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    Prologue
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    I WISH I COULD SAY I didn’t remember that day. I was sixteen, and it was the first sunny day of spring after a long, dark winter. There was sand, laughter, the lake, flip-flops, beer, and Matt Stapler’s shiny green eyes. But I’d been far too pissed off to enjoy any of it. My plan for the perfect first kiss ruined…because of his interference.




    He pulled me to the side, lowering his voice, but the words rang with such hostility, he might as well have screamed them. “You look like a slut.”




    How could I respond to that? I looked like the rest of the girls, in my hot pink bikini and denim shorts that slung low on my hips. Fuck him…I looked hot. I started walking away, but he grabbed my arm.




    “I’m not always going to be able to watch over you.”




    My bitter laugh was so biting that he actually winced. “Thank God for that.”




    “We are not like these people. We were raised differently,” he said in a much calmer voice, as if he was now trying to reason with me.




    “I am exactly like them. You’re not. Just because we share the same DNA, doesn’t mean I’m like you in any way.”




    “You can say that as much as you want, but they will never accept you. Just as we would never accept them.”




    “Live your own damn life and stop fucking up mine. I hate you,” I spat, doling out the words like cruel, heartless slaps. He didn’t scowl or sneer as expected. He looked hurt. Good.




    He stopped me from getting onto the shiny motorcycle, taking my place. I curbed my anger just enough to prevent an obnoxious scene, but inside I was seething. I wished I didn’t have a brother.




    Vijay turned to me and shook his head in smug satisfaction. I might have laughed at the sight of my conservative brother on a motorcycle, and the ridiculous fight he and Matt got into when Vijay insisted on riding bitch, but there was too much venom flowing in my veins. Instead, I got in my friend’s small convertible and watched them pass us from my side of the car.




    The screeching skid of tires snapped me from my selfish thoughts, jolting me upright. I watched in paralyzed horror as the shiny black motorcycle collided with the large SUV in front of it. It fell to the pavement, bouncing up again, looking as if it were made of elastic not metal. The rebounding motion happened not once, but three times—three heart-wrenching, tear-inducing, life-changing times.




    The desperate shriek lodged in my throat, silenced as my head crashed into the dash. My ears absorbed the foreign sounds as they mingled, merging into a new song that would forever infest my mind. The loud scrape of metal against metal as it twisted, bent, yielded, and broke. The screeches and screams combined in a nightmarish lullaby as the pungent aroma of burning rubber assaulted my nostrils and broken glass rained down on me.




    I had wished I didn’t have a brother.




    And just like that, I didn’t.


  




  

    Chapter 1
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    I USUALLY TOOK MY TIME as I walked, but today I was breaking all pedestrian speed limits. I preferred to think of myself as prepared, but Raj called me anal-retentive. Neither description fit today. I was running very late thanks to my roommate, Rachael, who had unplugged my alarm clock to charge her iPod. And what an important day it was—the beginning of the end—my last year of college.




    I wasn’t looking ahead in the hazardous, crowded hallway but down at the loose papers in my hands, cursing myself for not having the foresight to staple my essay. That’s why the impact was so strong when my face slammed into a wall of uncompromising muscle. I reeled back but managed not to fall on my ass. The papers didn’t fare as well. They drifted to the floor like white flags of surrender. I wasn’t sure what had happened, except there was an intoxicating aroma encircling my head along with the imaginary birds.




    Strong hands gripped my arms, holding me steady. “Are you okay?”




    I looked up at him, blinking rapidly, trying to form a basic syllable. He held me at a short distance as he inspected my face with the most piercing blues eyes I’d ever seen. Of course, it wasn’t the first time I’d seen them, but never this close. They looked like several shades of blue combined to form the perfect color, like all the good blues in the world, from the bright summer sky to the deep churning ocean, got together and decided to be one.




    I took a step back, expecting him to release me, but instead he moved with me. He caressed my arms up and down, causing a prickle of goose pimples to invade my flesh, acting as a traitorous road map of our contact. I allowed myself a quick glance at where his hand rested under the cuff of my short-sleeved shirt. I wanted to paint the image to freeze it in time. I would call it Cream over Coffee. It was an apt title.




    “Fine,” I finally answered, happy my voice didn’t crack.




    “Sure? You took a hard hit.”




    No, I’m not okay. You’re a little too beautiful to exist, and I just crashed into you like a total dumbass.




    “Yes. Are you?” I cleared my throat to stall any drooling. The boy was delicious. Although my nerves suffered a momentary reprieve when he laughed at my question. I looked down at the mess of white pages strewn around us, and his laughter died.




    “I didn’t feel a thing,” he said, and I swallowed, lifting my eyes to meet his. There was a suggestive smile tugging at his lips. “That’s not true. What I meant to say is…I’m not hurt.”




    I refused to read anything into the remark. I watched Bollywood movies sometimes with my parents. I enjoyed them, but they were way too corny to be believable, especially the hero and heroine’s first meeting. Their instant desire symbolized by long, drawn-out pauses while some romantic melody echoed and the camera shifted dramatically between them, capturing their intense, angst-ridden faces. It didn’t seem so ridiculous to me now. He was seducing me with those eyes.




    People passed us with hurried steps, scattering my papers even farther down the hall. What am I supposed to be doing? I couldn’t remember, especially when he dragged his hand through that thick, sandy brown hair, pushing it away from where it lay so artfully on his forehead. It all sprang right back into place with stubborn precision, causing my throat to go dry. He didn’t seem as affected, though. He looked calm and collected, unlike me who was in danger of melting into the linoleum.




    Some guy bumped me with his laptop bag. I stumbled forward, but my Bollywood babe’s steady hands braced me tighter, preventing another collision.




    “Watch it!” he said to my aggressor with clear irritation. It wasn’t the guy’s fault. We were in the middle of a narrow hallway—static objects in a high-traffic zone.




    He gently pushed me away from the stream of hurried students until I felt the cool, cement wall pressed against my back. I was grateful for something to lean on, but it felt like an act of protection and far too intimate a gesture for this kind of exchange. I watched like a helpless fool as he bent down to gather up my scattered pages, carefully sifting through them. Not a lot of guys would have picked up the papers let alone arranged my essay in page order. He even took time to fix the few sheets that fell victim to crumples by placing them on his knee and running his large hand against the paper to smooth them out.




    People parted for him, careful to step around him. He commanded that kind of presence even in a kneeling position. A few slowed their steps to say hello, especially the girls. I did my best to ignore them and hold in my scowl. He returned their greetings in a sincere, easy-going way that I admired. His grin conveyed mischief and innocence as he handed the orderly stack back to me. God help me, I almost fanned myself with the damn things!




    “I’ve heard Cronin takes off points if you don’t use APA style,” he said in a deep, raspy, masculine tone that made me shiver. How did he make something ordinary sound so sexy? His voice was a low-cadenced combination of rough gravel under a rhythmic flowing river.




    “But I did,” I insisted, speaking a little louder than I needed to. As he drew nearer, though, my determination crumbled and my knees started shaking. I prayed he wouldn’t notice. He was taller than me, so I tilted my head to look at him, probably not the brightest idea. I could feel the heat of his body as it invaded mine in an invisible airborne assault. What is wrong with me? I didn’t have these reactions to boys.




    He’s different, but why?




    “Paragraphs aren’t indented,” he said.




    I snapped out of my ridiculous thoughts. Crap! He’s right.




    “It’s too late to fix it.” I willed my hands to stop trembling so I wouldn’t drop the papers again.




    “Maybe not. When do you have class?” He looked at his watch, which probably cost more than six credit hours. It was an elegant, expensive, silver thing, modern but classic, without being flashy. It contrasted with his simple black Henley and well-worn jeans. It was strange how all the items fit him even though they didn’t necessarily go together.




    I looked down at my own cheap watch, grateful for the distraction from his chiseled face. I cursed myself again. “Like now.” I held my papers to my chest and tried to veer around him, but he shifted, blocking me.




    “Let me help you hold it together.”




    What? Am I that apparent? “I have to g-go,” I stammered, trying to move past him again.




    “Let me fix it,” he replied in a quiet but authoritative voice that made me feel like one of the Pied Piper’s mice. Fix it? Was he planning to alleviate my sexual anxiety in the hallowed hallways of the Landau Economics Building?




    He reached into the messenger bag slung across his shoulder. I almost gasped until I saw the single red paperclip he held. I wasn’t sure if I was frustrated or relieved. He didn’t take the papers again but let me hold them while he secured it. It seemed they were conducting heat like a torch, slowly burning my fingertips.




    “Now you won’t have to worry if you slam into someone else before making it to class.”




    “Thank you, but I wasn’t planning on doing that.”




    “Good. I like that I’m the only one you planned on hurling yourself at, M Kapoor.”




    He noticed the way I signed my papers. He was waiting for my whole name, but I wasn’t giving it.




    “I didn’t plan to bump into you either.”




    “I guess it was my lucky day, then, Sunshine.”




    Sunshine? Was he really calling me that? Internal or external, there was nothing sunshiny about me. The term would be appropriate for little, freckled-faced kids with toothy smiles and pale, waif-like girls with long blond tresses. I was neither. What’s more, I was snarky and sullen. Nope, no sunshine here, buddy. I slipped past him and walked away with speedy steps, except this time I looked where I was going.




    “Hey, I think we have a class together,” he shouted.




    “I guess I’ll see you there.”




    “Goodbye, girl-who-bumps-into-strangers. I only call you that because I don’t know your name.”




    Yes, and I won’t give it because hearing it said out loud by your deep, sexy voice will make me lose whatever dignity I have left.




    I smiled at his description, feeling more myself as each step carried me farther away from his beautiful face, sculpted muscles, and boyish grin.




    “See you later, gorgeous-boy-who-picks-up-and-arranges-clumsy-girls’-essays,” I muttered under my breath when I was out of earshot.




    Of course, I knew who he was. Ethan Callahan, the boy who sat in the back row of Advanced Statistics. The same boy who made frequent cameos in my daydreams. I hated that he sat in the back of the lecture hall. I only saw him enter and exit the classroom. I wanted to see him enter and exit other things…like me. Wow, where the hell did that insane thought come from? Maybe I had a concussion from ramming my head into his chest. That would explain it, right?




    Except I’d been harboring these naughty ideas since I’d first seen him. Rachael would be proud. I was smut thinking, and it wasn’t like me at all. In fact, the last time I’d crushed on anyone was years ago.




    I was a good little Indian girl. Ethan Callahan was a dangerous detour that I needed to avoid. I refused to break my vows of being the ideal daughter, especially when I was so close to fulfilling my parents’ wishes. I’d already made too many deposits into the sizeable bank of their endless suffering. The promise wasn’t something I’d ever shared with anyone else. Nonetheless, it was a solemn oath, made to myself, signed by my hands, and inked with my brother’s blood.


  




  

    Chapter 2
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    ADVANCED STATISTICS WAS NOW my favorite course. How have I never noticed how beautiful she is?




    She sat in the front row by herself, which was good and bad—good because she couldn’t see me staring at her and bad because I couldn’t see her pretty face. She had skin was the color of rich caramel and perfect, almond-shaped eyes that reminded me of hot melted chocolate. Yeah, she looked delicious. I wanted to run my fingers through that shiny black hair. I bet it fell to the center of her back when she had it down, but I’d only seen it worn one of three ways—tight, precise braid; high, swinging ponytail; and, my personal favorite, the loose bun. The loose bun came complete with runaway strands, begging to be played with.




    Her name was still a mystery, so I just called her Sunshine. I’d never called a girl that before, but it fit because she made me feel warm, calm, and happy. I’d never seen her smile, but I knew it would be a beautiful sight. She had full, luscious lips that could coax poetry, even from a dry-witted math major like myself. Who am I kidding? I wasn’t capable of more than a few words in the presence of that sexy mouth of hers. It was ironic how something that created speech made me speechless.




    She always wore jeans and a shapeless T-shirt, but that didn’t fool me. There were valuable assets under all that fabric. I’d felt those soft curves firsthand when she knocked into me. It wasn’t entirely her fault, although I hadn’t admitted it. She’d been looking down at her papers, walking too fast, and I’d been watching her, enjoying the view. Naturally, our gravitational pull caused a collision.




    “Stare harder and you’ll go blind,” my buddy Alex whispered.




    “You’re original,” I said, forcing myself to look away from her just when she started twirling a piece of that shiny hair around her finger. Shit, when did I become a crazy stalker?




    “And you’re obvious. Hope you’re enjoying your dreams, because that’s the only place you’ll get to do the stuff you’re thinking.”




    “Like you know what I’m thinking.”




    He gave me a cynical look that told me he knew exactly which head was doing the thinking.




    “Why can’t it happen? She’s real. Isn’t she?” I asked.




    “She’s real, but I’d give it up now.”




    Professor Malkin cleared his throat, staring in our direction. I clamped my mouth shut, trying to lay off the urge to torture Alex into spilling all his inside information on my Sunshine.




    When class let out, I grabbed Alex’s arm before he started packing up. “What do you know, Goldberg?”




    Alex stared at me like he was trying to figure out if it was a serious question. I wanted to shake the answers out of him until they fell like high-hanging fruit. “She was in my chemistry class. She’s Indian.”




    “So, why does that matter?”




    “Reese Denton asked her out and got denied.”




    “So? That means she has good taste. Denton’s a dickhead.”




    “She told him she doesn’t date. She’s conservative, which means she doesn’t hang out, and she doesn’t do any of the dirty things you want to do with her, Callahan.”




    “I just want to know her, asshole.”




    Alex laughed it off. “Besides, I think she already has a boyfriend.”




    “You just said she doesn’t date.”




    “I know, but there’s a guy she’s always with. Obviously, he’s Indian too.”




    “Just because she hangs out with him doesn’t mean they’re together. He could be her brother.”




    “What part of ‘she’s Indian’ are you not getting? Girls like her don’t just hang around guys.”




    “Priya dates,” I said, referring to our mutual friend.




    “Priya is the exception. Meena is the rule.”




    “Her name is Meena?” I leaned forward. Why didn’t I ask him that first? Oh, it was because I liked calling her Sunshine, but Meena was nice too…very nice. “Meena,” I repeated, liking the way her name rolled off my tongue. Simple but sexy. I scrawled it down on my scribble pad next to all my other moronic ranting.




    “Come on, idiot. You’re going to make me late for my next class.”




    I walked with him, but I kept thinking about her. I had to know her, or at the very least, see her smile…just once. Yeah, it was going to be my new mission. It might be a lame goal, but small steps were the easiest. That was the way I lived my life—as a path of achievable objectives that led to bigger payoffs. It was a philosophy that worked for me. It got me a near-perfect grade-point average, a slew of friends, and a future ripe with possibilities. Maybe it would get me a little Sunshine too.
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    I’d never had issues talking to girls before. Usually, they approached me. I didn’t consider myself narcissistic, but I knew I was good-looking. Hell, I’d received such compliments from females all my life, but Meena was different. It wasn’t her culture, or the possibility that she might have a boyfriend, but the sorrow in those large, brown eyes. I was no psychologist, but it was apparent that along with her baggy clothes, the girl wore a shroud of misery. Misery was not something I’d ever been attracted to, but in this case, I felt a strong impulse to cure her of it. With all of those thoughts in my head, and my need to organize them, you’d think I’d have been more prepared.




    I waited until after our next class and raced down the aisle, taking two steps at a time so she wouldn’t be so far ahead of me. “Excuse me,” I said, chasing after her. She walked fast. She headed out the double doors exiting the building. I sped up to catch her and shouted, “Meena.”




    She stopped, pausing before turning around. She didn’t seem surprised that I knew her name. She tapped her foot in an annoyed gesture, clutching her textbook as if it were a life raft. It was completely opposing body language, and definitely not the reaction I expected.




    “You figured out my name.”




    I nodded, taking a few more steps to close in the gap between us. “Girl-who-bumps-into-strangers is just too many words.”




    “I guess we’re not strangers, then, Ethan.”




    Shit! I could feel myself growing hard as my name spilled from her sexy mouth. It sounded flirty, but her posture was too stiff to support that idea. She pressed her lips together, like she was trying to keep them in place, although the corners of her mouth bent up just a tiny bit. Come on, baby, smile for me.




    “Guess not, Sunshine.”




    She shifted her eyes downward. I was making her uncomfortable. “What can I do for you?”




    It was a very dangerous question, and I forced myself not to blurt something sexual. I needed to find the right way to reassure her because, at this point, my window of opportunity wasn’t just closing—it was shattering. Play it cool, Callahan. She won’t appreciate it if you come on too strong. It’ll make her run away.




    We were a foot apart in the warm California sunshine. The breeze carried all the sweet scents of her toward me. It was vanilla, and not the fake stuff you bought in the bottle, but the actual bean, and something else…maybe coconut? Damn, she’s making me hungry! I searched my inventory of friendly phrases for anything that seemed acceptable. I’ve got nothing.




    I held my ink pen toward her. “Did you drop this?”




    She looked down at the cheap pen indented with my teeth marks and back at me. Her lips curled in a slight smile. I sucked in some air between my teeth. Did I just make her smile? It wasn’t a full smile, more like an amused grin, but fuck it, I was taking the win.




    “No, that’s not mine, but good luck finding the owner.”




    She turned to walk away, but I wasn’t ready to let her go. “Are you sure? I thought I saw you drop it.”




    She turned back toward me, the half-hearted smile faltering a little as if the expression didn’t feel natural. “I only use pencils.”




    “Why is that?”




    “I like to erase my mistakes,” she replied before rushing off and disappearing into the crowd.




    What does that mean? Was it something deeper, or did we really just have a mundane conversation about writing utensil preferences? Alex was right. I was a total idiot. Even though I never had any trouble finding a date, I definitely lacked the skills to charm this honey. It wasn’t going to stop me, though.




    Okay, new goal. I wanted a huge smile next time, and maybe even a laugh too. I could make that happen. I was willing to work for it.
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    The next day, I waited for Darren outside Tresidder Union. As usual, he was running late. I spotted him, combing through his floppy mop of curly hair and looking thoroughly pissed off. That could only mean one thing. He found my present.




    “You’re late. Were you primping?” I asked with a wide grin. I’d found a hair straightener in the bathroom a few weeks ago. At first I thought it might be some sort of hand-held mini panini press. Once I’d figured it out, Alex and I gave him a ton of shit over it, threatening to revoke his man card. What guy straightens his hair? To his credit, Darren took it in stride, claiming that man-primping was a necessity these days.




    “Funny, shithead. Mandy found the box of douche.”




    “I was trying to be a good friend.”




    He jerked his head in confusion.




    “Since you grew a vagina overnight, I thought you might want to primp that new pussy.” It was the most embarrassing purchase I’d ever made, but totally worth it. I only wished I’d seen him holding that package, decorated in pink flowers. “Are you all fresh now?”




    “Not cool, bro. She thought I was cheating on her.”




    That was a dumb thing for Mandy to think, but I couldn’t blame her. Darren was an asshole of a boyfriend. Still, I hadn’t meant for my joke to backfire like this.




    “Did she really think a girl left that in our apartment?”




    “I know, right? Girlfriends can be such a bitch.” He laughed like it was a clever thing to say.




    I sighed, shaking my head. “I think she needs to break up with your douchey ass anyway, but do you want me to talk to her?”




    “Nah, we’re all good. I told her you had too much time on your hands since you didn’t have a girl and all.” He liked to rub that in my face, but it never affected me. I wasn’t commitment-shy; I was choosy when it came to relationships.




    I’d known Darren forever. We’d both decided to go to Stanford, and it only seemed natural as best friends we would room together, although I sometimes questioned that decision. He smoothed his hair once more, and I busted a gut all over again. I had a feeling the days of the mini panini press were over.




    Darren narrowed his eyes. “Keep laughing, Callahan.” There was a warning in his words…payback’s a bitch, and mine was coming.




    We walked into the bustling cafeteria. “I forgot how crowded this place gets,” I said.




    “Yeah, I thought these days were behind us.”




    We grabbed sandwiches and energy drinks, skipping long lines at the other stations.




    “Dude, do you have ten bucks I can borrow?” We were already in the checkout line, so it was obvious he expected me to pay.




    “Why didn’t you ask before you loaded up your tray? What if I didn’t have it?”




    “You always have it.” It was true—I bailed him out all the time. Still, his assumption pissed the hell out of me.




    I paid for our food and looked around the crowded cafeteria for a seat. I spotted a vacant table and started heading toward it before it could be snatched up by blond, Birkenstock-wearing, long-skirted girls who were walking the same way. As soon as I saw her though, I stopped in my tracks, causing Darren to bump into me.




    Meena was sitting at a table in the far corner next to a guy in a green T-shirt. The boyfriend? My jaw clenched, and I gripped the tray so tightly I could feel the heavy plastic bending. Envy was a rare feeling for me. So much so, I had difficulty identifying it at first.




    “What the hell, Callahan?” Darren asked, pushing me forward. “All the tables are filling up.” The skirts won, staking the table with their soy lattes and woven hemp purses. One smiled, pushing an empty chair toward me. I shook my head politely, thanking her anyway.




    “There’s someone I want to sit with. Later,” I said, heading in her direction.




    Darren laughed. “Oh, I get it. Don’t worry—I’ll be your wingman.”




    I really didn’t want Darren as my wingman, nor did I need him, but I didn’t feel like arguing about it, either.




    “What girl does ladies’ man Ethan Callahan have his eye on?”




    I lifted my tray toward Meena, glad she hadn’t spotted me yet.




    “You have to be kidding, right?”




    His question pissed me off. No one thinks we could be good together…not even her. “What the hell does that mean?”




    “Don’t get me wrong—she’s cute, very cute, but I don’t think she’s right for you. Plus, she’s with her boyfriend.”




    “I don’t know if he’s her boyfriend, but I’m aiming to find out.”




    “It’s pretty obvious he is.”




    “Why do you say that?”




    “She’s either Middle-Eastern or Asian, right?”




    “Middle-Eastern is Asian, dumbass.” I only knew she was like sunshine to me and she liked pencils. Shit—maybe I was the one in need of douche.




    “Whatever she is, he is too. Thusly, they are together.” Only Darren would use a word like “thusly.”




    I was glad for the tray in my hand because I sort of wanted to punch him. “Did you mean that to sound as racist as it did?”




    Darren chuckled. “No, man. I’m just saying that’s the way these things typically work. Funny how white guys always get blamed for being xenophobic and closed-minded, when people in other cultures are usually the ones to stick with their own kind.”




    “Do me a favor and don’t mention your little theories, okay? In fact, pretend you’re mute.” I would have told him to sit somewhere else, but there were few choices, and I wasn’t mean enough to force his brand of assholery on the pretty, hippy blondes.




    Darren shrugged. “Whatever, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”




    We made our way to Meena’s table. She looked up at me with a mix of surprised curiosity.




    “Hi, can we sit here?” I claimed a space with my tray, and Meena’s eyes darted between Darren and me with suspicion. “The other tables are full,” I quickly explained.




    “It’s a free country,” she said, gesturing to the empty seats.




    I smirked at her attempt at casual indifference, taking the offered chair. Darren took the other.




    “I’m Ethan,” I said to her companion when she didn’t make introductions. I did my best to keep a friendly smile even though we’d most likely be mortal enemies. “This is my friend, Darren Jones.” Darren was too busy staring at Meena to introduce himself. She was hot as hell, but I wasn’t expecting Darren to be so obvious.




    “Hi, Darren, I’m Meena, and this is Raj.”




    I was hoping she wouldn’t introduce him as her boyfriend, but I was disappointed she didn’t give him any identification at all.




    “Nice to meet you,” Raj said, not even bothering to look up at us. He was reading an open book on his lap. Must be the most riveting story ever written to keep you from noticing two guys gawking at your girl. Then I saw the writing on his shirt: “Thanks for asking but no…I am not tech support.” Damn, that was pretty funny, but he was still my mortal enemy.




    “Meena is an interesting name. How do you spell it?” Darren asked.




    M-I-N-E, I wanted to say, but I kept my mouth shut while she answered.




    “So, what year are you guys?” Darren asked. I was suddenly thankful he was with me. He had a way of not allowing any dead space in conversation, and for the first time, I was grateful for that.




    “We’re both seniors,” Meena answered.




    “Us too. What’s your major?” Darren asked.




    “We’re both economics majors. I have a minor in statistics.” She was answering for both of them. Is he shy? He didn’t seem to be, but it still seemed weird that he was content to let her do all the talking.




    She didn’t ask, but I wanted to tell her anyway. “I’m studying applied mathematics.”




    “Applied mathematics is a very impressive major.” She broke open a bag of popcorn. Popcorn and salad? What kind of lunch was that? Then again, I lived on a diet of mac and cheese and energy drinks, so who was I to judge?




    I shrugged my shoulders, smiling. “I’ve always enjoyed math.”




    “Yeah, he’s pretty brilliant. You should ask him about his solution to the food shortage.”




    I gave Darren a warning look, but it was too late. He was trying to embarrass me. Hello, payback.




    Meena stared at me, waiting for an answer.




    “It’s a stupid story, and besides, I was twelve.”




    “Stupid stories are the best ones,” she said.




    I ran my hands through my hair, frustrated because this wasn’t exactly the best opening, but an opening nonetheless. “I may have done a science fair project where I hypothesized we could end world hunger by utilizing the theories of Star Trek’s food replication system.”




    She laughed. It was a deep, good-natured sound, almost harmonic, and it made me happier just hearing it. Mission accomplished—even if I was the butt of the joke. It was worth it. Raj jerked his head up, and even Meena looked surprised at the sound. I’d make her laugh all the time—it was too beautiful to keep locked away.




    “What grade did you get?” she asked once the moment had passed.




    “He got an A,” Darren grumbled, and Meena raised her eyebrows. “Our teacher said he had enough science to warrant it. Kiss up.” I grinned at him—his plan to humiliate me failed.




    “That’s pretty hilarious.” She concentrated on her food for a minute, as did Darren. I followed suit. “Did you ever find the owner of that lost pen, Ethan?”




    I chuckled, embarrassed by the stupid way I’d approached her, but also enjoying the way she said my name. She took a piece of popcorn and threw it into her mouth with perfect accuracy, chewing it slowly. It was turning me on something fierce.




    “Still looking.”




    “What pen?” Darren asked.




    “I found a pen. I thought it was hers. It wasn’t.”




    “Meena doesn’t use pens,” Raj said. He’d been so quiet, I had almost forgotten he was there.




    “She told me as much,” I stated, meeting his gaze. He surprised me with a friendly smile.




    “I don’t know why. I think pens are much easier. No one uses pencils anymore except for standardized tests,” Raj explained. It was funny that between the two of us, I was the jealous one. He actually seemed oblivious to the fact I’d pretty much been ogling her since we’d sat down.




    “So, what country are you guys from?” Darren asked.




    “Country?”




    “Yeah, what country?” he said a little louder and slower as if she was hard of hearing.




    Meena’s lips curled into a smile, and she leaned into the table. I loved her smile, but I hated that it was a reaction meant for Darren. “I’m from the far East.” Her response surprised me because she had no trace of an accent. I decided not to interrupt. I just hoped Darren would stop his line of questioning before he made us both appear ignorant.




    “I figured that, but what country?” Darren prodded. I fought against the reflex to kick his shin. Darren was good at making conversation, but he could be a real dickhead.




    “From a place called Mashpee. Have you ever heard of it?”




    “It sounds familiar to me. Do you miss it? I mean being in a different country and all has to be difficult.”




    Meena was still smiling, but it was a naughty smile, which made it all the cuter. Raj stopped reading to watch her too.




    “I do. It’s very scenic. You should visit sometime. It borders a few bodies of water, Waquoit and Popponesset.”




    “Maybe I will. I’ve always liked traveling. This has got to be a real culture shock for you.” Darren said, staring into Meena’s eyes.




    Despite the fact she was giving him her undivided attention, something in her posture put me at ease. Darren was addicted to flirting, even though it resulted in huge fights between him and Mandy, and he made no apologies for it, claiming it was part of his DNA. I always felt sorry for her, but I knew he’d never cheated. He was just a tool sometimes.




    “Oh, it’s not so different from here. The weather is different, and the people have funny accents, but we’re really very similar.”




    “Oh yeah? It’s strange you don’t have an accent.”




    “I kind of grew out of it.”




    “What’s the thing you miss the most about where you came from?” Darren asked, leaning into the table like they were having a private conversation.




    Meena was quiet for a minute, but the corners of her mouth were curling up like she was fighting a smile. “The people are wonderful. They’re hard workers and have a strong heritage. I also love the wildlife and being surrounded by water. We’re almost an island, you know.”




    Darren turned to me, wiggling his eyebrows. I had a sinking feeling I knew what was coming. “Sounds tropical and beautiful…just like you.” He was being a douche…because of the douche.




    I wasn’t jealous of Darren. It was obvious that coming on this strong wasn’t appealing to her. Besides, the way she was eating popcorn was a little too distracting. I’d never thought of popcorn as a sexy food, but it was a freaking aphrodisiac right now.




    At least Meena wasn’t being flirty with Darren, but Raj’s reaction shocked me. He had a wide grin. I hadn’t expected him to challenge Darren to a duel or anything, but to smile when some guy was flirting with your girl didn’t seem right either.




    “Why did you decide to go to school here?”




    “What’s with all the questions, Katie Couric?” I said a little too sharply, but as usual, Darren ignored me.




    “I don’t mind. I love that he’s so curious.” Meena wore a huge grin now. “We have excellent schools where I’m from, but I wanted a change of scenery.”




    “I’m sure a degree from Stanford holds a great deal of weight there.”




    “It’s definitely impressive, but we do have one of the best schools in the world not too far away. My parents wanted me to go there, but I decided it wasn’t for me.”




    “I’m sure it’s a great school in your country, but I doubt it has the international presence of Stanford.”




    “Oh, I think it does. It boasts some of the most prestigious alumni in the world. The Crimson is very highly rated.”




    “If it’s so great, how come I’ve never heard of it?” Darren challenged.




    I almost smacked my hand against my head when it all clicked into place. My laugh was so rowdy that people at other tables stopped their conversations to look our way. Raj laughed too.




    “What’s so funny, Callahan?” Darren grumbled.




    “She’s from Massachusetts, dumbass,” I said, relishing the puzzled expression on Darren’s face. “The Crimson is Harvard. The people’s accent is that funny way Bostonians have of ignoring their Rs. She lives by Cape Cod…right, Meena?”




    She nodded. “Yes. I’m sorry, Darren. I wasn’t making fun of you. I just couldn’t resist.”




    “You know I was asking where you were originally from, right?” Darren asked, a little too demanding. Unlike me, he couldn’t stand to be the butt of jokes.




    She didn’t shrink back or seemed fazed. “The answer to that question is still Mashpee, Massachusetts. I was born there.”




    “That’s not what I meant.”




    She straightened up, narrowing those beautiful brown eyes at him. “Why don’t you ask the right question, then? You want to know my ethnicity.” The straightforward way she put Darren in his place made her lovability quotient grow.




    “Yes, I guess. If you want to answer this time.”




    “Of course. I’m not ashamed, and I never hide it, but your presumptions were far too interesting for me to reply in such an ordinary way. My family originates from Mumbai, India, and I am Hindu. There…now you know all the important things about me.”




    “I doubt those are the most important things about you, Meena,” I said.




    The smile slipped off her face when she met my eyes. “They are all the things Darren wanted to know.”




    “They’re checkboxes on a census or standardized test,” I replied, locking my eyes on hers with tractor-beam preciseness. She didn’t look away. “They don’t even scratch the surface of what I want to know.” It felt like we were alone in this crowded cafeteria, while everything and everyone disintegrated around us. I could stare at her mysterious, beautiful face for forever and a day if she’d let me.




    “What is it you would like to know, Ethan?” she asked in a half-whisper.




    I smiled, hoping to reassure her. Why sugarcoat it? “Everything.”




    She broke our contact, looking down. Raj shifted his chair closer to her. Darren’s flirting didn’t rattle her, but mine made her uneasy. Maybe because it wasn’t meant to be playful.




    “I’m from Ahmedabad,” Raj interjected in an attempt to change the subject and get me to back off.




    “So, you’re Hindu…You worship cows?” This time I did kick Darren under the table.




    She actually smiled again, looking relieved by the interruption. “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. They are a revered source of food and a symbol of life for us. Are you Christian?”




    “Catholic,” Darren replied. It was obvious he wanted to get a rise out of her. Darren had a tendency to succumb to misguided anger when he felt ridiculed.




    “So, you worship a virgin?”




    Darren laughed sarcastically. “Obviously you don’t understand my religion.”




    Meena’s voice was soft but full of conviction. “You pray to Mary. Praying is a form of worshipping—therefore, you worship a virgin. I was making a statement, not passing judgment.”




    “I wouldn’t quite put it like that. I mean, it’s kind of funny coming from you. Don’t you guys believe in a hundred deities or something?”




    I wondered how the conversation became so heated so fast. It was a runaway train, and all I wanted to do was jump on the tracks. “Darren…that’s enough. You’re acting like a total douche bag,” I cautioned.




    “I don’t mind,” Meena said, holding her hand out to dismiss me. “It’s hard to answer that since there are many schools of thought, but yes, I suppose we do. Do you believe a man lived inside a fish for three days?”




    “Actually it was a whale, just so you know.”




    “The New Testament says it was a whale, but the Old Testament referred to Jonah being in the belly of a great fish.”




    “You’ve read the Bible?” I asked her.




    “Yes. I try to read everything that confuses me.”




    “Apparently it didn’t clear anything up for you,” Darren said through clenched teeth.




    “I doubt the Bhagavad Gita would clear anything up for you either. My point is not to diminish your beliefs or state that mine are any better.”




    “What is your point?” Darren demanded.




    “It’s simple, really. All religion is grounded in forms of incredulous implausibility. That’s why faith is a prerequisite for any moral belief system, isn’t it?”




    “It doesn’t matter, does it?” I added. “Morality is not confined to religious people, and although it serves as a guiding light for many, it’s not the only path. After all, I’m an atheist, and I know I’m a moral person.” It was something I seldom talked about, but I wanted her to know that about me.




    “Me too,” Raj revealed, shocking me for the second time.




    Meena smiled at me. I was glad we were in a comfortable place again. “I agree morality is not limited to the faithful. If that were the case, we could blindly trust every priest, monk, or guru out there.”




    “I don’t know whether to be impressed or offended,” Darren replied.




    “You’re allowed to be either or both. As I said when you joined us, it’s a free country.” She looked down at her watch. I noticed it before, but it still surprised me she had one. Not many people wore watches anymore. It was something we had in common—a small connection, but a connection nonetheless. “We need to get to class. Come on, Raj.”




    Raj stood up, causing his book to fall next to my feet. I reached down to pick it up, pausing to scan the title before handing it back to him. He stuffed it into his backpack quickly. The small exchange gave me a great deal of information. I relaxed with the realization we were no longer mortal enemies.




    “It was nice seeing you again, Meena. You forgive Darren, right?” I asked, smiling like an idiot.




    She stood up and walked over to Darren’s side of the table, bending down so they were face to face. “Of course. As long as he forgives me. I didn’t offend you, right?”




    He leaned toward her, and my fist clenched, preparing to punch him if he dared kiss her. “Nah, you’re too cute to find offensive.”




    I exhaled loudly, and they both turned toward me.




    “I’ll see you in class, Ethan.”




    I watched them walk away. Actually, I watched Meena. She leaned into Raj, and he put his arm around her. My eyes narrowed as I zeroed in on that arm.




    “That was…interesting,” Darren said.




    “Did you have to be such a shithead?”




    “Whatever. She liked me. It doesn’t matter anyway. As cute as she is, she’s not interested in you. Plus, he’s definitely her boyfriend. And she’s got him whipped. You got off lucky.”




    “Yeah, I’m the luckiest guy in the world.”


  




  

    Chapter 3
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    I MADE MY WAY TO CLASS with an anxiety I’d never felt before. I knew I would see him, and even worse, he would see the back of my head. I’d actually checked myself using the two-mirror method to make sure I was presentable. I got the impression he watched me. It sort of excited me, which was a little twisted.




    Other boys had flirted with me, but there was something about the way Ethan did it—and my reaction to it—that was dangerous. He had a quiet intensity that amplified his classical good looks. His wavy, sandy brown hair and those ocean-colored eyes caused my usual rigid composure to crumble into a quivering mess of nerves. His crooked smile altered the steady beats of my heart and heated my skin. I had to gulp down a bottle of water after our cafeteria encounter. Part of me liked these new sensations, but most of me worried about it.




    I was on a path, and everything was laid out for me in a neat and orderly fashion. I would graduate at the end of this school year, hopefully summa cum laude, and then start my interviews. Unlike Rachael, I didn’t go to parties or even socialize. I was responsible…and boring too. All of my choices served a purpose, though. I didn’t have time for distractions, and Ethan was the epitome of distraction.




    For those reasons, I reacted icily when he sat next to me in class. He flashed that boyish grin my way, running his long fingers through his hair, making me wish for temporary blindness.




    “Hello, Sunshine,” he said, taking out his materials.




    “You’re sitting here?” I asked, more pointedly than I intended. His smile faltered, and I thawed a bit. He didn’t deserve my attitude.




    “Looks that way.”




    “Why?”




    “I…ah…oh hell, why not? It’s a free country, right?” Damn, he’s using my words against me.




    He seemed to like me, but I couldn’t understand why. In that moment, I assumed the worst. “We’re not having a test today, so there is no benefit in you sitting here.”




    He tilted his head. “You think I want to copy off you?” he asked, eyes widening. I looked away, but he leaned in closer. “Trust me—I don’t need to copy off anyone. I was actually going to apologize for Darren.”




    “You don’t need to apologize for him. I liked him.” He wasn’t expecting me to say that, so I added for no particular reason, “So did Raj.”




    “What’s the deal with you guys? Are you together?”




    His forwardness surprised me, but his assumption did not. Most people thought Raj and I were together since we always hung out. We didn’t correct them either. The idea benefitted both of us.




    “It’s none of your business, is it?”




    “No, I suppose not, but I’m curious.” His amused grin only widened.




    “I guess you’ll have to remain curious.”




    “What if I told you I was concerned about you?”




    “Why would you be concerned about me?”




    He dropped his voice to a low whisper, leaning toward me conspiratorially. His pleasant, clean, masculine scent surrounded me, and with shame, I sniffed. “Well, if you were dating, and I don’t think you are, but if you were, you should know your boyfriend’s gay.”




    I was having trouble catching my breath all of a sudden. The pencil dropped right out of my hand. He picked it up and handed it back to me.




    “How did you know?” I asked in a demanding whisper.




    “There were signs.”




    Raj was very protective and somewhat confused by his orientation. That Ethan had guessed morphed my fear into a form of anger that surprised even me. “What signs, Ethan? Because he has a limp handshake? He doesn’t. Because he knows how to pair colors and patterns?”




    His bottomless blue eyes widened. He opened his mouth to respond, but I cut him off.




    “What fucking signs? Tell me.” The swearing was so rare for me that I cupped my hand to my mouth.




    “Relax, Meena,” he said in a gravel-laden whisper that was the perfect mixture of comfort and command. “I figured it out because of the book he was reading. My mother’s a psychologist, and she recommends it to her patients who are confused by their sexual orientation. That’s all.”




    I sucked in a deep breath. “You can’t tell anyone. Promise me that.”




    “His secret is safe with me, but I don’t understand why he’s hiding it. Coming out is almost fashionable these days. We live in California, after all, and it’s not uncommon.”




    I shook my head, backing away from him. “Not for people like us.”




    Ethan nodded. “So, you knew. You’re not dating, then.”




    It made no sense to continue with the charade. “No, we’re just friends.”




    Ethan exhaled, which was strange since it hadn’t even looked like he’d been holding his breath.




    “That’s a relief,” he said, tilting his head and smiling optimistically.




    “Why do you say that?”




    “Because I’d like to ask you out.”




    “Out where?” Oh crap, he means a date. I got that about two seconds too late.




    He shrugged. “I don’t care. Anywhere you want. Lunch, dinner, brunch, high tea, low tea, coffee, pretzels in the park, dancing in the dark, sightseeing at sunset?”




    I couldn’t help but laugh at his long list, but I looked away from his penetrating gaze so I could concentrate on my response and not his striking blue eyes. “Thank you, but I don’t date.”




    “We’ll go as friends then,” he replied nonchalantly.




    “I already have two friends.” Did I really just say that aloud? I shut my eyes, wishing I could press the rewind button on my stupid mouth. His laugh echoed through the lecture hall. People had to be staring at us.




    “Do you have a quota on friends?”




    “That’s the wrong word. A quota would imply a minimum. I have a maximum. I’m very busy, and I have two close friends. I don’t need another, but thank you for your interest.”




    “You won’t even let me apply for the job of your friend?” He raked his fingers through his hair, making it a perfect blend of messy beautiful, which sounded like a contradiction, but it was the only way to describe it.




    “There are no openings at this time,” I stated sternly. It didn’t deflate his wide smile though.




    “Is it okay if I check back? You know, to see if you have any vacancies? I’m really very interested in the position, and I promise not to let you down. I’m well qualified and can even provide references.”




    I felt heat rush into my face. Although I was tan, there were rare occasions when I blushed. This was one of them.




    Professor Malkin entered just then, and everyone quieted down. He immediately turned our attention to the graphs on the overhead. This class was difficult for me, so I did my best to pay attention, but it was challenging with Ethan’s clean scent lingering in the small space between us.




    After class, Professor Malkin asked us to approach his desk so he could hand back our tests. Ethan stood behind me, and I did my best to ignore him, despite the fact that he was very close—about the distance of a ream of paper. My body yearned for a smaller gap, like a single sheet, while my brain wanted the expanse of the Pacific between us. I bit my lip, ordering the racy thoughts out of my head, but that only made them worse.




    Professor Malkin handed me back my test. “Meena, you seem to be having trouble with this new material. I think you should come see me during my office hours.”




    I stared at the B− on my paper in disgust. I had to get my grades up before report cards went out. My parents would kill me. An A− was irritating, but a B−…Well, to my parents, it was one step away from dealing meth. The legend of the Asian F was true, and a B− was on the fast track to failure.




    “I have class during your office hours, Professor.” I lowered my head, unable to meet Professor Malkin’s disappointed gaze.




    “Well, then, I suggest you get a tutor. This is not your usual stellar work.”




    I murmured a pathetic apology, clutching my paper as I walked out of class.




    “I could help you,” Ethan said, keeping step beside me. My embarrassment increased exponentially—he’d heard the whole exchange.




    “I don’t need your help,” I replied, willing my feet to move faster.




    “Are you sure about that?” He managed to move in front of me, making me stop before I bumped into him. He held up his own paper with the large A sprawled across the front in big red marker. “Or maybe you just want to cheat off me?”




    I gaped at him, at a loss for words. He definitely put me in my place.




    “Get a cup of coffee with me, Sunshine. Let me help you.”




    “Why would you want to help me?” If anything, I’d been rude to him.




    He smiled crookedly. “I’m applying for a pretty prestigious job. I think this will earn me some brownie points.”




    I couldn’t help but smile. I had never been comfortable around boys, but he put me at ease with his sense of humor and easygoing personality. Unfortunately, his tall, muscular frame, wavy hair, sapphire eyes, and cocky grin did just the opposite.




    Ethan and I walked to a coffee shop on campus. He ordered a plain coffee, black. I ordered green tea, iced.




    “I didn’t think anyone drank black coffee anymore.”




    “I like to keep it simple.”




    It took about half an hour, but Ethan was very good at explaining the concepts I’d missed. It was easy to see he was brilliant. Unfortunately, that attracted me to him even more. How could he be so good-looking, smart, and funny at the same time? It wasn’t lost on me that several girls had come by to say hi to him, including our barista, which was unusual since this was a counter service place.




    “Thank you for your help. I really appreciate it, and thank you for keeping Raj’s secret too. This is on me.” I pulled out my wallet, placing a few bills on the table. I reached for my backpack.




    His voice stopped me. “That’s it? I thought maybe this would get me an interview at least.”




    “Interview?”




    “Yeah, you know, for my application. I think I would have at least made it to the interview stage.”




    I laughed at his brashness. “Look, Ethan, you’ve been very nice to me, but I’m serious when I say you won’t get what you want from me, so it’s better to drop it now.”




    He narrowed his eyes, but his smile didn’t waver. “And what is it you think I want?”




    I swallowed, steadying my hands. “I told you I don’t date.”




    “I told you we could just be friends.”




    “I know how this works. Despite my heritage, I’m not off the boat you know.”




    He laughed deeply, which for some strange reason put me at ease. “Exactly, so I don’t understand why you have a friendship limitation. Help me understand.”




    I clenched my teeth, not sure how to extricate myself from this gorgeous, strange boy who was doing horrible things to my self-control. “Okay, Ethan, you wanted an interview. I’ll give you one.”




    He smiled eagerly, like the most adorable little boy.




    “Why do you want to be my friend?”




    “I think you’re interesting. I like talking to you.”




    “If we hypothetically entered into a friendship, what is your ultimate goal?”




    “Who says I have a goal?”




    “There is always a goal with any endeavor.”




    “Maybe my goal is to make you smile more. Isn’t that an admirable goal?”




    I stared in stunned silence while he smiled at me expectantly. His smile was infectious though, and I couldn’t help but match it.




    “See? I’m succeeding already.”




    I sucked in a deep breath, feeling the smile transform back into the grim expression I usually wore. “Interview’s over,” I said, grabbing my backpack.




    “What is it that precludes me from being your friend, Sunshine?”




    I melted when he called me that, but I’d lay a wager he assigned that moniker to all the girls. I swallowed hard, not sure how to explain myself. “You’re a really nice guy, but—”




    “It sounds like you’re breaking up with me already.”




    I gave him a cynical smile. He straightened up, lacing his long fingers together on the table.




    “You’re a math major,” I said, “so you understand the importance of balance. Every equation has to equal out, and we don’t. Not on any level. We don’t fit. Not as anything. Not even friends. Do you understand?”




    Ethan’s eyes lit up, and his sexy lips curled in a playful smile. “I can’t lie. You’re turning me on something fierce with that math analogy, especially one so Euclidean in nature. Honestly, though, I can’t say I understand since correlation does not equal causation. If anything, mathematics provides logic for my argument.”




    “How so?”




    “A and B are different variables, but together they always equal C, right? A and B are rarely equal. You’re implying that you and I are on opposite sides of the equation, but we’re not. We are both on the same side, working toward C. C represents the culmination of our friendship. But, Meena, if we’re not friends, then we’ll never find C, will we? Don’t you want to solve for C?” He held out his hands in some sort of invitation to me. It was so adorably sexy I almost forgot my point. He is actually turning me on…with math.




    I shouldn’t have brought up math to a math major. “Sometimes C has no solution.”




    “Every problem has a solution. It’s just that some are so complicated they haven’t been solved yet, but that doesn’t mean they can’t be.”




    “I have to go. Thanks again.” I grabbed my stuff and rushed off before he had a chance to respond.
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