes, shifts at the library and making time for her friends and family, there was never any time for new people.


There was one notable exception, though she’s not sure she’ll see him tonight. She hasn’t spoken to Xavier Byrne in weeks, maybe months, as her defense prep consumed her every waking moment.


Still though, it’s nice to get congratulatory hugs and give out reassurances that even though she’s the first in their year to successfully defend her thesis, she won’t be the last, that they’ll all join her in the post-defense promised land.


It’s a good turnout.


But every few minutes her eyes drift to the door when it opens, never revealing the faces she most wants to see.


She’s nearly through her third drink when another text comes in. This time from Isobel, her freshman roommate from undergrad.


—I’m not gonna be able to make it tonight! I’m so sorry. I’m the absolute worst. Dinner on me next week?


Swallowing down another sip of her drink, Bianca sends:


—Kk, we’ll miss you!


And she’s barely hit send when another message pops up.


From Chloe, her best friend from summer camp who trauma bonded with her over being left in the woods for six weeks, even if their cabins had air conditioning and the most outdoorsy thing they were required to do was swim in a lake.


—Fucking Josh invited his boss and coworkers over for dinner tonight without telling me. I’m so sorry. I’ll make it up to you!


She isn’t even finished reading that one when another pops up. From Erik, her former work husband who was the one who told her she wasn’t crazy for going for her PhD when she was absolutely miserable in her high school teaching job.


—Don’t hate me, but I can’t make it tonight. The twins are colicky. Have so much fun. I’m Venmo’ing you! Have a drink on me!! Xoxo


He and his husband adopted twins a few months ago and he’s been tough to see ever since, but that doesn’t make it hurt any less. Her phone dings with a cash register noise.


And then another, from Frankie, who sat next to her on the bus on the first day of kindergarten, asked her if she wanted to be best friends, and they were ever since.


—I am so sorry, but we’ve got a last-minute meeting with Tokyo right now. I don’t think I’m gonna make it. We’ll catch up soon, I promise! Congrats Dr Dimitriou.


When the notification pops up, she can barely make out the message as hot tears start to build and a lump the size of her student loan debt climbs into her throat.


That’s when she fled, away from Miranda and away from the people in her degree program who she can barely even count as friends, back toward the bar to get another drink or ten from Lorraine and drown this feeling into oblivion.


And of course that’s when he showed up, looking so fucking good, and she’s a total mess and now he’s handing her another drink, his face soft and open and concerned.


“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks again, his free hand landing on her shoulder, warm and solid.


“I’m fine.”


“You don’t . . .”


“I’m fine. But I changed my mind. I need shots.”


“Shots?” he asks and even three drinks in, or is it four now, she can hear the disbelief in his voice.


“Shots,” she confirms. “Lorraine! We need shots! Tequila shots!”


“Coming right up, Dr Honey!” Lorraine fires back from the other side of the bar, probably thrilled to serve her something that isn’t pink.


“Bianca,” he says and damn, she likes how he says her name. She can feel him behind her, his hand still at her shoulder, standing tall and broad against her back. It’s actually really annoying how much she likes how he says her name.


Spinning in place, she glares up at him. “I am a fucking doctor and if I say I want shots, then I get shots, even if my friends are all assholes and won’t be here to take shots with me. Except you, you came.”


“Well, me and Miranda and you know, everyone else that’s here.”


“Yeah, but they’re not my friends, not like . . . but you’re my friend, right?”


He stares down at her and she waits and God, he’s not the kind of asshole who’ll call her on it, is he? Because they aren’t friends, not really, not like the people who blew her off tonight, but maybe he reads something in her face that says she needs this right now. That she needs him to be her friend.


“Yeah, boss, we’re friends.”


Bianca rolls her eyes at the nickname she apparently earned when they were in their first year, during their very first project together. It’s not her fault that years in early academia had trained her to just take charge if she wanted anything done right. Then a wide smile slides across her face and she jumps up from the barstool, throwing her arms around his shoulders, standing on her very tippy-toes to hug him close. His hands steady her when she starts to list sideways, one landing at her hip and the other spanning the middle of her back and shit, he smells really, really good. Which is nice and also dangerous and scary, and seems way less like a bad idea than it did for the last five years, when mixing their work with what could become extremely messy feelings. Feelings that would ultimately lead to one place: both of them hurt and alone.


“Friends don’t let friends do shots alone,” she says, needing a distraction from exactly how good he feels against her. “You’ll do shots with me?”


“I’ll do shots with you,” he agrees softly, as she drops back on her heels, but his arms don’t fall away as she spins back to the bar; he just leans in closer, his arms the perfect shield to block out everything else for at least the rest of the night.









Chapter 2
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He’s not drunk. Not really.


He’s buzzed.


She is drunk.


Not blackout or incoherent.


But definitely drunk.


“This is so good,” she moans through the third massive bite of the burrito he’d ordered for her as they walk down the street toward her apartment. He ignores the shot of arousal that careens through him at the sound and focuses on getting her home in one piece. The same arousal that had him avoiding moments like this in the last few months, once he knew for sure that he wouldn’t be sticking around LA much longer.


But he figured that tonight would be okay. He’d go to her party, say his goodbyes and that would be that. A what might have been would turn into a never was and he could get on with his life.


Instead, he’s walking her home.


He’s been there before.


They’ve worked together on more than one project over the last five years and spent more than one night sitting silently for hours, headphones on, as they both typed away at their dissertations, stopping every once in a while to read a snippet of an argument out loud to make sure it wasn’t completely inane after looking at it for way too long.


She stumbles a little bit on the heels she’s been balancing on all night despite what he suspects was mostly straight vodka in her Dirty Shirleys and the tequila shots that they’d downed together when not one damn person in her life could be assed to show up for her.


The story had come pouring out of her after the second shot.


And it’s complete fucking bullshit.


It’s one thing if you don’t have anyone to show up – that sucks in a different way, and he’d know – but having people you love just blow off the biggest night of your life?


Fucking assholes.


“Do you want a bite?” she asks, somehow managing to smoothly step in front of him, despite the stumble, offering up the nearly demolished burrito. She walks backward on those heels for a couple of steps before she catches her foot in a crack in the concrete and she’s about to careen down to the sidewalk when he reaches out and catches her around the waist.


Bianca looks up at him wide-eyed, her mouth open in a surprised O shape. “You saved me. Now you need to have some burrito, as a reward.”


She lifts it toward his mouth and yeah, he might as well.


He leans down, holding her eyes with his, and takes a bite, letting the spice of the chorizo sit on his tongue for a second. She’s right, it’s fucking good, almost as good as the feeling of her body pressed against his. Sometimes he forgets how small she actually is. Her presence in his life was so infuriatingly massive, it’s hard to remember that she just barely tops five feet, that without those killer heels, she barely reaches his shoulder even though he’s not an especially tall guy.


“You’re right,” he agrees, pulling his gaze away from hers and taking a step back, letting his hands fall to her hips just long enough to make sure she’s steady on her feet again, before letting go entirely.


“About what?” she asks, her brow doing that adorable furrow it does whenever she’s genuinely confused. It’s not something that happens often.


“The burrito is good.”


“I know!” she exclaims, taking off down the street, and he stumbles forward, trying to keep up. How the hell is she running drunk in those shoes? “I’m not gonna remember, you gotta write it down.”


“Write what down?”


“The name of the food truck,” she calls back over her shoulder as they make it to her apartment building.


She’s on the second floor and he hustles forward to make sure he’s right behind her as she climbs the stairs that run up the side of the building, and he does his best to not appreciate the view too much.


He doesn’t completely succeed.


Xavier’s always had a weakness for curvy girls, but curvy girls who are as smart as him, smarter actually, if he’s being honest?


He never stood a chance.


“You good?” he asks as she attempts to fit her front door key into the lock.


“I’m drunk and uncoordinated,” she mumbles, trying and failing for a second time.


“Sober enough for six-syllable words,” he shoots back, reaching to take the key from her. In a flash he has the door open and she slips inside, pulling him in behind her.


“Shut the door!” she scolds.


Oh right, her cat.


The door clicks closed behind him, her gray cat safely curled up, fast asleep, on its bed beside her plush green couch. He remembers when she got the little thing as a kitten and it’s barely bigger than it was back then.


“Where’s the roommate?”


He has a vague recollection of her roommate being a singer-songwriter type trying desperately to cling to the dream in between waitressing gigs.


“Julie?” Bianca says, falling into the soft-looking leather armchair, kicking her shoes off and letting out a little sigh. “She booked a tour, opening for Mari Martin.”


A dream that’s apparently coming true.


“Whoa, that’s big.”


A wide smile blooms across her face and he can’t help but smile back. “It’s awesome. She’s gonna be huge just like she always wanted.”


“That’s why she wasn’t there tonight?” he asks.


“Yeah, at least she has a good excuse. Sorry, can’t make your dissertation celebration, but I’ll dedicate my set to you tonight in front of eighty thousand people is so much better than . . .” She trails off.


He finally crosses the room and perches on the edge of her couch, leaning forward on his elbows so he can look her in the eye. “I’m sorry they all bailed.”


She shrugs. “It’s whatever.”


“No, it’s not. It’s shitty,” he argues and as soon as the word crosses his lips, he can’t stop the rest. “I haven’t known you as long as they have, but in the last five years, I’ve seen you jump at the drop of a hat for all of them, constantly running around for their shit and they couldn’t show up for you tonight? You deserve better.”


With a heavy sigh, she waves a hand in the air and stares up at the ceiling. She’s trying not to cry again, just like she did back at the bar when her friends and family dipped. He hates it. Hates that he can’t reach out and pull her into his arms and hold her close, and if he can’t take the pain away, at least ease it a little.


“You know what’s funny? I know why they didn’t come tonight.”


“You do?”


“They don’t care about this.”


“They don’t care?”


“They care about me, I know that. They love me as much as I love them, but they don’t care about this. It’s just something about me that none of them understand. They understand engagement parties and showers and bachelorette weekends and destination weddings and gender reveals and fuck, they even get divorce bar crawls, but . . . this? It’s just a thing to them. They don’t think it’s the same or that it’s as important as their stuff was, so it was just easy not to come tonight.”


“That’s bullshit.”


“I mean, is it? It’s a piece of paper. Just like the last two I got, maybe a little bit fancier, a lot more expensive, but it’s not . . .”


And he can’t stop himself, he reaches forward and grabs the hand she’s waving in the air trying to come up with a word that’ll solidify the argument that he’s really sure that she doesn’t actually believe. And if she does believe it, shit, he might make it his life’s work to convince her otherwise.


“It’s bullshit,” he repeats, running a thumb along her knuckles as she holds tight to his hand. “They love you and this is your dream and they don’t get to decide that it’s not important.”


“You know what’s extra shitty about it?” she asks him and he’s relieved that she’s finally agreeing with him.


“What?”


“If I was getting engaged tonight they would have shown up. Every single one of them would have made sure to be there. My sister would have found a babysitter. Frankie would have made sure she wasn’t on a call with Japan and Chloe would have told Josh they had plans tonight and Isobel and Erik wouldn’t have felt like they could no-show without even giving me a decent excuse. They would have all been there, even if they hated the guy, even if they thought I was giving up my dreams for him, even if they had to reschedule all kinds of stuff and shell out an absolute shit ton of money just like I did for them, because nothing would be more important than being there for me in that moment. Because that’s what friends do. That’s what I’ve done for them. But it’s just a stupid piece of paper they don’t really understand or give a shit about, so it was just easy to not come.”


“That’s . . .” He trails off, with absolutely no idea what to say. He wants to disagree with her, but she’s probably right. He doesn’t know any of those people beyond her brief mentions of them over the years, but right now he loathes every single one of them.


“It really is,” she agrees, despite his lack of eloquence. She sits back in the chair, her hair a wild mess, the silk of her tank top shifting around those curves he’s always found way too tempting for his sanity, and her hand is still in his, holding on tight. As his thumb slides softly over her knuckles one last time, he stares at that hand, so much smaller than his, her fourth finger bare, and he says the absolute stupidest thing he possibly could.


“We should get engaged.”


Bianca lets out a humorless snort, but when he doesn’t answer her, his mouth dry, his throat tight, she looks away from the ceiling to meet his eyes with hers.


“You’re serious?”


Panic. Absolute sheer panic fires through his entire being. What . . . how . . . shit . . . what the hell is he doing – but his mouth is still running way ahead of his brain and there is no stopping it now.


“No! Yes, I mean . . . not actually engaged. We should just tell everyone we are. Teach them a damn lesson.”


A squeaky sort of laugh escapes from her throat. “They’d lose their minds. Just spring it on them, like, ‘Hey guys, I’m getting married and you don’t even know the guy.’ Absolute nuclear meltdown. It’d be hilarious.”


She leaps up from the chair and nearly trips over the shoes she kicked off just a couple of minutes ago, somehow clumsier in her bare feet than in heels. Catching herself before she topples over, she starts pacing back and forth. Drunk Bianca he didn’t recognize, but this one he does; it’s exactly what happens when she’s working through a tough passage in her research, connecting the pieces in her head, letting that brilliance that’s stunned him every day for the last five years work its magic until finally she’s arrived at the perfect solution.


And when she stops directly in front of him and her eyes sparkle down at his and a slow smile starts to tug at her lips, Xavier feels a tiny sliver of impossible hope start to form in his chest.


“It would serve them right for not showing up tonight, like, ‘Sorry you missed my engagement because you thought it wasn’t important enough to celebrate the actual biggest moment of my life.’ ”


She’s pacing again.


“So let’s do it,” he says, warming to the idea, the beginnings of a plan forming in his head. “I have a ring.”


That stops her dead in her tracks. “You randomly have an engagement ring?”


“I carry it around in my pocket just in case.” She sends him a mildly unimpressed glare. “No, not on me, but at my place. It was my mom’s from when she married my dad. When they got divorced, she kept it, and then she left it to me when she passed away.”


Her mouth drops open again, eyes wide and unblinking. He’s not sure he’s ever seen her like this, back-footed and stunned. She’s always so sure of herself and capable. The change has him reeling, which is the only explanation for the absolute crazy talk he’s been spewing for the last few minutes.


Finally, she seems to collect herself. “Xavier, that’s . . . no, that’s your mom’s ring, it wouldn’t be right.”


He should feel relieved. She’s giving him an out and he should take it. But instead he’s just disappointed. He wants to do this. For her, obviously. No other reason.


“I mean we could just buy a crappy fake one.”


Oh, so she didn’t mean . . . She was just worried about the ring.


He shrugs. “It’ll add some authenticity to the whole thing. Besides, it’s just a ring, and since I don’t plan on ever actually getting married, it’s just going to rot away in its box.”


“You don’t plan on getting married?”


Huh, well, maybe he’s a little drunker than he realized because apparently he’s just saying shit to her now, things he never even admitted fully to himself.


“Who’d want me?”


It’s half a joke, but barely half. He’d seen enough misery in his parents’ marriage, or at least the fallout of it. That’s not something he’s interested in inflicting on himself or anyone else.


“Uh, have you looked at yourself recently?” she asks, and that burrito hasn’t soaked up all of that tequila yet because in the five years he’s known her, she’s never, ever commented on his looks. “Half the undergrads we teach take Archaeology 101 just so they can stare at you for a semester.”


He feels like he should be offended, but she said it so sweetly, devoid of any sarcasm, like it’s just a fact.


Xavier knows he’s attractive. He’s known it since he was in elementary school and all the valentines would pile up on his desk and some of the girls used to dare each other to kiss him on the cheek at recess. But Bianca always seemed kind of immune to it and sometimes maybe a little bit annoyed by it, as if it was something he could control.


“I don’t mean . . .” He motions at his face. “I mean who’d want my life? Traveling from place to place, working on grants, finishing one job then moving on to the next, never settling. People who want to get married want the opposite of that, right? Besides that, my parents got divorced when I was five; my dad’s been married four times. The Byrnes suck at marriage.”


And they suck at being anything close to resembling a family.


Him included.


“Most people suck at marriage. The divorce rate is fifty percent. Half my friends who got married are already divorced . . . or should be.”


“This is what I’m saying, so the ring isn’t a big deal. You put it on, take a couple of pictures, post them and let everyone in your life freak out like they deserve for blowing you off. Let them feel bad about it for a day or two and then be like, psych!”


“Psych! Really?” she asks, falling to the couch beside him, letting her head fall back against the cushions with a sigh, and he shifts around in his seat to look down at her.


“Really,” he says. “What do you think?”


She doesn’t get up and pace, doesn’t do anything except look at him. He’s not entirely sure what she’s looking for in his eyes, so he just stares back and lets her consider, until finally, she seems to decide.


“Let’s do it.”


He only lives a few blocks away from her and so he heads out into the night to go and get the ring. Shoving his hand into the pockets of the cargo jacket he threw on when the evening temperature dipped below normal for LA in May, he lets the cool night air do its thing and sober him up a bit.


Five minutes ago this felt like a great idea, like a way to spend just a little more time with the only real connection he’s made in his years in LA.


But with the concrete under his feet and with every stride that carries him further away from her, reality starts to set in.


There’s a reason he pulled away the last few months, and while their dissertations and upcoming defenses were a convenient excuse, really he just needed some space, needed to keep the feelings of respect and admiration and attraction from coalescing into something way stronger than just friendship.


The distance helped . . . a lot.


And now he’s just diving in head first again.


But it’s just to help her out, to get her friends and family to see that flaking on her was a shitty thing to do.


He’s leaving soon, too soon for it to become anything more.


Letting himself into his apartment, he navigates around the boxes stacked in the living room. He’s still got a couple of weeks until he has to move out, but his sublet is up at the end of the academic year and most of his shit is headed to storage while he hopes he can find a few couches to surf on before he leaves for Greece. His mentor, Paolo, has a job waiting for him there, helping in repatriation efforts of some artifacts that have been sitting in museums and private collections for a few hundred years, when they should be back where they belong in their home country.


Bianca’s Greek. At least her last name is, and he’s pretty sure that’s where her long dark curls – that he’s spent more time than he’d like to admit imagining twisting around his fingers or spread out over his pillow – come from. Maybe she’ll appreciate his efforts on behalf of her ancestors.


The ring is exactly where he left it, in a box labeled Miscellaneous that also holds some of his childhood things that haven’t left the crate they arrived in since his mom passed away five years ago.


Opening the small velvet box, he studies the ring carefully. He doesn’t have any memories of his mother actually wearing the thing. Can’t even picture it on her finger. It definitely doesn’t look like the sparkling monstrosities he’s seen some women wearing. It’s old, he knows that. His dad bought it in the late eighties, but it’s probably a hundred years older than that. The band is thin and pinkish gold, with a circular diamond, maybe a karat in size or a little more, in the center, surrounded by much smaller diamonds.


Elegant and original.


A lot like the girl he’s going to give it to.


He lifts it from the cushion holding it in place and slides it on to his pinky, but it doesn’t even go past his knuckle. His mom was little too, like Bianca. Hopefully it’ll fit.


Shit.


His mom.


She would not love this idea.


His mom believed in love. She’d loved his dad even though his dad is a complete asshole.


You don’t get to choose who you love.


It’s something she’d always tell him.


He’d read a book back in undergrad where that supposedly happened to the hero. The poor bastard fell in love against his will and then spent the rest of the book trying to figure out how the hell to live without her because she didn’t love him back.


Xavier never really bought into it. He’s a grown man and fully capable of controlling his emotions, no matter how attracted he is.


So, he puts the ring in its box and heads back out into the night, back to Bianca’s apartment. Maybe by the time he gets there, she’ll have changed her mind. Maybe she’ll have sobered up a bit and laugh herself silly when he shows up at her front door with this ring. Maybe she’ll have passed out on her couch and won’t even answer the door.


And despite just how in control he is, that would probably be the best possible thing to happen.


He could go home, pack up the rest of his shit, send her a text to congratulate her one more time and then never see her again aside from the occasional post online. And eventually she’ll end up with another guy. Some guy who’ll take one look at her, with those curves, wild hair and bright sparkling eyes and her brilliant mind and decide not to let her go, and then she’ll post a picture with a different ring on her finger and he’ll try to be happy for her and that will be that.


Jesus Christ, he’s definitely still a little drunk.


He only gets like this, depressed and maudlin, when he mixes alcohol and his fucking feelings.


And he’s been outside her apartment for a few minutes now, not going up the stairs and just staring up at the window that looks over the street. The light is still on.


C’mon, Byrne, suck it up and just do it.


Once he gets his feet moving, he takes the steps two at a time. The door is still unlocked, which has him clicking his teeth in disapproval of himself for not locking it on his way out and her for not locking it behind him.


“What were the odds that someone was just going to randomly try the door in the twenty minutes you were gone,” she says, not on the couch where he left her, but in the little corner of the room that passes for a kitchen, pouring out clear liquid into two red solo cups.


“What’s this for?”


“So we can drink to our fengagement?”


“Fengagement? Fake engagement?”


“He’s smart.”


“He does okay.”


“More than okay,” she insists and hands him a cup and lifts hers. “To . . . us, I guess?”


Lifting his in return, he shakes his head ruefully. “To us.” He drinks it, letting it settle on his tongue gently before swallowing it down. “That’s good. Ouzo?”


“You’ve had it?”


“On occasion.”


“I bought this bottle in Greece when we were there for my sister’s wedding. She said we’d drink it to celebrate, but I think we should drink it tonight instead.”


“Sounds good to me, boss.”


Holding out his cup, she smiles wide and bright as she pours them both another.


“Okay, down to business,” he says, rubbing his hands together and then pulling out the box from his pocket. “Your fengagement ring.”


But then he hesitates. He’s not sure of the protocol here. Should he get down on a knee? No, that’d be stupid. They’re not actually getting engaged. Instead, he just holds it out to her to take.


Which she does and then stops. “Can I?”


“Obviously, that’s the point, right?”


“Right,” she agrees and then opens the box. “Oh, it’s beautiful.” Then her brow furrows. “I thought you said it was your mother’s. Rose gold was a thing in the nineties?”


“Rose gold’s been a thing since the nineteenth century.”


“You know a lot about jewelry?”


“I know a lot about antiquities.”


“You get that from your mom? So that’s why archaeology and repatriation and . . .” She trails off.


“She’s smart.”


“She does okay.”


“Way more than okay.”


And that makes her smile come back, and shit, if that isn’t addictive as hell, having her look at him like that. He can imagine that maybe that’s the face she’d make after a few hours in his bed.


Better not imagine that too much, actually.


“You should try it on,” he manages to rasp.


“I . . .” She hesitates. “Maybe this isn’t . . .”


“What, you getting cold feet on me?” But she still doesn’t make a move toward the ring. “Okay, how about this?” He takes the box and slides the ring out of it before reaching for her hand. When did they get this close together? He can smell the scent of something a little powdery and floral in her hair, sweet and subtle. Taking her left hand, he lifts it. He manages to suppress the urge to press his mouth against the inside of her wrist and instead, slides the ring onto her fourth finger gently.


It fits.


Because of course it does.


Just a little extra sweet torture from the universe on this absolute shitshow of a plan he’s concocted.


He steps back. He needs space. Needs to escape the scent of her and the smooth skin of the back of her hand.


Shit, he needs more ouzo.


“So, what, should I just take a picture of my hand? That’s what everyone does, right?”


He’s seen enough of those posts over the years, his own friends finding someone to settle down with.


“Nah, we should do something a little bit different.”


“What did you have in mind?”


And of course it goes against everything his brain was telling him to do just seconds ago, but honestly, he doesn’t give a damn. If they’re gonna do this, they should do it right.


He steps closer, reaching out, his hand landing at her hip. “Is this okay?” he asks, drawing her in with just the lightest pressure.


She just hums her acceptance. And that’s one more thing he’d like to know, if that’s the sound she’d make every time his mouth finds just the right spot.


“Okay,” he says, pulling his phone from his back pocket and opening the camera. “Here, you take this. And what if I . . .” His free hand finds hers and lifts it toward his mouth. “Is that okay?”


His lips brush the inside of her wrist, the skin there softer than he imagined, her scent stronger, probably where she’d dabbed on some perfume before the party, and he doesn’t look up until she clears her throat gently.


“What do you think?” she asks, holding his phone out, showing him the picture.


And yeah, that’s . . . exactly what he imagined. His pale skin contrasting against her olive tones, his five o’clock shadow standing out, reminding him that he hasn’t shaved since yesterday, and his mother’s ring on her finger.


“It’s perfect,” he says, honestly the only possible thing he could say, because it is. Absolutely perfect. Even if it is complete bullshit. “Post that and give them the shock of their lives.”
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