





[image: One Year Ago in Spain by Evelyn Skye]














One Year Ago in Spain


[image: ]


EVELYN SKYE


[image: ]












Copyright © 2024 Evelyn Skye


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


Published in arrangement with Del Ray, an imprint of Random House, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, New York.


First published in the USA in 2024.


First published in Great Britain in 2024 by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


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


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


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 9781035417087


Book design by Edwin A. Vazquez


Balcony image: Sally Fama Cochrane


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk









About the Author


[image: ]


Evelyn Skye is the New York Times bestselling author of The Hundred Loves of Juliet, One Year Ago in Spain, and many other books. A graduate of Stanford University and Harvard Law School, Skye lives in the San Francisco Bay Area with her husband and daughter.


Bonus content and newsletter:


evelynskye.substack.com


Instagram: @evelyn_skye


X: Evelyn Skye (@evelynskyebooks)


evelynskye.com









Praise for Evelyn Skye


‘Evelyn Skye has written an utterly romantic, infinitely lovely story about second chances, opposites complementing each other, and the power of love. Her writing is beautiful, uplifting, and full of heart – every romance reader will adore this novel!’


Ali Hazelwood, No. 1 New York Times bestselling author


‘One Year Ago in Spain is a feast for the hopeless romantic. Evelyn Skye’s beautiful storytelling reaches for your heart and captures your soul. Sweeping, smart, and utterly magical’


Dana Elmendorf


‘Gorgeous time-travel romance’


Heat


‘Sparkling with wit and humor, One Year Ago in Spain is the perfect combination of charm and depth’


Addie Woolridge


‘A sumptuous love story full of what-ifs and second chances’


Julie Soto, USA Today bestselling author


‘Effervescent and romantic, a novel that gives hope and credence to the concept of “ever after”’


Tif Marcelo, USA Today bestselling author


‘A rare and charming retelling’


Ashley Poston, New York Times bestselling author


‘Beautifully spun and achingly romantic’


M. A. Kuzniar


‘For anyone who’s ever swooned over Romeo and Juliet: this novel cleverly imagines the epilogue the lovers didn’t get to have, and how curses can be blessings in disguise’


Jodi Picoult, No. 1 New York Times bestselling author









BY EVELYN SKYE


FOR ADULTS


The Hundred Loves of Juliet


One Year Ago in Spain


FOR YOUNG ADULTS


The Crown’s Game


The Crown’s Fate


Circle of Shadows


Cloak of Night


Three Kisses, One Midnight


Damsel


FOR CHILDREN


Princess Private Eye


Princess Private Eye and the Missing Robo-Bird









About the Book


One Year Ago in Spain


Claire Walker has always had her life in perfect order, including her high-powered job at one of Manhattan’s top corporate law firms. Yet the one thing she cannot seem to find is a perfect love to complete it, until fate pushes Matías de León into her path. Matías is a Spanish artist who is everything that Claire is not: free-spirited and creative, chaos to her order. She falls for him, hard – and he for her.


A year later, however, Claire begins to question everything about their relationship. How can they possibly work long-term when they’re so different? Might it be best to end it before they are both in too deep?


Then tragedy strikes while Matías is visiting family, leaving him gravely wounded in a Madrid hospital. And when Claire drops everything to race to his side, she finds she is the only one who can see and talk to Matías’s soul, detached from his comatose body. But that soul has no memories of his year in New York, of her, or of their relationship. Claire soon realizes that in order to lure Matías back to his body, she will have to convince him to fall in love with her all over again. But can lightning strike twice? Can the same magic that brought them together once do so again?









To Anne Groell—
for seeing my stories . . . and me.


Para Leo Teti y su equipo en España—
quienes me ayudaron a entender la cultura española.
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THEY KISSED LIKE THEY WERE TALKING ABOUT THE WEATHER. And not the tornados of the Midwest or the searing wildfires of California. Just a tepid peck on the lips, as exciting as a partially cloudy evening.


All around them, Manhattan heaved like an impatient dragon, its sidewalks shimmering like scales sweaty with humidity. Streetlamps blazed, and the horns of taxis wailed. Everything in the city was alive—feverish, irrepressible.


Everything except Claire and her date.


It was the third time she and Glenn had been out together, and now they stood outside the perfectly acceptable restaurant where they had both eaten perfectly acceptable chicken with a sautéed vegetable medley. The conversation had been perfectly acceptable, too—not bad but not great. Just . . . fine.


Glenn smiled at her. He was tall enough that she couldn’t see the balding patch on the crown of his head, but she knew it was there. He had nice teeth—he was a dentist, so he’d better have—and he seemed to wear a uniform of standard-issue polo shirts in tame shades of blue, paired with tan chinos.


They were supposed to be heading to the opening of a new exhibit by a Spanish artist. Claire’s best friend—one of the lawyers she worked with—was married to the gallery owner, and he was throwing a swanky party with cocktails and a live band tonight.


“Should I get us a ride?” Claire asked.


Glenn kept smiling in that mild way of his.


“Um . . .” She looked around them to see if she’d missed a cue about what was going on, but no dice.


He took her hand. “I was wondering,” Glenn said, shouting a little to be heard over the street noise. “Would you like to be exclusive?”


Claire blinked at him. “Exclusive?”


“You know, not seeing anyone else?”


She frowned, but just a tiny one—the kind that only the person frowning really knows is happening while the rest of the world goes on blissfully unaware. “Oh, I know what exclusive means, but . . . why?”


Glenn let out a short laugh. “Because I thought it might be nice if we didn’t kiss anyone else.”


She didn’t think he was kissing anyone else. And Claire certainly wasn’t seeing other men. She was a corporate attorney at one of Manhattan’s top international firms, on the cusp of partnership, which meant nearly all her waking hours were spent at the office. It had taken her and Glenn weeks to find a compatible evening in their schedules for this third date.


“Also,” Glenn was saying, “because we’d be good together. We’re both smart and we have our lives figured out—which, to be frank, even though we’re both thirty-one, is no longer a given for our generation. We’re both practical and clearheaded. It’s the foundation for long-lasting success.”


Claire sighed. She’d grown up on epic love stories and movies, like the Outlander books and Titanic. So Claire wanted fire and passion, a man who stayed with her not because it was sensible, but because he couldn’t imagine a life without her. And Glenn’s speech was nowhere near what she’d once dreamed of as a romantic declaration.


But she wasn’t getting any younger, and he was the kind of man you wouldn’t be embarrassed to bring home to the family—if Claire’s parents were still alive or she had any siblings, which she didn’t.


Yet if she and Glenn were this bland at the start, what kind of future would this relationship hold? Besides a high probability of predictable stability?


A taxi pulled up at the curb near them, vomiting out passengers onto the sidewalk. Immediately, two different couples—red-faced from the heat and humidity—lunged toward the open door, fighting to claim the car. Getting a ride on a Saturday night in Manhattan was no small feat.


Glenn stepped away but didn’t do anything to help shield Claire from the melee. Not that she needed a man to save her, but she wouldn’t have minded a little chivalry.


“So, what do you say?” Glenn asked once one of the couples had victoriously crammed themselves into the cab and left the other pair growling and punching at their phones, trying to find an available ride.


“Say to what?” Claire asked, her mind still on the minidrama over the taxi.


“Being exclusive. You and me, together.”


“I think . . . Well, I like you, Glenn.”


He grinned at her with his very straight teeth.


“But the thing is . . .” Claire took a deep breath. “Don’t you think we deserve more? I mean that in the nicest way possible. Maybe you’re right and we would be a good team, but don’t you deserve something more than just a well-functioning team member by your side? Don’t you deserve someone where, when she’s gone, you still think about her all the time? Someone you want to text whenever you have a break in your schedule? And after a long day, you want nothing more than to curl up next to her and hear all about her day? Because, if we’re being honest, I doubt you feel that way about me. Right? And I . . . I respect you, Glenn, but I don’t feel that spark with you, either.”


Glenn crossed his arms across his polo shirt, which was now sweat-soaked at the pits. He closed his eyes briefly—had she gone too far? But he’d said he appreciated Claire’s clearheadedness, right? Like the attorney she was, she’d laid out a well-thought-out argument for their respective happiness. It just didn’t involve being together.


When he opened his eyes, he nodded calmly, as if he’d just considered a patient’s description of a toothache. “What you described is, indeed, the fantasy. But that’s all it is—a fantasy. And, Claire, come on, you care more about practicality than passion. Look at your life. You’re a lawyer. And you chose to go out with me, a dentist. We are people of responsibility. A little boring, a little uninspired, perhaps, but steady. Fantasies are for dreamers, not for dentists and lawyers like us.”


For the second time in just minutes, Claire found herself blinking at him. If Glenn had gotten angry or stomped off or something else dramatic, she could have taken it. But instead, he had returned her careful line of reasoning with a rational argument of his own—one that walloped her in the stomach far harder than if he’d told her to fuck off.


“Claire?”


She shook herself out of her thoughts.


“No,” she said.


“I’m sorry. What?”


“No,” Claire said, looking him in the eye. “You’re really nice, Glenn. And maybe you’re right, but I’m not ready to give up yet. I still want—”


“The impossible?”


She bit her lip, then nodded. “Yeah.”


Glenn laughed without humor, but he was too placid a person to be angry. “All right, then. Best of luck to you, Claire. I hope you find the love of your life.”


“You, too, Glenn.”


He nodded once, then headed off toward the subway station.


Claire allowed herself one more long exhale. And then she turned in the other direction and began to walk toward the gallery where her friend Yolanda was waiting for her.


CLAIRE TRUDGED THROUGH GREENWICH VILLAGE, MOSTLY oblivious to the people and storefronts as what Glenn had said about her echoed in her head.


Boring.


Uninspired.


You care more about practicality than passion.


Was it true?


Claire’s life was remarkably predictable. She woke every morning at 5:30 A.M., went for a run through Central Park, came home and showered, then made the same oatmeal with raisins, walnuts, and cinnamon for breakfast. She left her apartment at 7:25 to catch the train, which got her through the front doors of the law firm at 7:47—enough time to grab a coffee from the break room and read through any emails that had come in overnight before hopping on client calls starting at 8:30. The only thing Claire couldn’t predict was when each workday would end, because sometimes there were calls with clients on the West Coast or even in Asia.


But my reliability is why my clients love me, Claire thought, trying to reassure herself.


And being reliable wasn’t mutually exclusive with wanting to hold out for a bigger love. Right?


Then again, if she thought about the epic love stories she’d grown up with, they always involved a large dose of spontaneity and upheaval—time travel, sinking ships, and giving up everything and everyone you’d ever known.


It was a lot to ask.


Oh god, what if Glenn had been right about her?


Claire wove around some of the stinking trash bags that had been left out to fester on the sidewalks. Deep in her thoughts, she almost walked right past the Rose Gallery and its exhibition Surreal Delight.


But the dead streetlamp above her suddenly flickered on and illuminated the plate glass window, and Claire drew in a breath in surprise.


There was a long oil painting of the Manhattan skyline on a rainy day. At first glance, it was just another realistic steel and gray view of the city. But then Claire’s eyes traveled to the bottom half of the painting, where a small girl in a yellow rain jacket crouched next to an enormous puddle that spanned the length of Manhattan. And in its watery, upside-down reflection was a whole different world—one where the skyscrapers were towering sunflowers, and the little girl was a euphoric bumblebee.


The next painting was also realistic on its face: a Spanish chef laboring over flames and a large pan of paella. The kitchen staff around him sweated and bustled, and the rich, deep colors of the painting reminded Claire of classical European art.


But the exhibit was called Surreal Delight, and on closer inspection, she noticed that the saltshaker in the chef’s hand was scattering not salt, but tiny hearts, the little red confetti tumbling down onto the saffron rice in a shower of culinary love.


“I want that,” she said out loud. Not the literal painting—although she wouldn’t mind having it on her wall—but that feeling, that twinkle of joy in her otherwise orderly world.


Behind her, the gallery door opened.


“Claire!” Yolanda Davis—her best friend, colleague, and the wife of the gallery owner—popped her head out. She was, as usual, impeccably put together, her dark skin contrasting beautifully with a pale pink silk blouse, her natural hair blown out. “I thought I saw you through the window. Come inside! And where’s your date?”


“Glenn went home early.”


“That bad, huh?”


“No, not really,” Claire said. “Just . . . not enough.”


She followed Yolanda inside and sighed gratefully as the icy blast of air-conditioning hit her skin. The melodies of a saxophone and flamenco guitarist echoed through the high rafters, and a ritzy Fifth Avenue crowd milled around the gallery, drinking sangria and rebujitos while occasionally looking at the paintings on the walls.


“Claire Walker, haven’t seen you in ages.” Jason—Yolanda’s husband—came up and greeted Claire with a hug. “What do you think of the exhibit?”


“I’ve only had a chance to see what was in the window, but . . . it’s extraordinary.”


“Can I get you a drink?” Yolanda asked. “The sangria is great, but the bartender’s also making tinto de verano, which is kind of like sangria, but fizzy.”


“Yes, please. I could definitely use a drink.”


Yolanda darted off to the bar. Jason started to tell Claire about the nearest painting but then broke off and, looking over her shoulder, said, “Oh, there’s the artist. Do you want to meet him? I’ll introduce you. He’s from Madrid, but he’s going to be here in the States for a couple years as a visiting professor at the New York Academy of Art. He’s a classical realist—with a touch of the imaginative. Monstrously talented and passionate, which is so refreshing in this age of soulless AI art, you know?”


Jason waved at someone. Claire turned around. She was only five-four, so she couldn’t see over the heads of the people in front of her. But it didn’t matter, because the crowd parted, and there he was.


“Matías de León,” Jason said, “I’d like you to meet a friend of mine, Claire Walker.”


He was just like his paintings, viscerally real and rendered in warmth: Waves of black hair. Olive skin. Broad shoulders and muscled forearms that were proof of hours working with his hands.


But then, like the title of his exhibition, there was the glimmer of surreal delight—his eyes were like pools of honey in morning sunlight, rich and gold with promises of undivinable depths.


“Un placer. A pleasure,” Matías said, his English gently accented with Spanish.


Claire’s mouth opened, but no words came out.


Yolanda reappeared with drinks. But when she saw Claire speechless—and knowing how, as a lawyer, Claire was never without something to say—Yolanda winked at Jason and said, “Why doesn’t Matías give Claire a personal tour of some of his paintings in the back of the gallery? You know, since she arrived late and missed the introductory speech?”


Without missing a beat, Jason said, “What a fantastic idea,” and steered Claire and Matías away from the music and the bar and the majority of the guests. Jason and Yolanda then melted into the party without even a glance back.


Claire laughed nervously. Yolanda wasn’t known for her subtlety, but what the heck was she thinking? There was no way a gorgeous Spanish artist was going to be into Claire. She dated balding dentists and the occasional accountant.


“I am so glad you could come tonight,” Matías said as they made their way deeper into the Rose Gallery. Heads turned wherever he walked.


“You are? Why?” Claire didn’t mean to blurt that last bit out, but her nerves had the reins right now.


“I was worried no one would attend my gallery opening,” he said. “But Jason has done a wonderful job with it. Are you having a nice evening?”


“Not until now.” Claire immediately felt her face flush the same red as her drink.


Matías grinned, and it was charmingly lopsided—nothing like Glenn’s perfectly symmetrical smile.


What is going on? Claire never spoke before she thought; you learned that in the first year of law school.


They reached the back wall. There were only a couple of other guests back here, so Claire and Matías had this part of the gallery pretty much to themselves. Matías was close enough to her that she could smell the pine and spice of his cologne, and her heart thrummed a little faster.


“Although Jason asked me to give a speech earlier tonight,” Matías said, “I do not really like to talk about my work. I put everything I have to say into the art itself, you know? So, please.” He waved toward the paintings that hung around them.


Claire’s pulse sped up more, but for a different reason now. Publicly, she pretended to like paintings and sculptures and such because it was the kind of sophisticated thing that all the partners at the law firm seemed to enjoy. Being Yolanda’s friend also meant she heard a fair bit about the art world.


Yet the truth was that Claire had never been the sort who was particularly moved by art—not like the people who had annual passes to MoMA who could stand in front of a canvas and talk for hours about its complexity. Paintings were just pictures to Claire. So she started psyching herself up to come up with some eloquent lies to tell Matías.


But then she was face-to-face with his work again, and it was like trying to walk during an earthquake while the ground was still shaking. Basic assumptions weren’t straightforward anymore.


Each of his pieces was painted in a style reminiscent of classical European masters, done on wood panels rather than canvas, which seemed to give the colors a richer, almost glowing quality. Matías’s style was very realistic, except that in each painting there was one incongruous, imaginative element.


There was a portrait of a man and a woman at home, him drab and slouched and slack-faced on the couch watching mindless TV, completely unaware that beside him, his wife was gleefully reading a book from which a cute, thimble-sized red alien had emerged and was waving from the pages. Claire laughed out loud, remembering her own amazement when, after moving to New York and having some subway commuting time to kill, she’d rediscovered the joy of reading.


Next, she stood for a long time in front of a painting of a little boy in a field blowing on a dandelion, but rather than seedlings, there were tiny drones, dutifully flying off into the blue sky with his wishes. A trill of happiness vibrated through Claire; this was a vision counter to all the doom-and-gloom headlines about how computers and robots were going to devour humanity. Instead, Matías had found a way to show a path forward where technology was infused with hope.


But it was a painting in the quiet corner of the gallery that knocked the breath out of Claire. In it, a gap-toothed, smiling monk held out a partially peeled orange to the person gazing at the painting. But it wasn’t an orange peeking out from under the peel—it was the planet Earth.


Peace, cupped in his hands and offered to every single person who stopped to look.


“Oh my god, Matías,” she whispered.


He’d stood quietly next to her as she walked through his work, understanding that sometimes the best tour is one the traveler leads herself on. Now he smiled, and those golden eyes glimmered under the gallery spotlights.


If it were possible to know someone’s soul without knowing the person at all, this was how. Matías’s art was his pureness, his sanguine exuberance, his belief in the promise of the world. And—just like when Claire first saw his painting of the Manhattan skyline reflected in a puddle as a forest of sunflowers—she thought,


I want that.


I want him.


But ordinary people only get to mingle with the extraordinary for brief interludes before they have to return to the normal world. Claire knew to savor these moments because she wouldn’t get to have them again once she walked out of the Rose Gallery’s doors.


Unfortunately, the adoring crowds soon found Matías again. A group of society matrons converged on him and swept him away before Claire could even thank him for sharing his work.


She stood there alone then, with his art, wondering if someone like her could ever inspire a similar passion in someone as vibrant and original as Matías.


But after a few seconds, Claire laughed at herself. She had had her brief interlude with the extraordinary, and now it was time to return to the norm.


HE CALLED HER AT HER OFFICE THE NEXT DAY AT 9 A.M.


“Hi, Claire? It’s Matías. I asked Yolanda for your number. I hope that was okay. I’d like to take you to dinner.”


Claire gawked at her phone for a moment. Was he really asking her out?


Her voice squeaked when she answered. “Um, dinner sounds good. What date were you thinking of?”


“Tonight, if you’re available.”


Tonight? Attorneys were never free on such short notice. Claire’s calendar was often booked a month in advance.


“Unfortunately, I’m busy all this week,” she said.


“Oh, okay. I understand. If you are not interested, I am sorry for bothering you—”


“No, wait! I am! Interested, I mean. But I have to work late.”


Matías laughed softly. “All right. Well, what if it is a late dinner tonight? You have to eat, don’t you?”


“I do,” Claire said. “But I honestly don’t know how long I’ll be working. I have a call at seven that will last at least two hours, and I’ll have some follow-up work I have to take care of afterward. I might be here until eleven or so. I was planning to just grab a salad from the cafeteria before they close and eat at my desk after my call.”


Matías made a disapproving tsk with his tongue. “Claire, that is no way to live. In Spain, meals are more than just nourishment. However, I understand that you’re busy, so I’ll tell you what—I will bring food to you at the office after your call tonight. Give me thirty minutes for a break, and I will prove to you that dinner can be efficient and pleasurable.”


The way he said pleasurable sent a warm rumble straight through her core.


WINDSOR & BLACK LLP WAS SPREAD OVER TWENTY FLOORS IN a skyscraper in Midtown. Floor 1 was security; floor 2, a reception hall as elegant as a Four Seasons hotel; floor 3 was the copy center and gym; and floor 4 was the free employee cafeteria. Floors 5 through 7 were glass-walled conference rooms, and then the rest of the levels were attorneys’ offices. Every lawyer at Windsor & Black LLP had their own office with a heavy oak door, and their secretaries and paralegals sat outside their respective attorneys’ offices in pods in the center.


Just after nine, Matías arrived, and Claire brought him upstairs. The usually bustling floors were empty now, other than a handful of attorneys still in offices here and there, their doors shut to avoid all distractions so they could finish their work and hopefully get home before midnight. Her own desk was so covered in binders and stacks of paper that there was nowhere to eat, so she led him to the law library.


It was a beautiful space, all soaring ceilings and marble columns, that sadly no one used anymore because research was all done digitally now. When Claire had first started working at Windsor & Black, she’d sworn to herself that she would visit the library every day to remind herself that law and justice were revered, noble concepts, not just a glowing computer screen and endless conference calls. But that promise had fallen by the wayside, long ago consumed by demanding partners and even more demanding clients.


She let out a contented sigh, though, as they stepped into the library now.


“Intimidating,” Matías said as his gaze brushed across the towering shelves of leather-bound tomes.


Claire smiled. “Nah. It’s all a facade. Attorneys are just nerds who like big words, and lots of them.”


“You sell yourself short,” Matías said. “But there is one thing I have in common with lawyers—we keep late hours.” He held up the cooler and canvas bag he’d brought. “Spaniards eat dinner at nine or ten at night, too.”


Claire laughed and led him deeper into the library, to a table in the back corner.


Matías pulled out a tablecloth. It was brightly colored, like blue and yellow ceramic tiles, and he lifted it into the air like the parachute game children play, tablecloth hovering for a long moment, before letting it settle gently onto the otherwise ordinary table.


He unpacked real plates—not paper—and weighty silverware and cloth napkins, too.


“Three courses in thirty minutes,” Matías declared, and Claire laughed.


“Where did you order from?”


He furrowed his brow. “What do you mean?”


“The food? Where did you get it?”


“Oh! Well, let’s see. The Manchego, I purchased from Murray’s Cheese. The olives and almonds, I bought from Despaña in SoHo. The fruit and vegetables are from the farmer’s market near my apartment, and the vinegar and olive oil I bought the first day I was in New York, from Mercado Little Spain.”


Claire stared at him with her mouth open. “Wait. You mean you made me dinner from scratch?”


Matías made a face. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”


She didn’t want him to figure out that many New Yorkers never cooked. They just ordered delivery through apps, with the food arriving slightly soggy but still pretty warm at their door.


To begin, he artfully arranged a shaved-apple salad with arugula, Manchego cheese, Marcona almonds, and a tart cider vinaigrette. Claire gasped at the crisp sweetness of fruit contrasted with peppery greens and the richness of nuts and cheese.


“This puts my cafeteria salad to shame,” she said.


“I hope so.”


But it wasn’t just that it was leagues more delicious than regular salads. It was that he’d made it for her.


Next, Matías presented her with empanadillas de atún—half-moon pastries filled with tuna and green olives—then spooned a sauce made of tomato, onions, garlic, and bell peppers, cooked until deeply caramelized.


“Should I use a knife and fork?” Claire asked, not wanting to commit a cultural faux pas on their first date.


“You can,” Matías said. “Or you can just pick it up like this—”


He bit into an empanadilla and oh god, his mouth. The pastry crumbled in a shower of buttery decadence, and Claire wanted to crawl across the table and lick the stray smudge of sofrito sauce at the corner of his lips. But she restrained herself because (a) she was Claire Walker, who didn’t do things like that, and (b) they were in a library, for goodness’ sake. Even if it was a deserted one after office hours.


But then Matías brought out a small glass jar filled with what looked like speckled caramel.


“This is bienmesabe canario,” he said. “An almond dessert from the Canary Islands, where my great-grandparents were from. This is an old family recipe and my favorite from childhood.”


He dipped a spoon into the jar.


Leaned toward her. “Try it . . .”


Claire parted her lips.


The silver tip of the spoon touched her tongue. Sweetness hit her taste buds, and she moaned.


Every woman has her limits.


She pushed aside the remnants of the picnic, climbed across the table, and kissed him, their mouths like molten sugar.


Claire had never slept with anyone before the sixth date, but Matías was not made for rules.


He laid her down on the plush carpet of the library and disassembled her carefully pressed suit, piece by piece. She yanked his shirt over his head and fumbled at his fly.


Despite the air-conditioning of the staid library, their bodies melted together like the heat that shimmers in the air in the middle of summer days.


When she came, she held in her scream, but the books shook on the shelves around her.


When it was his turn, he whispered her name.


The full, contented silence that followed said everything else they needed to know.


And that was how Claire Walker fell in love with Matías de León.
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ELEVEN MONTHS LATER


“I CAN’T WAIT TO SHOW YOU AROUND SPAIN,” MATÍAS SAID AS he grabbed his empty suitcase to begin packing. He was about to set it on the bed when Claire yelped.


“Wait, don’t put it there!”


She ran to his closet and returned with the luggage rack she’d bought him. “It’s just . . . remember I read that article about all the germs on suitcase wheels?” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m sorry, but I—”


“You don’t have to apologize, churri,” Matías said, using his favorite endearment. He leaned in and kissed her, right where her nose was scrunched. Then he took the luggage rack from her, unfolded it, and set his suitcase on top.


Claire sighed. He was good to her, he really was. But in the eleven months of their whirlwind romance, some . . . differences had emerged. Matías was chaos, whereas Claire was order. For instance, he tried his best to put things where they belonged, but he wasn’t always successful. That had been good enough in the early days of being together, when Claire had laughed whenever he set his keys on her kitchen island instead of the entry table by the door, or when he put the coffee mugs on the water glass shelf.


But it had been bothering her more lately. Maybe because the hurricane of their relationship was slowing down to a normal breeze, and it was a lot easier to spot flaws when you weren’t in the middle of a storm.


Right now, she had to avert her eyes as he tossed improperly folded T-shirts into his suitcase.


Don’t be so rigid, she told herself.


Still, to avoid watching, Claire walked over to the dresser in the far corner of his room to retrieve some socks and boxer briefs. If she got to them before Matías did, she could roll them up nicely to prevent them from wrinkling.


As she reached for his socks, though, her hand hit something hard in the back of the drawer. What the—?


Claire angled herself so her body would block Matías’s view, and she pulled the mystery thing out of the drawer.


It was a sock, but stuffed inside it was a velvet ring box.


Her stomach flipped, and she wasn’t sure it was entirely in a good way.


He’s planning to propose. On this trip to Spain. In front of all his family and friends . . .


Only, Claire already knew she couldn’t go. The merger she was working on was utter madness, but she hadn’t found the right time yet to break the news to Matías.


Also, she didn’t know if she wanted to say yes to marrying him.


She and Matías were complete opposites—which, judging by Claire’s friends’ relationships, usually did not work out. And her model relationship—her parents—had been one based on shared personalities and occupations. Mom and Dad had both been postal workers, and because of that, they’d understood how to live in the ebbs and flows of each other’s days. They had driven to work together each morning. She worked in the post office itself and he delivered mail, so they touched based during the day whenever he stopped in for a new batch of packages and mail. And at the end of the day, they’d sit next to each other on the sofa, their feet soaking in respective foot baths in front of the TV, where they inevitably murmured their commiseration every time a delivery person showed up onscreen and got chased by dogs.


Mom and Dad had died in a car accident right after Claire graduated from college, but she still thought of them every day. Missed them. Hoped that the life she was leading would’ve made them proud.


What would they have thought about her and Matías?


The velvet box seemed to grow heavier in Claire’s hand.


Part of her didn’t want to peek, because that would make it more real.


But the lawyer part of her that liked facts wanted to open the box to make sure she wasn’t making this up. Because maybe it wasn’t an engagement ring. Maybe it was a pair of earrings for later, like Christmas, even though it was only July now.


If you’re going to do this, you’d better be quick, she told herself. Matías could decide to come over at any second.


She bit her lip and opened the velvet box.


Inside was a small, glittering sun—a ring with a round diamond, surrounded by tapered topazes like flames. Because of course Matías would promise nothing less than to give her the sun.


It was too much.


Claire stuffed the box back into the sock and shoved it into the recesses of the drawer where she’d found it.


How could Matías spring something like this on her? Didn’t he know by now that she needed her life calendared? And who in this day and age surprised people with engagement rings anymore? All her lawyer friends had discussed getting married with their significant others long before the question was popped, and even then, it was a foregone conclusion because they’d already done the ring sizing and shopping together.


And besides, Matías ought to know that they wouldn’t work out in the long run. This proposal was too soon, too rushed. If he waited another year, he would inevitably realize that she was too bland for him. Claire was all white blouses and pressed trousers, while Matías was riotous color and wild imagination. Over the past eleven months, she’d tried to enjoy every moment with him that she could because, deep down, she’d known it could never last.


How could she ever say yes to a proposal, when she knew she would only weigh him down for the rest of his life?


Still in a daze, Claire turned back toward Matías’s suitcase with neither socks nor boxers.


In the few minutes that she was gone, he’d somehow managed to cover his bed with various sprawling, unruly cables, seemingly random scraps of paper, his passport, gum, and toiletries. That was the thing about Matías. If there was any available space, his exuberance spread out immediately to cover every surface.


Claire glanced over at the bookshelf next to his bed. Unlike the shelves at her apartment, which were lined with books neatly organized by genre, Matías’s was full of his various hobbies—a ukulele and accompanying sheet music. A box full of blocks of wood and whittling knives. A chess board, a deck of cards for practicing magic tricks, and a sketchbook and set of charcoal pencils. Not to mention the weekly letters from his ninety-two-year-old abuela—his grandmother—from the past eleven months. The stacks of envelopes with her beautiful handwriting had tipped over and knocked over all the others like cascading paper dominoes.


“I’ll be done soon, and then we’ll head to your place so you can pack,” he said, smiling as he looked up from his suitcase.


Her heart clenched. He’d been so excited about the trip that she’d put off telling him that she was bailing.


Except now, not going to Spain with him seemed even worse. Before, it had just been about work. But discovering the ring box changed this trip from a mere vacation to a Significant Life Event, and Claire’s cancellation felt like it might actually be an ending.


I don’t want to break up with him, though.


The last eleven months had been the most exhilarating of her life. Claire was like a stick well established in the mud, but Matías showed up and wrested her free. She still loved her routines and schedules, but often, when there was an opportune gap in her calendar, he would insert himself into it and whisk her away for an impromptu picnic in Central Park or a wine tasting at a pop-up cellar. On the nights she worked late, he would sometimes swing by when she was ready to go home, and instead of taking the car that the firm would have paid for, they would walk together through Midtown. If the streets happened to be empty, Matías would whirl her into the middle of them to dance for no reason.


And the sex . . . God, the sex. This was not the way tight-laced lawyers and accountants did it. Matías in bed was like his art—he paid extravagant detail to every inch of her body, and he moved with luxuriant, confident grace. Sometimes they made languorous love in the mornings, still groggy from sleep but waking, slowly, together. Other times, they would have to pause in the middle of dinner and fuck in the kitchen, overcome by the rich, sensuous flavors of the meal he’d prepared and unable to keep their hands and mouths off each other a second longer.


Claire loved Matías, and she wasn’t ready to let him go yet. She just needed to slow things down, to buy herself more time to think. But she did need to tell him she couldn’t go to Spain.


“Matías . . .”


Saying his name, though, made him grin. Claire was self-conscious about committing fully to a Spanish accent, but she also wanted to respect his heritage, so what always came out was a hybrid where the first part sounded Spanish and the second half, American. Which Matías had decided was adorable.


She softened at the reminder of how much he loved every single thing about her—even the imperfect bits.


“I know what you’re thinking,” she said, a reluctant smile curling the corner of her mouth. She picked up a pillow and threw it at him.


Matías laughed. “Say guacamole for me. With a proper Spanish accent.”


“No.” But now she was trying not to laugh, too, because this was his favorite way to tease her, and even though she’d practiced over and over, she still couldn’t get guacamole right.


“¿Por favor?”


“I can’t!”


“Yes, you can. Just go easy on the g.”


Claire screwed up her face. Then she took a deep breath and did her best, which she knew was still embarrassingly wrong—“wa-ca-mo-lay.”


Matías swooped her up in a hug and kissed her. “I love when you speak Spanish. And when we get to Madrid, you’ll get to put your lessons to good use.”


She winced. Claire had declared months ago that she was going to learn Spanish, but after an enthusiastic start, things at work had really heated up, and she hadn’t made much progress on the language since.


Plus, she was about to bail on the trip completely.


Claire let herself be held for a moment longer. But then it was time to face the music.


“I have bad news,” she said.


“Oh?” Matías frowned, but leaned against the window ledge, giving her his full attention. He did that every time—set down his phone or magazine or ukulele to listen to her when she started to talk. It was amazing, and at the same time, maddening how incredible he was, because Claire could never be as wonderful back. He set an impossible standard.


“I can’t go with you to Spain.”


“What?” His face crumpled. “Why?”


“This merger I’m in charge of . . . It’s at a crucial juncture, and I need to be here to manage it. I’m so sorry. But if I nail this, they’ll make me partner. Honestly, I still have to pinch myself that I’m running it all. It’s a billion-dollar deal for Intelligentsia Tech, and I can’t just leave in the middle of it. I’m really sorry, hon.”


“But we planned this,” Matías said.


“I know,” Claire said. “And I thought the timing would work out, but the firm needs me. I’m the linchpin of the whole acquisition.”


“I was really looking forward to showing you where I grew up,” he said. “And for you to meet my family.”


“I’ve sort of met your family on video chats?” she said, trying to be conciliatory.


“It’s not the same.”


She knew how important his family was to him, and how much he’d wanted them to meet in person. Claire leaned against the window ledge, beside him.


“I feel terrible about this.”


“What if you came with me, but we set aside some time for you to work remotely?”


She shook her head. “It’s not the kind of job I can do well if I’m not in the same office as my team.”


Matías was thirty-six and an accomplished artist, but right then, he looked like a boy who’d just lost his favorite toy.


“Hey . . . Look, I do want to meet your family. Let’s promise to go to Spain together in the future, okay?” Claire said. “But this time, just go have fun. You haven’t been back home since you came to New York almost a year ago.”


He glanced in the direction of his dresser, and Claire was pretty sure he was thinking about the thwarted engagement.


“Maybe I’ll stay here, too,” he said.


Claire tensed for a second but plowed forward.


“No, don’t do that, Matías. It’s your summer break. You have no classes to teach till August, and you don’t have another gallery show until the fall. You should go to Spain and do all the things I wouldn’t want to do. Oh! What about that trip that Diego, Carlos, Facu, and Leo wanted to go on?”


Matías cocked his head as he thought about it. His childhood friends had proposed a week of jet skiing and skydiving and all manner of risky outdoorsy stuff that made Claire want to hide under a table just thinking about them. Matías had declined his friends’ plans when Claire was coming to Spain, but now that she wasn’t, he wouldn’t have to be held back by her anymore.


“That would be a lot of fun,” he said.


Claire rested her head on his chest. “I appreciate you understanding about my job. And when you get back and my merger is done, I promise I’ll make some time for just us. Some sort of romantic getaway—even if it’s only for one weekend.”


She could almost see the thoughts churning behind his eyes, setting aside one proposal location for another yet to be determined. So be it. Maybe by then she will have figured out just what to do.


But one thing she did know. “I am going to miss you a lot,” she said, looking up from where her head lay against his chest. She always felt safe here, nestled against Matías—a warm, temporary respite from whatever else may be going on around them.


He was quiet for a second. Then he said, “I think I have a solution for that.”


Matías carried her to the edge of the bed and set her down. But instead of making love to her, which was what she thought he intended, Matías took Claire’s left hand and spread it open. He brought it to his mouth and pressed a lingering kiss onto her palm. Then Matías curled her fingers closed around it.


“This kiss is for you to keep until I come home,” he said, “so you can carry me with you while I’m gone. If you find yourself missing me too much, just press your lips against your palm and imagine your kiss meeting mine, and I’ll be right here with you.”


“You are such an over-the-top romantic,” Claire said.


But even so, she looked down at her hand and kept her fist tightly closed, keeping the kiss he’d left her safe.









CLAIRE
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IT TURNED OUT TO BE A GOOD TIME FOR MATÍAS TO BE GONE. Over the next few days, Claire spent seventeen hours a day at her office. As the senior corporate associate in charge of an enormously high-profile merger, she was the quarterback of every minuscule detail and thousands of pages of documents. She had multiple teams working with her—intellectual property lawyers negotiating technology licensing agreements, environmental attorneys dealing with EPA issues at a couple of the target company’s sites, a real estate group investigating some expired leases, and more.


Just before 3 P.M., a pair of first-year associates filed into her office to listen in on her upcoming conference call.


Being a senior associate meant that Claire had a semi-corner office, which was a room larger than the normal offices and next door to one of the powerful partners. Sometimes Claire sat at her mahogany desk and just stared at the wall between her and the partner’s office and daydreamed what it would be like when she, too, had a corner office of her own.


She just had to navigate this Intelligentsia Tech merger safely home.


“I like the painting behind your desk,” Julia, one of the first-year associates, said.


Claire smiled and swiveled to look at it. It was a large still life of a fortune cookie, broken open to reveal the white ribbon of paper inside, connecting the halves like a bridge. Sitting on the paper were miniature versions of Matías and Claire, having a picnic of Chinese takeout as if they were in a park rather than inside a cookie.


“Thank you,” Claire said. “It was a welcome home gift from my boyfriend a few months ago. I’d been traveling for work for ten days straight and finally flew back here on a red-eye. I was exhausted and all I wanted was a shower and to fall asleep in my own bed. But when I unlocked my apartment door at 6 A.M. and stepped inside, there was coffee brewing, and Matías greeted me with fresh churros and a mug of melted dark chocolate to dip them in. But the pièce de résistance was the easel in the center of the kitchen table, covered by a sheet of fabric.
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