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No matter how Eliza felt about sticky Michigan summers, there was something special about being home again. Even if it wasn’t really home anymore. She curled her legs up onto the seat of the porch swing, reaching for her lemonade. It was so hot that her ice cubes had barely stood a chance, transmuted into wetness on the outside of her glass rather than coldness inside it.  

“Whoo,” she exhaled, fanning herself. “So hot!”

Eliza’s mom Susan quirked an eyebrow in her direction from the yard, where she was pulling weeds…in the middle of the day…when it was ninety degrees with a humidity rating Eliza couldn’t even bring herself to look at with both of her eyes open.

“You live in Turkey, dear,” said Susan. “And you think this is hot?“ She shook her head at her daughter. “What’s going to happen to you when your plane lands in Antalya?”

“I’ll manage somehow.” Eliza smiled, eyes dropping to her lap where her phone was sitting. Because as much as she might not be that excited about the peak summer heat, she was definitely excited to be seeing Deniz again.

She picked up her phone, scrolling through their recent text messages. It was getting late in Turkey, but if she had learned anything about what her boyfriend was like when he was back in his parents’ village, he was a night owl. Not like her, adjusting to her parents’ schedule: in bed by ten and up at six for coffee. No, Deniz was frequently texting her when it was evening in Michigan, making it the wee hours of the night in Turkey. She didn’t remember him being like that in Antalya, but nobody could be too much of a night owl with stacks of papers to grade and early morning classes to teach.

A message was waiting for her from Deniz; she must have missed it in the very rare moment that she wasn’t glued to her phone.

Can I pick you up at the airport?

Eliza smiled to herself, her fingers already flying with her response. …no. Thanks, though.

Three dots popped up, suggesting Deniz was working on his response, but nothing came through. She decided to put the poor guy out of his misery, sending another message to follow the previous one.

Just kidding. Of course you can pick me up. Did you really think I’d rather take the tram? Dude, I’m going to be barely coherent by the time I come to the end of my 18-hour journey. Public transportation would be unwise if I don’t want to wake up at the last stop of the tramline. 

Deniz’s response came quickly. Wow, that was a joke, huh? It was a pretty weak one, if I do say so.

“Yeah, right,” she scoffed. I’m rolling my eyes at you so hard right now. You can say whatever you want, but I know you believed me, at least for a second.

Maybe. I thought I had overstepped on your American independence. Or on your friendship with Crystal, since I’m pretty sure she’s going to be eager to see you, too.

Leave it to Deniz to be concerned about Eliza getting quality time with Crystal, her oldest friend and current roommate. And while it was true that Eliza had missed Crystal all summer (she had stayed in their apartment in Antalya while Eliza had returned to Michigan), it wasn’t quite the same as missing Deniz, her crush turned nemesis turned friend turned boyfriend.

So she told Deniz just that. Crystal can deal with it. She might miss me now, but she’s about to see so much of me she’s going to be sick of me. Actually, maybe I should be worried about the same thing happening with you…

His response was immediate. Not possible. I’ve missed you too much this summer. Be warned: I might not let you out of my sight again for a very long time.

The man normally had a way with words, but something about that didn’t sound quite right. Um. Was that supposed to sound creepy or…?

Definitely not. You have to remember that they didn’t teach us “English for flirting and seduction” in my university courses.

Eliza laughed out loud, imagining a college-aged Deniz taking diligent notes on his lined paper about proper flirting technique. Good to know. So you’re telling me there’s a hole in the curriculum? Maybe I should suggest a seminar to Dr. Yılmaz. I’d be happy to teach it.

She knew the laughing emojis Deniz was sending her now were sincere, and she could almost picture him throwing his head back and laughing from deep in his belly. That was one of her favorite surprises when the two of them had begun dating, seeing the unbuttoned version of him. The side of him that laughed with abandon, that relished a good meal, that expressed his normally closely kept emotions openly. She had had no idea just how passionate and free Deniz Aydem could be (apart from kissing her for the first time right in the middle of Kaleiçi), and the time they had spent together had been full of happy surprises.

What are you up to today, anyway? she wrote. I miss you.

The rapid fire responses she had been getting died out instantly, almost enough to make Eliza wonder if she had said something wrong.

She was still scowling at her phone when her mom stepped up onto the porch. “If I didn’t know you were texting that boyfriend of yours, I would think there was something wrong with you,” Susan teased. “Giggling away up here like a schoolgirl.”

Eliza stilled the porch swing so that her mom could take a seat next to her before the two of them began rocking again, setting a new, gentle pace.

“How is Deniz, anyway?” Susan asked. 

“He’s good.” She smiled at her mom, wishing she could introduce this woman she admired so much to her new boyfriend. Alec, Eliza’s ex-boyfriend, had been bad news, and Eliza knew Susan had worried about her the entire time they were together. Even if her mom was a bit wary of Deniz, Eliza knew she had nothing to be concerned about. He was a good guy, and Susan would come to see that for herself. Just as soon as he was back some place where he had better phone coverage. Video chatting had been an impossibility the entire time he’d been in his parents’ village, but she was grateful they could at least text each other.

“What’s keeping him busy these days? Do you know yet when he’ll head back to Antalya?” Susan’s interest was genuine, even if she didn’t mask the concern she was feeling.

“Well, you know he’s in the village, right?” Off her mom’s nod, Eliza continued. “His sister is there now, too, so he’s been keeping busy spending time with her.”

“I see. He’s close with his sister, then?”

Eliza nodded. “Really close. She’s younger than him, and I know he feels like he needs to look out for her. And also push her. Support her to their parents.”

A wrinkle of worry appeared on Susan’s face. “What do you mean? Why does he need to do that?”

“It’s nothing sinister, Mom. Just…you know. Parents worry about their children. Especially the baby of the family. Or so I hear.” She leaned into her mom’s side, elbowing her ever so slightly. “You didn’t worry about me at all when I moved to Turkey?”

“That’s different,” said Susan. “You were moving to a new country, just about as far away from me as you could get. There would have to be something wrong with me not to worry about you doing that.”

“I don’t know. It might not be so different. Deniz mentioned something yesterday about Cansu—that’s his sister—wanting to move to London for a bit. Some kind of work exchange program for her there.” She planted her eyes on her mom’s face, eyebrows wiggling with mischief. “So ask me again why her parents might worry about her.”

Susan sighed. “You got me there. Parents…we’re all the same, I guess. No matter the country, the language, or even the age of our kids, if they go away from home, we’re going to worry about them. Or maybe even try to talk them out of going in the first place.”

Eliza nodded. “Yeah, it seems pretty universal, doesn’t it? And at least when you were sending me off to Turkey, you knew Crystal would be there with me eventually. For Cansu, this is a new and unknown adventure, something really exciting. But I’m sure for her parents it’s scary to think about. Far away from them. Not someplace they can get quickly or easily if she needs them. A language they don’t speak.”

“That’s right.” Susan was quiet, thoughtful. “That worried me, too. I mean, I don’t know a word of Turkish, so if something had happened to you, what would I do? It’s the same for them. At least Deniz speaks English. And Cansu does too, right?”

“She does. I haven’t met her yet, you know, but I talked to her on the phone a few times. Her English is really good, and I’m sure she’d have a great time in London. Or I should say, she will have a great time in London. Because if I know Deniz, he’s going to be the one to convince both her and their parents that she needs to take this opportunity.”

“That’s wonderful that she has such a supportive big brother,” said Susan. “And that he has her.”

“It is. Like me and Crystal, in a lot of ways. I mean, I know they’re actually siblings, but—“

Susan was shaking her head. “There’s no reason a close friend can’t take the place of a brother or a sister. No reason at all.” Eliza’s mom was one of three children, close to both her brother and her sister. As an only child herself, Eliza had always appreciated both her mom’s relationships with her siblings and her encouragement of Eliza forming close friendships of her own.

Talking about Crystal reminded Eliza just how much she missed her friend. Even though they’d been video chatting regularly, it still wasn’t the same as ordering takeout together or sipping a beer on the beach. She was happy things were going so well for Crystal at her new job that she’d stayed in Antalya this summer, but it still felt wrong that the two of them were apart. That Crystal was missing out on everything that made Michigan summers great…and that Eliza was missing out on everything that Crystal was experiencing there.

Changing the subject, Eliza smiled at her mom. “So, when are you going to come visit me? And don’t give me some answer just to appease me. I’m holding you to it this year!”

Susan smiled. “I couldn’t do that to you, Eliza.” She paused, surveying her garden, her pride and joy. “You know the thought of flying—especially all the way to Turkey—just about gives me hives. But I want to be there. To see where you live. And, of course, to meet Deniz. We’ll make it happen just as soon as we can.”

Eliza clapped her hands with glee. “You’re going to love it, Mom. And I’ll give you all my best advice for making that long flight bearable.”

“What about Deniz’s family? Do you think I could meet them, too?”

Eliza shrugged. “Apart from talking with his sister on the phone, I haven’t met anyone. Honestly? I don’t know…”

As exciting as it was to imagine her mom visiting, walking the streets of Antalya together, there was a new, unexpected thought niggling at her stomach. Her mom meeting Deniz…would that be too much too soon? Deniz hadn’t exactly offered to introduce Eliza to his parents, after all. Maybe things weren’t that serious between them. Or maybe his parents didn’t approve. Either they knew he had an American girlfriend and they weren’t happy about it…or they didn’t even know she existed. And either way, that wasn’t good.

Susan patted Eliza on the shoulder. “You look serious all of a sudden, kiddo. I didn’t mean to freak you out with all the parent talk. It’s going to be months before I come there anyway, so let’s just table that topic for another day.”

Eliza forced a smile, knowing full well that Susan Britt could see right through her, but still appreciating her mom’s willingness to play along. “Of course. It’s going to be such a blast!”
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“How long does it take to reply to a freaking text message?” Eliza grumbled to herself the next morning. Upon waking, she had fumbled around on her nightstand for her phone and was dismayed to see that Deniz was still AWOL. It wasn’t like him not to say goodnight or to check in.  

Maybe his phone is out of credit. Or he doesn’t have coverage. Or, I don’t know, a cow ate it. That could happen, right? And it would take ages for it to come out on the other side, what with all those extra stomachs…

Eliza groaned as she flung herself out of bed and gracelessly into the day. Some people might begin their mornings with meditation or mindfulness, but she, apparently, began hers with cow digestive systems and boyfriend-related frustrations.

She couldn’t help but worry that maybe something had happened to Deniz. Barring any cattle-related phone confiscation, there was a genuine possibility that something was wrong. He wouldn’t not text her just for the sake of not texting her…would he?

Before she could second guess the merits of double texting without having received a response, she fired off a message to Deniz. Are you okay? Haven’t heard from you, so…just wondering, I guess. She hit send before she could give in to the urge to reread her message ten times and ensure it didn’t come across as too desperate. Too needy. She just…wanted to know what was going on with Deniz, that was all. To make sure everything was okay.

When a response didn’t come immediately, she flung her phone onto her unmade bed and huffed out of the room in search of coffee and a distraction.

In the kitchen she found Susan—alone, Eliza’s dad having already left for work hours ago—sitting at the kitchen table with her own mug and a newspaper, no doubt open to the crossword puzzle. Susan’s glasses were perched at the end of her nose and the coffee next to her had grown cold, lost as she was in working through the mysteries and challenges her puzzle had presented her.

Susan looked up at the sound of Eliza’s shuffling feet. “Good morning, honey!” A smile spread across her face as she greeted her daughter. Ready to leap to her feet, she asked, “Can I make you a cup of coffee?”

Eliza shook her head as she gestured to her mom to sit back down. “Thank you, but I’ve got it under control. Believe it or not, I actually manage to caffeinate myself all on my own just about every day of the year!”

Susan wiggled her eyebrows. “Except when you sleep through your alarm and Crystal has to make it for you?” she teased.

A groan snuck out before Eliza could stop herself. “I never should have told you about that morning if I wanted to keep any credibility whatsoever in this family.” She shook her head. “It was one time!”

Susan pursed her lips. “Sure, that was one time. But don’t forget, dear daughter of mine, that I was there throughout your entire childhood, so I have a pretty good idea just how many stories like that you have up your sleeve.“ She started counting on her fingers. “There was the night you were so sure there would be a snow day the next morning that you turned your alarm off. And that time you were anxious about a presentation at school and pretended you were asleep no matter how many times I called you, shook your shoulder, flipped your lights on and off.“ Susan smiled. “I had to admire your commitment that time. Not that it worked.”

Eliza shuddered. “And the presentation was a disaster.” She was at the sink now, filling the kettle to boil water. “If I remember correctly, that was the turning point for me. The end of all that childish foolishness.”

Susan’s forehead wrinkled with a frown. “What childish foolishness?”

“Being scared of something I couldn’t control, I guess.” She placed the pour-over dripper on top of her favorite mug, inserting a filter and measuring out her ground coffee while she waited for the water to boil.

Susan had been quiet, watching her daughter and waiting for her next words. When Eliza looked up, she gave her an encouraging nod. “Care to elaborate?”

Eliza sighed. “I guess I mean being controlled by my emotions, to be honest. I’m sure it won’t surprise you to hear that I was a bit anxious as a kid, but somewhere along the line I made a conscious decision to change that. To be the one in control, rather than being subject to the whims of my feelings.”

“Am I a terrible mother if I didn’t realize that was happening?” Susan’s concern was deepening with every sentence her daughter spoke.

“Of course not.” Eliza shook her head. “I didn’t even know that’s what I was doing. Trust me, if it had been a conscious decision, we probably would have talked about it at some point. It’s not like I could ever keep a secret from you.”

“Then where did this realization come from?”

Eliza shrugged. “Honestly, I’m not sure. It seems like the kind of thing I would have uncovered in therapy, but I haven’t been recently. It’s not exactly the sort of challenge I’d want to take on in a language I barely speak.”

“You couldn’t find a therapist who speaks English?”

“Okay, you got me there. It’s not like I’ve actually looked for one. It’s just convenient to have the excuse of the language barrier.” Eliza took the dripper off her cup, stirring in cream and a spoonful of sugar while she thought about her next words. “I guess some of this self awareness has just come from reading. Either reading non-fiction and applying that to myself, or, more often than not, reading fiction. Getting inside a character’s head and realizing, ‘Oh shit, this dysfunction of theirs is actually something I can relate to. And apparently it’s something I can overcome rather than just live with for the rest of my life.’”

Susan was nodding. “That makes sense, and I can relate. I can’t even tell you how much I’ve gained from all the miles I’ve walked in fictional characters’ shoes. If I had to be addicted to something, I’m certainly glad it’s books.”

“Same here. Reading them and definitely buying them. Speaking of which, I’m planning to head to the bookstore today to fill up every empty square inch of my suitcase. Do you want to come with?”

Susan pulled a face. “Do you even have to ask? I’ll drive.”
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Sorry about that. Things have been crazy here. How are you? That was all his message said.

Eliza’s eyes nearly goggled out of her head as she read the message. “Really?” she said out loud. “I mean, really? What the heck happened to you, dude? Where did you disappear to?”

Susan was the one to respond, naturally. “What’s going on?”

Eliza held out her phone for her mom to read the message. “He disappeared, and he’s not exactly being forthcoming with what happened.”

Susan quirked an eyebrow in her direction. “And…what? Do you think he was doing something shady? Or do you think he was just genuinely busy?”

“I…I mean, I don’t think he was cheating on me or anything. I just don’t like that I didn’t know where he was.”

“Hmm.” Susan was quiet, thoughtful. “It seems like, for as much as you’ve been priding yourself on being in control of your emotions—“

“I know,” Eliza interrupted. “I know, trust me. I’m not exactly doing a great job being the chill girlfriend I pride myself on being, cool as a cucumber.”

Susan shook her head. “I didn’t bring it up for a ‘gotcha’ moment or anything like that. I think it’s good, actually. Relationships sometimes bring up old things that we haven’t healed fully, giving us a chance to work through them again.”

Eliza groaned. “That’s great, Mom. It sounds super fun, you know? Like, why don’t they advertise that on the dating apps? ‘We’ll help you find the love of your life and unearth a bunch of old shit from your childhood, too.’”

“It’s not that bad, Eliza. And you’re not special in this. It happens to all of us, or at least to all of us who let ourselves be vulnerable in a relationship. I learned plenty about myself over the years with your dad, and I’m sure I’m a stronger, more self-aware person now than I was when we met.”

Eliza nodded. “There’s just one slight difference between me and Deniz and you and Dad. You two have been married for what? Thirty years? And Deniz and I have barely even started dating.”

Susan held up her hand. “I’m not going to argue the finer points with you, Eliza. I’ll state my piece one more time, that being, of course, that exploring the emotions that come up when you don’t hear from your boyfriend is a perfectly reasonable use of your time. Shoving them down won’t make them go away, and there’s nothing to be embarrassed about by talking about them.”

Eliza made herself smile despite the stress ball that was lodged in her stomach now. “That’s more than one piece, but I’ll take them all into consideration.”

Brightening with a genuine smile, Susan put her arm through the crook of Eliza’s elbow and pulled her toward the store. “Wonderful. Now let’s have some fun.”


      [image: image-placeholder]When they returned home a couple of hours later, Eliza and Susan were both weighed down with books. The bookstore they had visited was an old favorite from Eliza’s childhood, shelves stocked both with new releases and with a wide variety of secondhand and rare books. Eliza had picked up the new Kate Austen novel that had come out while she was in Turkey, along with a bag stuffed to the gills with historical romances. The shop had a promotion going where that bag could be filled to the brim and still only cost ten dollars, so Eliza had seen no reason to hold herself back.

True, fitting them all in her suitcase was going to prove a challenge that even her Tetris skills couldn’t master—unless Tetris skills somehow translated into making things weigh less, too.

Susan’s shopping bag was full of books on health and spirituality, inclined as she was to seek out new ways to expand her consciousness in both of those realms. And while Eliza was neither the most spiritual nor the most interested in alternative health, she always respected someone seeking to better themselves in whatever form it took.

While they regrouped from all the energy spent perusing bookshelves, sorting through covers, and scanning the blurbs on the back, they sat on the couch in the living room, sipping the iced coffees they had brought home with them.

“That was just what I needed,” said Eliza. “And always the best way to spend a morning.”

“Agreed,” said Susan. “Though now I’m feeling spent. I think a little cat nap before we do anything else is just what I need.”

Eliza smiled at her mom and nodded, retreating to her own room so that Susan could stretch out on the couch in peace. Eliza could use this time to look at her suitcase, look at her shopping bags full of books, and cry internally about the impossibility of reconciling the two.

After her door was closed but before she could begin her packing-induced emotional outburst, her phone started to vibrate in her purse. Pulling it out, she saw Deniz was calling her—and a video call, no less.

She swiped her hair behind her ear before answering, trying to ignore her racing heart. Was something wrong? How did he even have the bandwidth to call her right now?

“Deniz?” She answered the phone, waiting for his face to come into view. When it did—and she saw the familiar background of his apartment in Antalya—she felt the tension in her belly come unknotted. It all made a little more sense now, both why he was online and why he had been unavailable for the past day.

“Eliza!” His grin was huge and genuine, filling up the phone screen. “I miss you.”

“I miss you, too.” She surprised herself with how much she meant those words—and with how uncomfortable that vulnerability made her feel. Still, she couldn’t not say them back to him. They were the truth, after all.

“How are you doing? What are you up to?”

She moved the camera to show him the bags from the bookstore. “Oh, you know…just making irresponsible financial decisions. I mean, I didn’t spend too much on the books, but if I have to pay the airline for a second suitcase, then this will definitely turn out to have been a foolish move.”

Deniz was smiling and shaking his head. “It’s never irresponsible when we’re talking about books. I’m sure it’s cheaper to bring them yourself than it is to have them shipped here, so…great job then. Maybe I can read some of them, too.” His face darkened for just a flash, so quickly Eliza almost missed it. “I was a little concerned that you were mad at me,” he admitted. “You didn’t text me back, so…”

Eliza’s stomach dropped. Was she going to have to admit her complicated feelings from earlier this morning already? She had hoped that conversation could wait until she was back in Turkey, talking to him face to face. It was easier to be vulnerable with the reassurance of time together, anchoring hands on arms, all those good things. Saying it over the phone and then hanging up, well, that could be the perfect set-up for both of them to overthink things, to play the others’ words over and over in their heads until they had thoroughly taken them personally.

“Eliza?” Deniz’s question interrupted her thoughts. “It’s okay, really, if you were mad at me.” He sighed. “I know I disappeared on you for a while there, and I am sorry if that made you worry or feel like I’d abandoned you.”

A small, warm feeling peeked through Eliza’s anxiety. How was it possible for him to be this tuned in to how his actions made her feel from that far away?

Deniz continued. “I don’t know if it was your intention, but I definitely got concerned myself in these last few hours. I was hoping you were okay, and also hoping that you weren’t frustrated with me and giving me the silent treatment. Now that I know you’re okay—it looks from here like you still have all of your parts—I’m wondering if the other thing is what’s happening.”

Eliza sighed. Here goes nothing. “I…maybe? I was definitely worried. So when I heard from you and it seemed like nothing strange had happened, I did feel a bit…miffed? Is that a good word for it?…that I hadn’t heard a peep. Like it was that easy for me to be out of sight, out of mind.”

Shaking his head, Deniz answered her concerns. “I can promise you that you were never far from my mind, Eliza. No, I wished I could have texted you many times, but…I just couldn’t.” He looked like he was holding something back, debating whether to share it with her. Finally, he gestured to his surroundings. “As you may have noticed, I’m back in my apartment.”

”I did actually notice that.“ She smiled. “So is that what kept you so busy for the past 24 hours?”

“That’s a big part of it. Of course, I had to say goodbye to everyone in the village, too. Visit my relatives, kiss my grandparents’ hands, figure out how to carry all the cheese and eggs and tomatoes they all wanted to send back with me on the bus.” He smiled then, remembering something that Eliza wished she could picture right along with him. “I did manage to convince my grandmother that I absolutely cannot keep a chicken on my balcony. She didn’t accept that store-bought eggs could be a decent replacement for fresh ones, but I reminded her we have a weekly bazaar here, too.”

Eliza could picture Deniz’s relatives…vaguely, at least. He had shown her photos at his apartment once when she’d asked about his family back in the village. “That sounds absolutely delightful,” she said. “I would love to go there with you sometime.” She’d never been to Isparta, the province Deniz was from, and she was curious about village life, too.

But at her words, a shadow passed over Deniz’s face. His smile, so sincere moments before when he was remembering his grandmother’s words with fondness, no longer reached his eyes. “That sounds nice,” he said. “I might not be going back for a while, though.”

“Oh, of course. I didn’t mean anytime soon.” Eliza tried to camouflage her disappointment with a chipper tone. “Actually, I think I’m just missing good village cooking. Let’s go to Çakırlar for breakfast when I’m back.”

Deniz brightened. “Ahh, now you’ve said the magic words. In just one sentence, you invited me to my favorite meal and reminded me that my girlfriend is—finally—going to be back by my side.”

Smiling back at him, Eliza couldn’t shake the feeling that something was amiss. That either something had happened between Deniz and the rest of his family that made him want to keep his distance…or that, for some reason, he wanted to keep her away from them. Time would tell which it was, but regardless, Eliza’s anxiety had settled in for the long haul.








  
  

Three
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Over the course of the next few days, Eliza let her concerns about Deniz’s family fade into the background. When he regaled her with heartwarming stories of village life, she didn’t make any comments about wanting to visit. If he wanted her to be there in the future, he would invite her. But after having suggested it herself and having the idea shot down, she wouldn’t be making a vulnerable declaration like that again.  

One day, Deniz video called her from Konyaaltı beach, and Eliza had to stop herself from changing her flight right then and there. Between the beautiful turquoise water, the sound of the waves, and the breeze rippling Deniz’s dark hair, she felt homesick…homesick for Antalya, the city she’d lived in not even for a year.

She wouldn’t say it to Susan, but she couldn’t wait to be back there. It was the quintessential struggle of someone wishing to be in two places at the same time—Eliza still wanted to enjoy every moment she had with her family, to take advantage of every perk her family home in Michigan offered…but she also wanted to be on that beach with Deniz. To stay up until all hours talking with Crystal about anything and everything. To wake up on a Sunday morning and spend long, leisurely hours eating a massive spread of village breakfast items in Çakırlar. Maybe even to get back to work, especially since she had a new job waiting for her.

“Are you trying to make me jealous?” she asked Deniz, who wore a smug grin as he turned, panning the camera to give her the full view of what she was missing.

“Who, me? Never. I’m just trying to remind you of what’s waiting for you here, in case you feel tempted to stay away longer.”

“I already know what I’m missing.” She raised her eyebrows, focusing her gaze on him rather than on the surrounding scenery.

Deniz grinned. “That’s the right answer, of course.” He moved the camera closer to his face. “You can get a nice beach in a lot of places, but there’s only one Deniz Aydem.”

“You’re ridiculous.” Eliza laughed. “I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to be the one saying that, not you saying it about yourself.”

He shrugged. “What can I say? I love myself.” His expression deepened then, sincerity showing through his playfulness. “I really miss you, Eliza.” He gestured around himself. “That’s pretty much why I’m here, you know. Just trying to keep myself distracted so I’m not moping around missing you constantly.”

Eliza’s heart bloomed at his words, but she didn’t let that show on her face. “I miss you, too.” Reflecting on what he’d said, a thought occurred to her. “And while it’s sweet that you’re missing me so much, I don’t actually get any joy from you being lonely and miserable while I’m gone. Why don’t you and Crystal meet up? You can commiserate with each other about how sad and empty the world is without me in it.”

Deniz nodded. “That’s not a bad idea. I think Barış and Jack are around, too…maybe we could all meet up for drinks or something.” He paused a beat before shooting Eliza a mischievous grin. “Did that make you jealous? Are you going to come back early now that all your friends are hanging out without you?”

Eliza gave him the stink eye. “No way. I know you’re all just going to be talking about how much you miss me, anyway.” She paused for a second before continuing. “No, that’s not entirely true. I’ll definitely be jealous, and there is a teeny tiny part of my brain that regrets suggesting it. Like if all of you hang out without me, you might realize that I’m not actually the glue that holds our whole friend group together.”

Shaking his head, Deniz barely let her finish before he began addressing her concerns. “We don’t actually need you around because you’re the glue. We need you here because you’re the best company, possibly the worst dancer, and by far the cutest one of us all.”

“Hey!” Eliza feigned insult. “If I’m the worst dancer, then what are you? How could you possibly bestow that dishonor on me?”

“There there, my dear darling girlfriend. Please recall that I said ‘possibly the worst dancer.’ It’s not decided yet, you know. And if you’re wondering who else is in the running for that distinction…it’s me. I’ll admit it.”

“That’s more like it.” Eliza grinned as memories from the first time she had seen Deniz dance came flooding into her mind unbidden. “I will never forget that night in Kaş as long as I live. Forcing you to stay out on the dance floor to give Jack and Barış some alone time. I mean…actually…I don’t know if I can say I’ll ‘never forget it’ since there are probably details I already didn’t remember the very next day.”

“Hmm.” Deniz raised an eyebrow. “I seem to remember Crystal telling you over and over in great detail how many times you dragged me out onto the dance floor. How you wouldn’t leave me alone all night.” A devastating smile started at one corner of his mouth, spreading across his face. “That was the night I first suspected you might have feelings for me, too. They were just buried under layers of contempt and inhibition.”

“Nothing a little rakı couldn’t see right through, huh?”

Deniz nodded. “Indeed. It gave me hope, you know. Having fun with you that night. It made me think we could actually be friends.”

“Ha! And how wrong you were? Is that what you were going to say?” Even as the words were coming out, Eliza wondered why she couldn’t just have a sweet, honest moment with her boyfriend. Why did she have to deflect every damn vulnerable feeling that came her way?

But Deniz was undeterred. “You know I wasn’t. Well, I suppose I was wrong in a way. Or I just set my sights too low. Being friends with you would have been enough to sustain me through all the cold winter nights in my uninsulated apartment. But being your boyfriend? That’s like being in a toasty cabin with the wood stove burning at full blaze.”

“That is…the sweetest? Strangest? metaphor I have ever heard. Thank you? I think…”

Deniz glanced at something Eliza couldn’t see off camera. “Oh, we…I mean, I should go. Hurry home soon, okay?”

She nodded. “I will. Call Crystal. I’ll talk to you soon.”

They blew each other kisses before ending the call, and once Eliza was alone again in her room, she felt something. Or rather, an absence of something. Even from thousands of miles away and limited to a virtual presence, Deniz had warmed the now-empty space. Eliza couldn’t believe she’d ever thought him cold and indifferent.

His presence had become a source of comfort. By his side had become a place she felt she fit…and it was still so early in their relationship. She couldn’t help but wonder how things would develop between them once she was back in Turkey.

The flutter of excitement that stirred in her belly at that thought was uncomfortable. Eliza’s previous relationship, the one that had ended before she got the job offer in Antalya, had nearly put her off relationships as a whole. Alec had been possessive and controlling, and there had been times during the years they were together that Eliza had lost sight of who she was as an individual. It had been a process to recover from that relationship, and it still made Eliza want to pump the brakes now, even with someone as good as Deniz Aydem.

“I’ve got to dial it down,” she said out loud to herself. “Definitely no more talking about meeting the family…what the hell was I thinking? But also, I can’t get obsessive about him. He can have…hmm…one night per week. Or maybe two. And I’ll promise to have a friend date with Crystal every week, too. And no inviting the boyfriend to tag along on friend date night, either!”

Thinking about Crystal reminded Eliza of her oldest, most constant friend. Her roommate in Antalya, her sister in everything, and the one person who knew her better than anyone else. Possibly even better than her mom. And it shouldn’t have surprised her that thinking about Crystal made Eliza realize just how much she missed her.

Can we have a video chat? She texted Crystal. I miss you so much I’m barely functioning.

The three dots signaling that Crystal was typing her response appeared. Duh! And I miss you too. Can we chat tomorrow? Lots going on tonight and I want to give you my undivided attention.

Eliza supposed it was better to spread out her conversations with uplifting people, to share the wealth across two different days rather than injecting herself with a dose of both Deniz and Crystal on the same day and then being deprived for the rest of her vacation. I guess I can wait until then, she wrote, letting herself pout to match the emoji she deposited at the end of the message.

Of course you damn well can. If you need something to do between now and then, please feel free to go buy me all the spices and sauces I can’t get here. I’m sure Mama Kim would hook you up with gochujang and fish sauce if you asked nicely.

Chuckling to herself, Eliza sent back a thumbs up emoji. Red pepper paste would definitely go far in their kitchen exploits, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to gamble on bringing a bottle of fish sauce back. As tasty as it was, if that bottle broke on her books, the cleanup would be a nightmare. She’d find some other way to make it up to Crystal.


      [image: image-placeholder]The rest of Eliza’s day had been just the right amount of uneventful. She had settled into such a comfortable routine with her mom and her dad, Dave, that it was almost like their evening routine was a dance they had choreographed in advance. Or in some ways, it might be like Eliza had regressed back to her high school days, the last time she had lived at home with her parents, but she tried to avoid thinking of it that way.

Whatever the explanation, the three of them prepared their plates and settled into their spots on the couches to watch the next episode of Baker Street, one of Eliza’s favorite detective shows, which she’d been rewatching from the beginning with her parents.

Two and a half episodes later, she switched off the television, gently shaking both of her parents’ shoulders as she collected their ice cream bowls and carried them to the kitchen. She had dozed off herself, and when she had woken up a few minutes ago, the Sherlock Holmes retelling was still playing out on the screen, even though its full audience was unconscious.

“I’m going to bed,” she told her parents once she’d loaded the last dishes into the dishwasher. “If you two night owls want to keep watching, you go right ahead. But I’m too tired.”

“Good night, honey,” said Dave, stifling a yawn. Susan just smiled and waved.

Eliza drifted off to sleep so effortlessly that the next morning she didn’t even remember pulling her hair into a loose bun on the top of her head. But sure enough, it was still there in the morning, so she must have done at least some fraction of her usual bedtime routine.

She knew she shouldn’t—had heard every argument against it that there was, in fact—but she reached for her phone the next morning as she was rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Everyone who knew anything about mental health and productivity harped on about starting your day on your own terms, not immediately checking your phone’s notifications or social media newsfeed.

But what if I missed something? Eliza thought to herself. When she was in Turkey, she checked her phone in the morning to make sure that no one back in Michigan had texted her something urgent. After all, what if there was an emergency? What if someone was sick or injured? How was she supposed to know that if not for her phone?

She applied that same logic now. Deniz and Crystal didn’t really have a way of getting in contact with her that didn’t come through her phone. So if there was something she needed to be informed about, this was the way it was going to happen.

Now, of course, it rarely, if ever, happened that a “quick check of her notifications” was actually quick. It usually resulted in Eliza scrolling through her social media feeds and junk emails until the second alarm she had set the night before reminded her that it was time to get up and start her day.

Today was different, though. A message from Crystal, sent hours before Eliza had woken up, was waiting.

Literally can’t wait to talk to you today. So much to tell you. Are you awake yet?

Eliza chuckled to herself. “You’d think after knowing me for this long, she’d know better than to ask me that at five o’clock in the morning when I’m on vacation.”

She texted Crystal back. Just woke up…at what should be considered a reasonable hour for someone who doesn’t have to go to work today. Are you free now? I can make some coffee and then call you.

Her phone started ringing with an incoming call from Crystal. Eliza groaned, looking at her reflection in the phone as she tried to rub the pillow marks from her cheek and smooth down her hair.

When it was clear her efforts were in vain, she answered the call. It wasn’t as if Crystal had never seen her in this state of barely awake and completely uncaffeinated existence.

“Are you kidding right now?” she asked her roommate’s grinning face. “You couldn’t even wait for me to boil some water?”

Crystal dismissed her with a wave of her hand. “Like you can’t make coffee while you listen to me. No, I couldn’t wait any longer!”

“You couldn’t wait for what? To see my beautiful face or to spill all the hot goss? I assume that’s what’s got you grinning like that.” Eliza swung her legs out of the bed and shuffled toward the kitchen.

“It’s not so much about the gossip being good as it is that I just needed to see you, you know?” Crystal’s expression was one of eager openness as she worked to get all the words out that she no doubt wanted to share with Eliza. While Eliza was the introverted half of their relationship, Crystal was the perpetual life of the party, the one they all gathered around to listen to hold court. And that was what she was doing now, even if only for her audience of one.

“I know,” Eliza answered. “I’ve missed you, too. Now talk my ear off. Tell me what’s up.”

“Well. So much, oh gosh. Where to even start?” Crystal paused for a second before deciding her plan of attack and waving her imaginary rejected topics aside with a brush of her hand. “Well, I can tell you all the other unimportant stuff another time. Or when you’re back. But. I saw Deniz yesterday!”

“You did?” When Crystal nodded, Eliza continued. “Did he call you? I told him to get in touch with you, but I didn’t expect him to do it that quickly.”

Crystal was already shaking her head. “No, he didn’t call. Honestly, I’d be surprised if he did. I don’t know that Deniz and I are, like, friends without you in the equation.” She considered that for a beat. “Maybe we should try hanging out sometime? It seems like I should be friends with him, you know? Especially if the two of you are serious and are going to keep doing this dating thing…seems like I should be his girl on the inside. The one he goes to for advice on what to get you for your birthday or what kind of ring you might want for a proposal.”

“Crystal!” While listening to Crystal’s monologue, Eliza had made it to the kitchen, where her morning coffee preparation was now well underway. She would have her mug prepared and caffeine flowing through her system in mere moments…but it still wasn’t soon enough for the turn Crystal’s words had taken. “No one is talking—or even thinking—about getting engaged anytime soon. What the hell?”

Crystal just shrugged and kept talking. “Maybe not, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared for anything. Good to know that you’re so opposed to marriage, though. I wonder if Deniz knows that. Do you want me to tell him when I see him? We’re meeting up with Jack and Barış tonight for drinks.”

Eliza fixed her friend with the closest she could come to a death glare. Luckily, the fact that she was still in her pre-caffeinated state worked to her advantage, amplifying the effects of the gaze. 

Crystal dropped the joke, concern crossing her face. “What’s going on, Eliza? Sorry for poking too much fun…you know I never know when to let a good joke lie.”

“It’s not just that.” Eliza shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s just too early in the day to be talking about things like my future with Deniz. I made a comment to him the other day about visiting his village sometime, and it got really weird. You just…you made me think about that again, I guess. And with that thinking comes wondering what’s going to happen between us and if he and I even have the same ideas of what we want out of this relationship. Or where we want it to go in the future.”

“I get it.” Crystal’s demeanor had sobered to an almost unrecognizable version of herself, the one Eliza usually only saw in professional settings. It warmed her heart to be reminded of how seriously her dear friend took her feelings. “I’m sorry again.” Crystal paused, as if weighing whether to say her next words. “And I think I get it. I mean…I think I get why you’re concerned.” She seemed flustered as the words tumbled out. “Like…it’s justified. You’re not making this up, and you have every right to wonder what the hell is going on with you and Deniz.”
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