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To those who show kindness to others, remember that one day, your kindness is what will save you in ways you can never imagine! 
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Dev




My phone had been beeping constantly since I got off the flight. I hated doing this to my parents, but if I didn’t leave, I was going to be stuck in another awkward meeting with a girl who desperately wanted to giggle, flirt, and get married to me. They all did this, not because I was cool, but because I was the only heir to a billion-dollar medical equipment business. My father was a renowned oncologist who founded his own company to research, develop, and maintain medical equipment. He started the business to help his cancer patients, but it took off.

I followed in his footsteps and became a medical physicist, so ultimately I would take over the business. I had no regrets about my career choice. I didn’t mind following my father’s legacy of expanding medical technologies. But life choices? That was a whole different story. I couldn’t, for the love of god, go through with an arranged marriage like he did.

Back in the sixties, it wasn’t a big deal. “Love you, Mom!” But today, everything had changed. Women were no longer innocent; they were calculating, precise, and demanding. Love was a ruse, and divorces were no big deal. But under U.S. laws, if a marriage didn’t last, divorces were expensive and could cost you half your wealth. That’s why I told my parents I was okay with an arranged marriage, as long as she signed a prenup. But they always used Indian culture to defend their position. Every single time. People frowned on prenups in the Indian-American community. My parents had a reputation to uphold, but I couldn’t afford to be the naïve one who kept his eyes closed. So I did what I always did—escaped. This time, I fled to Big Island, Hawaii, planning to stay at my favorite resort on Hapuna Beach until things cooled off back home in San Francisco.

It wasn’t that I didn’t believe in love. Technically, I’d fallen in love three times already, and I had gotten over each heartbreak with courage and determination. But marriage was a huge decision, and it should be with someone you trust—someone who would always be on your side, no matter what, and someone you could get along with effortlessly. I didn’t think I was asking for much in a wife. I knew what people thought when I talked about trust. How could you expect trust from a partner if you didn’t trust them and insisted on a prenup? But shouldn’t I have the right to protect everything I’ve worked for? What if I trusted the wrong person? I was human, prone to making mistakes. And looking at my past relationships, I had already made a few.

I opened the balcony door to take in the fresh air and the stunning view of the oceanfront suite. I was looking at the quieter side of the beach. The waves crashed against the big black rocks, and the smell of the ocean was incredible. I closed my eyes in bliss. A week of relaxation on my favorite island. When I opened my eyes, I noticed a couple taking photos with a photographer. The woman was wearing a white gown and an extremely long veil, posing with her husband in a black tuxedo.

I went inside to grab a beer from the small refrigerator in my room and took a few sips. Good thing they kept it fully stocked. I was going to need it to get through this week. I pulled out my laptop and connected to the Wi-Fi. Maybe I could get some work done while I was here. I opened Facebook to check in at the resort. Why Facebook? Because my mother was the most active person I knew on there. The entire world had moved on to TikTok and Instagram, and here I was, still updating my Facebook—all for you, Mom. I knew she wanted to know I was safe and sound, enjoying my vacation on Big Island, Hawaii.

I went outside to the balcony again, and the couple was in a different outfit this time, still taking pictures. The bride wore a pink glossy dress that highlighted her cleavage, and the groom wore a different gray tuxedo, with a pink silk shirt underneath. I took a seat on the patio chair to watch what looked like a pre-wedding photo shoot. The sunset made the perfect backdrop for their pictures. The photographer handed the bride a bouquet as she argued with the groom. I could see their body language—they were clearly having a fight. The couple walked closer, and I could hear bits and pieces of their shouting.

“Don’t you dare walk away from me like that!” the bride screamed. Then she tossed the bouquet at the groom, hitting him in the face. Okay, this was bad. I thought this was a cute couple to watch while sipping on a beer, but it was quickly turning into a shit show.

“You know what? I’m done!” the groom said. The bride began sobbing as the groom stormed off the beach. The photographer muttered a quick “Sorry,” and left as well. The bride sank down onto a large rock, still crying.

It was then that I finally saw her gorgeous honey-brown eyes and her beautiful face, which had often been obscured by the photographer or the props they were using. She was stunning, even with the tears that had smeared her makeup. Her long, dark, wavy hair blew across her face as she wiped her tears away with her hand. She stared at her engagement ring and cried. I felt bad for her, but I stayed silent, not knowing what to do.

She called the groom—presumably—yelling at him over the phone. Then, without warning, she hurled her engagement ring into the ocean. Okay, that ring was never coming back, which meant they were not getting back together. Ever. That was heartbreaking.

Two hours later, she was still there, alone, in the same outfit. Part of me wanted to go downstairs and be with her, but I was no one to her, and it wasn’t any of my business. She stood up and walked toward the resort area, near the fish pond full of lilies. I couldn’t see her anymore, but I knew she had gone that way. At least she was away from the beach. Maybe another guest from the resort would bump into her and try to console her. I hoped that would happen.

Half an hour later, I grabbed my keys and went down to get some food from the restaurant. As I passed near the fish pond, I saw her sitting on a bench, still crying alone. Maybe I should sit on the opposite bench by the pond. At least she wouldn’t be alone. Technically, any guest from the resort could access the pond area to relax, right? Maybe my silent presence would help her stop crying, because she had been crying for a long time, and her tears were making me feel helpless. Her sadness was breaking my heart.
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Emily




A man came to the bench opposite the one I was sitting on while I sobbed over my breakup after a two-year relationship. He wore a dark green polo and blue jeans. His skin was clear and light brown, his hair shaggy, and his eyes were large and dark brown. He had a casual air about him that caught my attention. He opened a white takeout container and started eating his burger. The box was wide open, and I could see his French fries. He set his beer down next to him on the bench. I wiped my tears again. His fries made me hungry.

For some reason, I felt annoyed by him. I couldn’t help but snap at someone today. I was already having a rough day. Rough was an understatement.

“This is not a place to eat dinner,” I said.

He smiled, taking a gulp of beer.

“I’m talking to you, by the way, since there’s no one else here.”

He shrugged.

“There’s no sign here saying people can’t eat. Also, I hate eating alone in a restaurant,” he answered.

My nostrils flared with frustration.

“Then take it to your room,” I snapped.

“That was the plan, but things don’t always go as planned,” he chimed.

Tell me about it. I was supposed to have a pre-wedding photoshoot, look happy, and maybe enjoy a candlelit dinner with some wine. But here I was, sitting across from him, having the worst day of my life.

I said nothing. Good thing people couldn’t hear your thoughts.

“You can still go. I’m sure you won’t be running late to your room,” he added.

He laughed.

“Just because you’re having a bad day doesn’t mean I should hide in my room to eat my dinner. I kind of like it here,” he said.

Oh my god, he was annoying me so much.

“Who told you I’m having a bad day?” I asked, my tone sharper than I intended.

He pouted his lips like he was trying not to answer my rude question. I rolled my eyes, and that’s when he couldn’t help himself.

“Just look at you. You’re dressed up in a beautiful pink dress with disheveled hair and makeup smeared all over your face, sitting alone by the pond. Even those ducks are swimming away from you,” he pointed out.

I glanced at the pond and saw two ducks swimming away from my side to the other. I laughed. Crap, he heard me.

“Sorry, that was funny,” I said, trying to cover my awkwardness. He smiled again. I finally noticed the two dimples on his cheeks when he grinned. I liked his dimples. On another day, I would have thought he was handsome, but today was definitely not that day. He had broad shoulders, well-defined hands, and long legs. He wore a Rolex on his wrist. Pretty expensive for a guy eating a burger in a polo and jeans.

“You know it’s rude to eat in front of someone who’s having a bad day and starving,” I teased him.

I just wanted him to go to his room because he was irritating me.

“You know I’ve never stopped you from joining me,” he replied.

Smart ass!

I liked how he instantly answered each of my jabs. Did he come here with a cheat sheet tucked away somewhere?

“I don’t eat with strangers, but those fries look good,” I said.

He stood up, walked over to me, and dropped his fries in front of me. He was about to walk back but turned around, took a seat next to me, and smiled.

“Emily, we’re not strangers. I’m Dev Acharya. We went to kindergarten, first, and second grade together. We haven’t seen each other since second grade or kept in touch, but at least you can have some of my fries,” he whispered.

Oh my god, I knew him. Well, not exactly in adulthood, but still. He had a point—we weren’t strangers.

I started eating some of his fries. Maybe it was because I was starving, but that wasn’t entirely true. Maybe I just wanted his fries. He had a unique way of showing sympathy, and I admired that. At least he didn’t grill me with questions like all the other people who passed me at the resort.

“How did you recognize me?” I asked.

“Because you still have the same eyes and a baby face since you were a kid,” he said, laughing.

“Yeah, but you look different. You used to be so chubby as a kid, and look at you now.” He was handsome!

He handed me his burger.

“I’ve eaten a lot of things off your plate in the past. I guess this is payback,” he said.

I smiled and took a bite of his burger. I was hungry. I didn’t care anymore.

“Your eyes, your face, and your petite frame are still the same. You just grew your hair—and woman parts, Emily.”

I nodded and ate three more fries. I let that one slide. Woman parts. I glanced down at my cleavage. Oh, this dress. How could I forget?

“So, do you want to get some proper food with me right now?” he asked.

He’s really trying his luck. I loved his effort. The confidence in his eyes was stunning.

“Have you looked at me? Even the ducks took off. Are you sure you want to take me to a restaurant like this? I don’t want to embarrass you. I mean, just look at us—you’re in a polo and jeans, dressed casually, and I’m in this dress like I’m going to a prom, except I’ve cried my eyes out. People will blame you for it after seeing us together.”

He leaned slightly toward me, and his arm brushed my shoulder. It sent chills down my body.

“Emily, you’ll never be an embarrassment to me. Please,” he whispered.

I shrugged.

“If you’re worried about safety…” he began, but I put my hand over his mouth, then quickly removed it, realizing what I’d just done.

“You’re Dr. Anup Acharya’s son. Of course, I’ll be safe with you. I know your family moved away, but people still worship your dad in that town. He was a good man and the best doctor we ever had. I think he helped build a new wing at our local hospital just last year.”

He grinned, then lowered his gaze to the floor. It didn’t embarrass him. He was feeling humble, like he didn’t want me to say nice things about him or his family.

“Well, dad is just dad. If I ever become even 10% like him, I think I’d be happy,” he said softly.

I crossed my arms.

“It’s getting dark,” he reminded me.

Yeah, I was aware, but I didn’t want to go back to my room. What if my fiancé—well, ex-fiancé—Dave was still there? I didn’t want to run into him.

“Dev, let’s go get something to eat.”

It surprised him that I took him up on his offer.

He stood up from the bench and waited for me to get up. I was still contemplating whether this was a good idea, but I trusted Dev more than my ex-fiancé at this point.

He led the way, and I followed. The restaurant was in the resort, so we weren’t going far.

“Reservation. We don’t have a reservation,” I reminded him as we walked inside the fancy restaurant.

“It’s fine. We don’t need one,” Dev answered.

The sign on the door clearly said Reservation Only. No Walk-ins, but he didn’t care. He opened the glass door for me, and I walked inside.

Dev walked up to the hostess and said, “Dev Acharya. I don’t have a reservation, but these are my keys. You can also call the resort manager.”

The hostess glanced at me, then back at Dev.

“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Acharya. We recognize you. Come on in. I’ll grab the menus, and the server will be right with you. I’m putting you at the private table for special guests,” she said, smiling. She was a blonde woman with a bob cut. Her pencil heels clicked sharply as we followed her to our table.

Must be nice to be filthy rich. No reservation required, and you get the best view, a quiet space, and exceptional service.

Dev pulled out the chair for me, then sat across from me after I was seated first. Good manners! I wasn’t expecting anything less from an Acharya.
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Of course, she was judging me, but I was okay with that. Right now, the most important thing was distracting her from whatever was causing her pain. There was sadness, anger, and pain all wrapped up in her eyes. I expected a superficial conversation and nothing more. God, I love her eyes! They’re a unique shade of honey-brown. But I need to stop looking into them. It aches me to see the pain in her eyes. I want to see her happy again!

She was looking over the menu, covering her face with it. As soon as I glanced at mine, she flicked her gaze to me. When I looked back, she quickly returned to her menu. If she wanted to stare at me, I didn’t mind. It seemed like she was more interested in playing hide-and-seek with me.

“Stop judging me, Emily,” I whispered.

“I’m not,” she denied instantly, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. “It’s kind of nice to get a table without a reservation, though. It’s like you’re cutting in front of everyone in line without having to wait your turn.”

Bold statement, but since Emily was having a crappy day, I decided to let that one slide.

I shifted my gaze back to her, but she looked down at her menu, ignoring me. The server came to take our order. I ordered a scotch and some toasted ravioli. The server made eye contact with Emily, waiting for her to decide what she wanted.

“I’d like some cabernet and whatever he thinks is good,” she said, directing the decision to me again.

How would I know what she liked? This wasn’t second grade.

“She’ll have the lasagna with bolognese sauce, spaghetti with meatballs, and creamy shrimp pasta,” I said to the server. “Also, a house salad and cream of mushroom soup, please. I’m sure she’ll find something she likes.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. That’s too much. I can’t eat all of that. How about the creamy shrimp pasta with a side salad, and that’s it?” she corrected me.

The server nodded and left. She locked eyes with mine. Those honey-brown eyes!

“What were you going to do with all that food?” she asked, her tone angry.

I smiled.

“With the number of tears you’ve shed over the last couple of hours, I’m sure you could use as many calories as possible.”

She chuckled at my answer.

“The laugh looks good on your face,” I complimented her.

“Thanks, Dev,” she replied.

The server returned with some bread and olive oil, and she placed her napkin on her lap. I did the same. She was no longer angry with me. Her mood was shifting. I was just happy to keep her distracted from her pain, even though I knew it would hurt her again later tonight. Break-ups hurt the most at night when you’re alone, thinking about your partner.

“Go ahead, ask me what you want to know,” she said.

“I don’t want to know anything. I’m just happy with your presence, Emily.”

“You’re seriously not going to ask me why I was crying?”

I shook my head. I didn’t believe in making people relive their misery. It was like poking someone where it hurt the most. I’d rather not hurt her. She had a crappy day, and I just wanted to see her smile.

“But you can ask me anything you want to know.” I shifted the conversation to her. I could tell she was curious about me.

“Why did you move away in second grade?”

“Dad. His work. He took a new job in San Francisco.”

She blinked, acknowledging my answer.

“Well, I was sad that you moved away because your parents threw the best birthday parties, and I was no longer invited. I looked forward to those, you know.”

I laughed.

“Sorry, Emily. I forgot how much you enjoyed my birthday parties.”

She chuckled.

“You had the biggest bounce house at your last birthday party in second grade. I was in there for six hours straight,” she said.

“Believe it or not, that was the best birthday party I ever had. After that, we never had a big house until I was a teenager. Living in San Francisco was like living in a shoe rack. No place to play or have friends over,” I complained.

“I miss those days. We didn’t have to worry about anything. Adult life sucks.”

I listened to her quietly. I didn’t want to push her to share anything she wasn’t ready to bring up on her own.

The server brought our food to the table. I noticed that while my scotch was gone, her glass of wine was still full. She had barely taken a sip.

“I’ll take a Jack and Coke, and could you bring her a peach bellini?” I asked the server. He nodded and left.

“Thank you, but this tastes awful,” she pointed to her wine. “I like most Cabernets, but this one just didn’t work for me.”

“I figured.”

She took a couple of bites of her pasta but barely ate. She was tensing up about something. I wanted her to relax, at least for the duration of this dinner. She needed a mental break from her stress.

“So, what do you do, Emily?” I asked.

“Social worker at the hospital. You?”

“Medical Physicist.”

“Wow, you didn’t become a doctor like your dad?”

I shook my head.

“I didn’t want to go to school for that long.”

She picked up her phone and searched for something. I bet she was looking up what a medical physicist was. I didn’t mind. Few people knew it was a profession.

I stared at her. I loved her honey-brown eyes and long lashes. That was the most beautiful part of her body. Her eyes. That’s how I knew it was Emily the minute I laid eyes on her face when she was sitting on the rock by the beach, crying.

She caught me staring and put her phone aside.

“Sorry. You said some words I didn’t know, so I had to look them up.”

I smiled.

“You can ask me. It’s fine.”

She nodded. She was taking her time eating, while I had almost finished my plate. I noticed that most people had already left the restaurant. Only two tables, including ours, were still occupied.

She realized this when I placed my fork on the side. She rushed through a few bites.

“It’s okay. Take your time, Emily.” I didn’t want her to rush.

“I want to eat. I do. And the food is great, but I feel full. I was hungry when I stole your fries earlier,” she mumbled, offering a quick explanation.

“You cried a lot. For some people, their appetite dies after that. That’s probably why you didn’t want your favorite wine or the food.”

She nodded. She put her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her hand.

“I’m supposed to get married in ten days, and I just got dumped by my fiancé a couple of hours ago,” she admitted.

She said what I already knew, but I was glad she was opening up.

“I’m sorry to hear that. It must be hard for you.”

She locked eyes with me, and tears started filling her eyes. Don’t cry, Emily.

“It is. And I don’t know what I’ll do when everyone shows up here for the wedding. I’m just stressed out.”

I put my hand on top of hers on the table.

“It’s okay. Everything is going to be fine. I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” I reassured her.

“I don’t know. My grandmother paid for the entire wedding. This would be the first wedding in our family since hers. No one made it to the altar after that, and look, I won’t either. This is going to be so embarrassing. It’s too late to call it off or cancel and get a refund. Obviously, I realize we are past that point.”

I listened as she vented more details. At least she was venting. And venting was a good thing. Hopefully, she would feel a little lighter.

“What’s the worst that could happen if you tell people the wedding was postponed?” I asked.

“In my family, everyone would know it’s called off. Plus, this is my grandmother’s last wish. She wants to see a wedding before she dies. She will be here in four days. I don’t know what I’ll do. Everyone disappointed her, and now I’ll do the same thing.”

She sighed in relief after sharing her frustration with me.

“Are you sure you can’t patch things up with your fiancé? What’s his name?”

She rolled her eyes.

“Ex-fiancé. And Dave. And no chance for a patch-up.”

“He has my name. God, you must hate me,” I teased.

“His name is David, but he goes by Dave since he’s the third David in his family. Yeah, don’t ask. Even my wedding invitations had ‘Dave’ on them to avoid confusion on his side. You know what the best part is? No one from my family has met him yet because I was worried it would fall apart, or I’d jinx myself. And even with the invitations from my side of the family, I left them just with his first name so no one could look him up and cause a commotion.”

I laughed. She was too funny.

“It’s not funny,” she snapped.

“But you know it is.”

She smirked.

“Okay, it’s not funny when it’s happening to you,” she clarified. “Every wedding in our family falls apart. You can’t blame me for being cautious.”

I grinned.

“I know a solution to your problem. You just have to find a guy named Dave, fall in love with him, and get married—all in ten days.”

I said it as a joke to make her laugh. She didn’t laugh this time. Instead, she gave me a serious look.

“Not a bad idea.”

“Emily, you can’t be serious. I was kidding.”

“I’m going to shortlist every single Dave on this fucking island.”

I laughed.

“Okay, no more drinks for you.”

I signed to the server to bring the check.
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