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      April

      Dominic

      

      The air was musky with the scent of sweating bodies and lack of oxygen.

      It was so packed that I could hardly make out my surroundings, but I could see enough to tell the dance floor was to my right, and the bar behind it. A spiral staircase in front of me led to an upper level that overlooked the floor and was littered with leather couches. That must’ve been what Carter meant when he said they were upstairs.

      I chuckled to myself as I took the steps two at a time. I tried time and again the last couple of years to get Carter to try going out with me when he came to visit, and I failed every damn time. I don’t doubt that one bat of Penelope’s eyelashes had him agreeing to come to a stuffy place like this. Although I hadn’t seen her in a few years, the Penelope I knew would’ve hated this too.

      It made me wonder how they actually ended up here.

      Spending twenty years of your life around someone gives you a keen awareness of their presence, so it took me no time at all to locate my best friend. He was standing at the back of the upper level, leaned over the railing with his eyes intently watching something below him. I came to stand beside him without saying a word.

      We didn’t greet each other that way. Never had. We don’t hug, and we don’t say goodbye either. We rarely answer the phone with a greeting, choosing instead to jump directly into the conversation at hand. We’d never been taught to live without each other. In the entirety of our childhood, I could count on one hand, probably, how many times I went more than twenty-four hours without seeing Carter. So when we ultimately became separated in our adulthood, we didn’t really know how those things worked.

      I looked at him, he nodded in acknowledgment to my presence, but he didn’t turn away from where his stare was. His brow was scrunched in concentration or frustration—sometimes it was hard to tell. By the tightness of his jaw and the clear grind of his teeth, I guessed at the latter. I followed his gaze and was snagged by a deep red ponytail swinging back and forth.

      Ah. Okay. Frustration, then.

      It had been years since I’d seen that expression, so I didn't recognize it immediately. Everything began to click into place as we both watched Penelope twirl on the dance floor, her hands slowly sliding up her torso in a seductive way that was clearly a message. I spent so many years watching that expression on his face, wanting to smack it off him. Begging him to do something about his incessant, painful, and seemingly—to only him—unrequited love.

      When he told me he was going on a trip with her, I thought it meant something different.

      But I guess we’re back to square one.

      God, they’re fucking annoying.

      It made sense to me now why he was here, though. If Penelope walked up to me wearing that good-for-nothing shirt and asked me to endure eardrum-decimating, shitty dance music and the smell of alcohol induced body odor, I’d say yes too.

      I could’ve sworn she didn’t have boobs like that the last time I saw her.

      “Stop.”

      Another thing about being friends with someone your entire life is a keen awareness of their thoughts too, apparently. I laughed. “He speaks.”

      He took a long slug from the beer bottle in his hand and looked at me from the corner of his eye. “Hey.”

      “What are you doing, dumbass?”

      “I don’t fucking know.” He shook his head. “She asked me to dance, and I said I had to wait for you.”

      “Glad to know we’ve gone back in time ten years and you’re using me as an emotional blockade again.”

      “I locked up, dude. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      We both looked back down at the dance floor just in time to catch her glance up at us too. I grinned, waving at her. Her eyes darted away, pretending she hadn’t been looking.

      “Why are we here?”

      “Honestly, not where I’d like to be. I doubt Pep would, either. But Macie wanted to come.” Right. Penelope’s friend or something.

      “You all came because she told you to?”

      Carter chuckled. “She can be a commanding presence.” He shrugged. “She planned the trip, she’s entertaining to watch, so we endure.”

      “She sounds…interesting.”

      Carter nodded. “She is. She’s the blonde down there with a red dress on. Curly hair.”

      I scanned the crowd, my curiosity growing by the second to get my eyes on this girl. Before I could find her, I noticed some buzzcut douche bag pressing up behind Penelope and whispering in her ear.

      “Better unlock yourself and go get your gir–” I turned to face Carter but realized he was already gone. I laughed to myself.

      I followed Carter down the stairs just in case things turned physical and he needed me. I highly doubted it. That wasn’t his thing. But if the guy said something derogatory or threatening to or about Penelope, he may start swinging.

      Halfway down the staircase, I looked out to the dance floor again, doing a double take as I finally spotted her. My feet stopped working. I paused right there on the stairs, nearly tumbling down them at the abrupt halt in my steps that had the rest of my body swaying.

      Her head was tilted upward, the harsh lights of the night club shining down on her smooth skin. The smile that graced her cheeks was carefree and blissful. Curls fell down between her shoulder blades and swayed side to side in time with her hips.

      Her hips.

      She was petite. Thin. But her hips were round. Lush. They were the kind of hips that would look best wrapped around my face. Her body was tight and small. Her fucking dress clung to every curve perfectly. It stopped mid-thigh, showing off her flawless legs, and the halter top that tied around her long neck complimented the shape of her body. She moved in perfect time with the music and was given all the space she needed despite being directly in the middle of the dance floor. People all around watched her. Some with admiration, some with lust, others with jealousy. I found myself wanting to pummel the men who licked their lips and raised their brows with every movement she made, and I hadn’t even spoken a word to her. I knew they were wondering how those movements looked without clothes on, because I was wondering too.

      With every swing of her hips, her dress glittered in the lights. She outshined everything around her. There weren’t any spotlights on that dance floor but there might as well have been. Right on her. She demanded to be seen. Her movements were effortless and fluid, as if she was made for this moment. Made to be the center of attention. Made to bring the world to its knees. Her dress shimmered with each roll of her body, and her smile shined like the brightest star in the night sky. Everything about her sparkled. Like a fucking beacon, calling to me.

      My feet began moving again. Not toward Carter. He was on his own now. No, my feet began moving toward her. Desperate to see her up close. To see if she’s real. I stumbled down the rest of the stairs, thanking luck or fate or God when I noticed her move to the edge of the dance floor.

      She seemed to be in search of something. Her eyes were wide…maybe panicked? They settled to my left, and she let out what looked to be a sigh of relief. I followed her line of sight and found our friends huddled close together, whispering in each other’s ears. Buzzcut was nowhere to be found. Macie must’ve been so entranced in the music and her dancing that she lost track of Penelope, and began to panic when she couldn’t find her. I was able to take a deeper look at her face as her features relaxed. Her eyes were a bright, yet deep hazel color. Her round cheeks were flushed and glowing, her pouty lips pursed as she panted through them. Beautiful. She was deliriously beautiful, and I couldn’t stop walking toward her. As my body reached hers, she turned to me. Her eyebrows narrowed as she took me in. Her arms crossed against her chest as she waited for me to say something.

      Say something, idiot.

      My mouth dropped open, and those brows of hers raised.

      A small smirk appeared at the corner of her mouth as she looked me up and down. Starting at my feet, her eyes slowly dragged up the length of my body, lingering on my arms and shoulders before reaching my face. They flared just enough that I knew she liked what she saw. Yet, just as quickly, they settled.

      “Stop drooling, Dominic.”

      I felt my eyebrows rocket into my hairline and my mouth drop open in surprise. Not only does she know who I am, but she unabashedly acknowledged my failure at subtly checking her out.

      “You know who I am?”

      Her lips twitched, her own failure in attempting to look bored and unaffected. “I had a general description of what you look like and I knew you’d be meeting us here.” She shrugged. “I couldn’t imagine why any other stranger would be sniffing me out like a bloodhound.” She saw me coming? She flicked a brow. “Although, I’m not sure what you need from me either.”

      Everything, I found myself wanting to say.

      I inched closer to her on instinct. Despite the fact that the building smelled like sweating bodies and cheap perfume, Macie smelled delicious. Like vanilla and something more—something warm and spiced. Cinnamon, maybe. I fought the urge to lean even closer to her and breathe her in. An oasis in a desert of bodies. She smelled fucking decadent.

      Pulling myself together, I craned my head to the left. “I came down to help out, but it appears my assistance is no longer needed.” We both turned our heads as we watched Penelope lead Carter to the dance floor.

      I shot Penelope with an exaggerated smile and waved again. She gave me an accusing eye roll but waved back. As I turned to Macie, her eyes were positively glowing with equal parts mischief and delight. As if she was elated to see the two of them holding hands.

      A grin spread across my mouth. I think I’m going to like her.

      She looked back at me, lingering longer than before. She nibbled on her bottom lip as her gaze snagged on my chest and stayed there just a moment too long. Once her eyes found my face again, I smiled at her. She glanced away quickly, as if it would stop me from noticing that she had clearly been checking me out too.

      I was already enticed by this game we’d begun playing.

      “I like your dress,” I said.

      She crossed her arms and picked at her nails. “I know.”

      “Do you want to dance?”

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Not sure I should dance with someone who’s been known to make out with my best friend.”

      “I–what?” What the fuck is she talking about?

      Of all the reactions I expected her to have to that question, that was not one of them. Only a few minutes in and this girl was throwing me off my game completely. She was entirely unpredictable. As if you never knew what would come out of her mouth next.

      It was intriguing. It made me want to see what other words I could pull from her.

      “You were Penelope’s first kiss, no?”

      Oh. Oh. A cackle escaped my mouth. “Like, a hundred years ago, and I’m not sure I’d call it making out.” I shook my head, hiding a smile. “But say that again when Carter’s around, will you?”

      Her head fell back as she laughed, and I thought it may just be the most musical sound I’d ever heard. She uncrossed her arms and swiped at her dress, straightening out the hem that fell along her thigh. As I followed her movements, my eyes caught there. She glanced up to me and as she sucked in a swift breath, I knew my gaze was burning through her. I licked my lips. I was normally much better at hiding my attraction to a woman. I wasn’t one to put myself on display so desperately.

      But Macie was an abnormality. She made me feel like one too.

      “So…dance?” I found myself asking again. Uncaring if it sounded like a plea.

      I could count the minutes I’ve known her on one hand, and yet I knew with absolute certainty that I’d crawl on hot coals for the opportunity to feel her skin.

      She bit her lip again.

      “Probably not a good idea.” She pointed at the upper level of the club. “My boyfriend is upstairs.”

      Disappointment flooded me. “Shit. I’m sorry. Nobody told me.”

      She shook her head, a coy smile still on her face. “No, it’s okay. I mean, at least you ask before groping. Most men here don’t.”

      I frowned. “Fuck that.” I nodded back toward the floor. “You dance, and if a hand touches you I’ll remove it, yeah?”

      Her blush was instant as she dropped her eyes to the floor. Finally, some kind of reaction.

      I realized that she hadn’t said no either time. She couldn’t say yes, though. Not when she was here with another man. And I couldn’t blame her for that because nothing about the way I would touch her would be considered platonic.

      When she looked back at me, that blush was gone. As if a mask of cool indifference covered her features. “I’m entirely capable of shoving away scrubby-ass men on my own, but if you need an excuse to continue ogling me, be my guest,” she chimed. There was a playful glitter in her eyes that told me that was exactly what she wanted me to do, even if she couldn’t say it out loud.

      I raised one brow at her, a silent understanding. I knew what she wanted, and I’d give her exactly that. Her eyes flared before she flipped her hair behind her shoulder and spun around, sauntering back toward the dance floor, her beautiful ass swaying with every step.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      A boyfriend? Upstairs? While she’s down here alone? I was out here offering to stand guard so men didn’t touch her against her will when she had a man who wasn't even paying attention? I blew out a frustrated breath and stepped into the mosh pit of bodies. I moved around enough to give the illusion that I was dancing, but truthfully, I was only standing. Staring at her.

      She was an enigma. I didn’t know her, but I could tell already that she’d be unlike any other person I’ve ever met before. I could tell already that I’d never meet someone like her again. There was some kind of current flowing between us, some pull I had to her from the moment I saw her.

      I couldn’t tell if she felt too. Her body language, the way her eyes glittered just a bit brighter when she looked into my own, that blush and her coy smile, the sound of her laugh—all things that made me think she did. At the same time, her chilly demeanor and snarky attitude made me think she didn’t feel anything at all. I could tell her mouth got her in trouble sometimes.

      I already loved that about her, I think.

      In an artificial world, Macie seems real.

      Maybe she’s hiding her reaction to me because it makes her feel guilty. It can be hard to recognize an instant attraction to a person when you’re already in love with someone else.

      I rubbed at my chest, hating the tension it built when I thought about the fact that she is, indeed, in love with someone else. Probably, anyway. I didn’t know enough about her to know she even had a boyfriend, let alone how long they’d been together or how serious they were. But I did know that Macie lives in Brighton Bay, which likely means her boyfriend lives there too. If he made this trip with her, they’re at least serious enough to travel together.

      But the way her eyes lingered on my body, the way her face lit up when I asked her to dance. That meant something. She saw something. At least enough to make her curious. To make her attracted to me. And maybe I couldn’t do anything about that, at least not right now, but it was enough to mean that in some universe, I may have a chance.

      A while later, she reached me again. Panting and out of breath, she let me know she needed a break and was going to head upstairs to check on Jeremy.

      Jeremy. What the fuck kind of name is Jeremy?

      I nodded as she bit down on her lip again, redness rising to her cheeks.

      Fuck. That look on her face is going to ruin me.

      “Do you want to come with me?” She glanced behind her. “It looks like Carter is…preoccupied.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, sure.”

      I followed her through the sea of bodies and up the staircase. I let her walk in front of me to be gentlemanly, but also because it gave me a great view of her ass, and I had to take what I could get at this point.

      “Why is he up here all by himself?” I asked as we reached the top level.

      She paused. “Oh, um, he just doesn’t like clubs, really.” She said it hesitantly, as if she was embarrassed.

      I understood, because I don’t like clubs either. But if she was mine, I’d never send her downstairs on her own. I’d never make her dance by herself. I’d never sulk alone, knowing I had a beautiful woman who was forcing herself to have fun without me. I’d dance with her. I’d be trying to make her laugh. I’d try to give her everything she wanted in life. Even if that was musty clubs and blaring music.

      She shouldn’t be embarrassed that her man wasn’t giving her that. He should. He should be embarrassed that he attained one of the most compelling women I’d ever met, and he’s not cherishing every millisecond he gets to spend with her. He’s a blind, stupid fool.

      She should be downright angry.

      We made our way to the back corner where Carter had been standing earlier. I noticed for the first time a red-headed man sunk into the leather couch with a phone screen brightening his features. He was completely oblivious to the world around him. I hadn’t even seen him when I walked in. He had no reaction to Macie’s reappearance until she was standing in front of him with a hand on her hip for several seconds. He typed something into his phone before finally locking it and looking up at her.

      “Hey, babe,” he said in a monotone voice that was anything but affectionate.

      “Hey. This is Dom, Carter’s friend. Dom, this is Jeremy.”

      I reached out to shake his hand, flashing him my most charming, salesman smile. He returned it with one that was bland in comparison. I knew Macie could see it too. His grip was weak, and he didn’t move over to make room for Macie, so she was forced to crawl over his lap to the empty spot next to him.

      And while I understood the urge to make that woman crawl, to have her in my lap and her body against mine, that wasn’t why Jeremy didn’t move. He just didn’t care.

      It annoyed me. Everything about him annoyed me.

      I asked them how they met. They’d both gone to college in Portland before landing jobs at the same school. Jeremy was from Seattle, and when I asked him about that, his face lit up slightly. Not about his girlfriend or their relationship. Not when I asked about their life together. He hardly responded. When I asked him about his own past, though, he smiled. He began talking and didn’t seem to want to stop.

      Finally, I urged the conversation back to Macie. Asking her how she was liking L.A. She gushed about the sunshine, the beaches. She talked about all the reality TV stars she wanted to find, admitting reluctantly that reality television was her guilty pleasure. She seemed to emphasize the word guilty. She seemed surprised when I told her there was nothing to be guilty or embarrassed about. Jeremy rolled his eyes at that. I laughed when I pulled out the list of restaurants I had saved in my phone that I knew were frequented by celebrities. She was enamored by it.

      I’d made that list when I first moved here because Allie loved the same shows. She was supposed to come and see me, so I planned out an itinerary that would hopefully help her catch a glimpse of a few of the people she liked most. The same thing Macie was doing now. Allie never made it out to visit, but I hadn’t had it in me to delete that list. When Macie began talking about the same things Allie loved, something tugged at me. A feeling that was familiar and warm and welcoming.

      So, I took that list of restaurants and gave them to Macie instead.

      As we talked, everything around us seemed to fade, except that warm and welcoming feeling. That only grew stronger as she talked about all the trips down to L.A. she would have to make once Penelope moved. All the things she wanted to do and see. We began talking about traveling, all the places we wanted to go in the world. How we’d both been bungee jumping and ziplining, but eventually wanted to try skydiving. She spoke of her favorite foods and her favorite music. Literally jumping up and down with excitement when I agreed with her that Oreos are the superior cookie.

      Jeremy had grabbed her arm and told her to calm down.

      Her face fell. I found myself clamping my jaw shut to avoid snapping at him.

      Because when Macie jumped with excitement over something as miniscule as cookies, it reminded me that there were people out there—people like Macie—who believed in savoring even the smallest moments of joy. I didn’t know her well, but I could tell that Macie was the type of person who appreciated every breath she took, and who wanted to live as fully as she could before she took her last one. In sad moments, she’d be able to make those around her laugh. She’d always be a light in darkness. She was what this world needed more of.

      And the fool next to her was trying to dim her. Snuff her out.

      The more she spoke, the brighter she seemed to shine. The world blurred until she was the only light within it. The center of all my focus. All my attention. Nothing she said was boring. Even when she was talking about the fact that she bought the dress she was wearing on a discount, she spoke with so much excitement, so much animation, that I couldn’t help but feel intrigued. She was a shooting star, a flash of blinding brightness in a life that had become so dark.

      She came out of nowhere, knocking the wind from me, and I knew she’d leave me with sparkles in her wake.

      I decided then that I could play the long game. I decided that if fate ever did me a favor and allowed this woman to cross my path again, I’d make her mine.
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      In hindsight, the Christmas tree seemed like a much better idea when we were drunk.

      It started out as a lunch to celebrate Penelope finishing her last final of her first semester at UCLA, but we had no idea that the Mexican restaurant we chose had bottomless margaritas for happy hour. Penelope claimed to hate tequila, but I knew her well enough to know that as long as the margarita is watermelon or strawberry flavored, she’s a total sucker for it. In the end, the two of us gave a whole new meaning to the term “bottomless,” and I was pretty sure even our waiter lost track of how many drinks each of us had.

      As we stumbled back to our apartment, a Christmas tree lot caught Penny’s eye. Being the emotional drunk that she is, she became all misty-eyed at the thought that her boyfriend, Carter, apparently never had a real Christmas tree before. Something about spending the holiday in Hawaii his whole life and having limited options.

      Penelope teared up, suggesting we buy him one as an early holiday gift and set it up in our shared apartment before he got home that night. In my own drunken stupor, I exclaimed that it was a fantastic idea.

      That was, until we had to carry the six-foot-tall Douglas fir four blocks back to our building and hadn’t even considered the fact that we’d have to lug a fucking tree up three flights of stairs before making it into our apartment. We also failed to realize that we didn’t have a tree stand, or lights, or ornaments.

      We ended up inside the stairwell of the building, halfway up the first flight when we abandoned the tree right there and finished the climb ourselves. I mostly blamed Penelope, since she insisted on picking a unit on the top floor when we moved in with Carter three months ago. We could’ve picked any unit in the building, but she demanded the highest one because of her irrational fear of tsunamis. Something about evacuating in L.A. traffic being impossible, and our best bet for survival being the roof of the building, assuming we’d all be home at the time of the tsunami and that the prerequisite earthquake wouldn’t level the building first, that is.

      Regardless, Penny and I ended up so drunk last night after leaving that tree in the stairwell that we’d forgotten about it entirely until Carter came home. Once he walked in on us cutting out penises on construction paper and taping them to each other’s face, he had little doubt that the tree he had to climb over on his way in was our doing. Penny only cried, realizing she ruined his Christmas surprise. I laughed as he tried to console her. He told me we’d handle it in the morning and whisked Penny off to bed.

      Now, the following morning, the three of us stared down at the stairs below us from the second-floor landing, considering what to do next. “You know, I had two calls this morning from other tenants about that goddamn tree. I had to play it off like I didn’t know what happened because I don’t know how to explain to them that I, their landlord, am responsible-by-association for the foliage they had to climb over while coming in and out of their homes.” He glanced at me. “You know, Juan Droitis threatened to call the building owner and report a fire hazard.”

      I lazily waved my arm. “Juan can fuck off.”

      Juan was an uptight prick and a teacher I worked with. Despite the fact that he’s a pompous ass, he’s actually the one friend I’ve made outside of Penny and Carter since moving to Los Angeles from Northern Oregon six months ago. He and his husband, Dante, were looking for a new place to live when I met them at the start of the school year, and Carter had just finished renovations on the apartment building his dad bought last spring. Carter was looking for tenants so I got him in contact with Juan and Dante, who were the first to move into the building, outside the three of us.

      Juan is my ally at work—but as a neighbor, he’s a total nightmare. He’s called Carter with noise complaints at least three times, which is alarming considering that only four of Carter’s eight units have tenants right now. Even more alarming is the fact that two of those calls were placed about me apparently coming up the stairs too loudly. Though, if he knew it was me he was complaining about he’d just scold me himself. I don’t think Juan realizes that the building owner is Carter’s dad, so he’s constantly threatening to file a complaint against Carter.

      I’ve been telling Juan for months to cut the shit and chill out, but he doesn’t listen. I almost feel guilty for referring them, but at the end of the day, Carter needs tenants and it’s been harder than expected for him to find them.

      That was part of the reason I agreed to move in with them to begin with. When Penelope was accepted to UCLA and asked me to make the journey to California with her, we moved into an apartment together. Carter convinced his rich dad to buy an investment property down here on Venice Beach so he could follow Penelope too—in a very dramatic and on brand fashion for the two of them. I knew Penelope was aching to move in with Carter once his building was ready, but she was trying to refrain for my sake. I urged her to move in with him and looked for my own place before quickly realizing that Southern California rent prices and my salary are not a love match.

      Carter asked me to move in, if for no other reason than to tell his dad he at least had one renter. There was no way I could afford an entire apartment in his building, so I rented a room in their apartment instead. I pay next to nothing, but I technically still count as a tenant. I think they took pity on me too, and Penny feels responsible for me moving down here. She thinks I did it for her, but mostly, I moved down here for me. I thought I’d have a better chance of finding myself here. Figuring out who the hell Macie Cunningham really is. Though, six months in I’m not sure I’ve even started looking for her.

      “I think we’re going to need back-up.” Carter’s voice pulled me from my thoughts.

      He pulled open the door that led into the second floor hallway, just as Juan and Dante were opening it. He smiled at them as he stepped around them, pulling out his phone.

      I plopped down next to Penny on the steps as we waited for whatever backup Carter was calling in. Juan tsked as he brushed past me. “I should’ve known. Your name was written all over this, Macie.”

      I scoffed, not bothering to offer a response. I knew he was joking, so I held back the reply I wanted to snap at him, but I wasn’t going to pretend I didn’t find it annoying that everyone assumes I’m behind every dumb idea I find myself involved in. I’m only behind most of them.

      Dante smiled at me, kinder than his husband. “Are you excited for winter break?”

      “Can’t come soon enough,” I muttered.

      “Well, at least we can agree on that.” Juan laughed as they made their way down the stairwell, pressing against the wall as they moved around the Christmas tree that still lay propped up against the steps. “Carpool tomorrow?” he asked, opening the door that led to the alley behind the building.

      “You’re driving!” I shouted.

      Twenty minutes later, Penelope and I were still on the steps of the stairwell, well into our third game of emoji Connect Four, when the door at the bottom of the stairs opened again. I stood to see which tenant we’d be apologizing to this time when I was instead met with a glimmering pair of smokey brown eyes.

      He bound up the stairs two at a time, practically leaping over the tree in his way before reaching us. Dom only smirked at me as he asked, “I’m assuming this was your idea?”

      I hardly noticed Penelope wince before I exploded, words gathering on my tongue before I even knew what I was saying. “For the love of God. Why the fuck do you people always assume that I am the only person on this planet capable of having a stupid idea?” My hands started knotting their way through my curly hair. “I don’t give a shit about a tree. I don’t even celebrate Christmas.”

      I paused to take a breath when Penny cut in, “It was my idea, actually. I wanted to surprise Carter with a Christmas tree because he’s never had one before, and we didn’t realize how difficult it would be to carry it home. By the time we made it this far we were too tired to carry it up the stairs.”

      “So, you just…left it?” Dom asked, amused.

      “She forgot to mention that they were both plastered,” Carter snorted.

      “Ah, well that makes sense,” Dom said, winking at me.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Dominic Evans had done little else than piss me off in the eight months I’d known him. The night I met him while on a trip with Penelope for one of her academic conferences, he was like a twin to Carter’s easy, breezy, charm. He was a striking, breathtaking, walk-stopping kind of handsome. I remembered the way his dark skin glowed under the lowlights of the night club when I saw him for the first time. The way his eyes sparkled with glittering allure as he zeroed in on me. How I could make out the tone of his muscles underneath his shirt and the way his jaw flexed as he ogled me. Never in my three years with my ex-boyfriend, Jeremy, had I thought about being unfaithful, had I really even thought about leaving him. But that night—seeing Dom for the first time—it had clicked into place for me. Jeremy never looked at me the way Dom did in that moment, and Dom hadn’t even known me then.

      Despite the fact that I was with my ex on that trip, that he had been the one sitting next to me, Dom was the only thing I could focus on that night. He was charismatic and funny. He asked me to dance and was understanding when I declined. He was able to pull words out of Jeremy, something that few people were good at. He spoke about Penelope with an adoration that could’ve matched my own. He listened attentively when I talked about the fact that I’d spent much of that evening walking around West Hollywood trying to catch a glimpse of the Real Housewives—an adventure that annoyed everyone else. He didn’t chastise me for being too drunk or tell me I talked too loudly. Or that I got too excited about my favorite foods or my discounted dress, or the time I saw Randy Jackson at a restaurant. Not like Jeremy did. He seemed…amused by me. Intrigued.

      What he failed to show me the night we met, however, is what an arrogant asshole he is. Because the next time I met him, all that charm had seemingly disappeared. My interactions with him now typically contain him bickering with me about everything I do, accusing me of being a bad influence on Penelope, or making lustful eyes at me.

      The lustful eyes I don’t always mind, because at the end of the day, he is hot.

      It’s the fact that he knows he’s hot that irks me.

      Dominic-fucking-Evans really irks me, actually.

      Carter tugged Penelope close to him and pressed his lips against her forehead. “All right, you two better get going.” Penny and I raised our brows. “Dom and I will get the tree into the house while you go buy the ornaments. Then, when you get back, we’re going to decorate it together.” He smiled.

      It honestly sounded like a cringe-worthy Hallmark afternoon to me. Plus, I could only stomach very brief amounts of time with Dom. But the smile on Penelope’s face gave away her excitement, and being caught off guard, I wouldn’t be able to think of an excuse or a place to go to get out of it. I grabbed my purse off the ground next to me and began down the stairs.
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      “What do you think? White or colored lights?” Penny asked. “Colored. Definitely colored.”

      She made a cringing expression at me. “You don’t think colored lights are…tacky?”

      “I think they’re definitely more fun to look at.” I gave her a side-long glance. “Plus, you also think sequins are tacky, and that makes up at least forty percent of my wardrobe. So, I’m not sure you really want my opinion.”

      “I don’t think sequins are tacky, I just…” she trailed off. “Hate them?”

      I laughed as I looped my arm through hers and dragged her down the aisle. “Well, if this is Carter’s tree, then you should choose lights Carter would like.” She nodded thoughtfully as she held up two boxes of lights. “Colors. He’ll want colors, Penny.”

      She groaned, but nodded in agreement and threw the box of colored lights into our cart. An hour later we made our way to check out with a full cart that looked like the holidays had thrown up all over it. I also grabbed three stockings and a tree skirt, none of which matched the theme of the tree. Penny hated that none of it was uniformed, and convincing her that Carter would like things better that way was my own way of making the most of this Saturday night.

      I slid into the passenger seat of Penelope’s Kia and buckled myself. I wasn’t thrilled about decorating the apartment for Christmas. It wasn’t that I didn’t celebrate it religiously. I’d always partook in the festivities when I was younger. But I wasn’t ready to welcome that warm, gooey, nostalgic feeling that comes with the holidays into my new place yet. It didn’t feel right to me. I wasn’t sure this new life had earned that. It just…didn’t feel like home.

      “Does it feel like home to you yet?” I found myself asking Penny, curious if she felt the same way.

      She glanced at me, her green eyes pulsating as she stuck the key in the ignition. “What? L.A.?”

      I nodded.

      She sighed. “I mean, yeah. But…” She blinked thoughtfully. “No place really felt like home to me at all. Home—for me, at least—isn’t a geographical location. It’s a feeling. I’ve only very recently felt like I found that feeling, and it started right around the time I got accepted to UCLA. I associate living here with having that.” She shrugged. “So, yeah. It feels like home.”

      “A feeling or a person?” I asked, raising my brow.

      “Both?” Penny chuckled. “I think there are people we meet and places we go that are good for our souls. Places we’re meant to be and people we’re meant to be with. The mixture of the two is what becomes home.”

      “Wow,” I puffed. “Are you sure you’re still studying archaeology? Or did you change to philosophy without telling me?”

      “Shut up,” she grumbled. “You know what I mean, though, right? Like soul-people, soul-places.” She glanced at me. “Why do you ask? Does it not feel like home to you?”

      I normally have no issue speaking my mind to Penny, but I know she takes responsibility for my decision to come to California. I broke off my three year relationship with Jeremy not long before she got accepted to UCLA. Once I was single, she asked me if I wanted to move here with her. I had nothing keeping me in Brighton Bay, Oregon anymore, and the farther I was from that relationship the better. I had considered following her before she ever asked, but I knew she didn’t see it that way. If I tell her I’m not thriving here in the way I intended, she’d hold responsibility for that too.

      Truthfully, I’ve walked around for years feeling like there was a haze surrounding me, separating me from…myself? My highest potential? I didn’t know. I felt incapable of being truly authentic. I thought I felt that way because I was with a person who tore me down instead of building me up. Someone who made me feel like my most authentic self wasn’t a person worth embracing. I thought leaving him and coming to a place like Los Angeles, full of art and creativity, would help me clear that haze,  but after six months here, it felt thicker than ever.

      Ignoring her question, I laughed. “Am I one of your soul-people?”

      She swiveled her head as if hiding her blush. “I’m not sure I even believed in soul-people before I met you, Mace.”

      “Me, not Carter?”

      Her blush deepened. “Carter is…different.”

      Penelope had been through a lot. She hid herself away, punished herself for things that weren’t her fault. I’d only known her for just over a year, but I was certain the first day I met her that she and I were meant to be friends. It was that instant kind of connection that you can’t ignore. So, even though I hadn’t known her long, it was difficult to watch her hate herself, to watch her hide from the world around her and the people who loved her, including me. Carter was her childhood friend and neighbor, and while their past had been rocky, when he showed back up in Brighton Bay earlier this year, he helped her piece herself back together and—in a plot twist that shocked absolutely nobody—they ended up falling in love.

      I’m just thankful she finally opened herself up to the love she deserves, and that she started, and has continued, seeing a therapist for her trauma. I know that Carter was the catalyst for her reaching this point, but I like to think I played a small role in helping her get there too.

      I leaned over the center console and rested my head on her shoulder. Neither Penelope nor I was very good at being affectionate, but in moments like this, we at least tried. “I think you’re one of my soul-people too.” Before she could ask me more about whether or not I felt at home here, I asked, “Can we get Chinese for dinner?”
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      Dom sprawled across our couch with a beer in his hand, watching as Penelope and I made a piss-poor attempt at stringing lights around the tree, while Carter unpacked all of the ornaments.

      “Are you just here to eat our food and drink our beer?” I asked.

      His laugh raked across my bones, and I bit back a shiver at the sound. “This is my payment for helping Carter clean up the mess you two idiots made.”

      “Penny is a doctor, and I mold the minds of our future generations, asshole. We’re idiots? Tell me again about the plethora of skills required to sell houses.”

      Penelope cut in before Dom could provide a response. “I’m like, five years out from being a doctor, but Macie is right, her students love her.”

      “Not anymore,” I found myself murmuring. I winced as the sound of Dom’s laugh caressed me again. I didn't mean to say that out loud.

      Penelope’s face twisted. “What do you mean?”

      I shook my head absently. “Sorry, I was being dramatic. I just don’t like teaching seventh grade math as much as I enjoyed eighth grade science.” I shrugged. “It’s harder to connect with the students. Science was easier to make fun for them. Y’know, field trips and dissections, that kind of stuff.”

      “You’re truly morbid if you enjoy making children dissect dead animals,” Dom chimed.

      I rolled my eyes. I squished myself between the tree and the window we set it up against as I looped the lights around it and passed them to Penelope on the other side. Carter finally joined us with a box of ornaments in hand and began hanging them around the top of the tree.

      Dom and Carter engaged in their own conversation about surfing or something equally as boring, when Penny inched closer to me. “Are you not loving teaching anymore?” she whispered. I could’ve sworn I heard Dom stumble on his words as he pretended not to listen.

      “No, I am. I already talked to them about moving back to science next school year. There wasn’t an opening this year for a science teacher so I had to take what I could get. But as soon as something else opens up, things will get better.”

      Penelope didn’t seem convinced, but she nodded as she stepped away.

      “Are you going to see your folks in Phoenix for Christmas, D?” Carter asked.

      Dom sat up slowly from the couch and stretched his arms over his head. I made a point not to stare at the way his muscles flexed beneath his white t-shirt. “Yeah, I’m going to head over there for the weekend of Christmas, but I’m not staying more than a few days.” He yawned. “What day do you head to Oahu?”

      “Tuesday,” Carter said.

      “We’ll be there through New Year’s Day,” Penelope added.

      Dom turned to me. “And are you going to visit your parents for Christmas too?”

      “Hanukkah,” I corrected. “And no. My family isn’t super sentimental about the holidays.”

      Dom’s eyes narrowed as he stood up from the couch. “Wait, so you’re telling me we’re bedecking this entire apartment in Christmas decor for you two to enjoy for what? Three days? Meanwhile, Macie here doesn’t even celebrate?”

      “I mean, the lights will probably help curb the seasonal depression,” I countered.

      “Pep made an impulse decision to buy a tree and drag it down the street. I’m just seeing things through,” Carter said nonchalantly.

      Penny shot him a scowl, lifting her hand to flip him off. Carter’s laugh was rich and deep as he picked up an ornament that looked like mistletoe and held it over his head. His arm wrapped around her waist as he tugged her into his chest and planted a kiss against her lips.

      Dom watched them with mock disgust, but I could see the happiness brewing within his eyes. I knew the same emotion shined in mine, too. Dom, Penelope, and Carter all grew up together, and while I sometimes felt left out when they spoke about their shared childhood, I mostly just wished I had been there so I could’ve slapped both Carter and Penelope upside the head and told them to get their shit together a decade ago.

      Penelope attempted to give off a cool and unbothered demeanor, but in reality she’s the most dramatic person I’ve ever met. Her poor boyfriend practically begged on his hands and knees for like fifteen years for her to love him and she still couldn’t take a hint. After knowing Carter for a total of about thirty seconds it was clear, even to me, that he was a goner and had been for some time. Yet, they tiptoed around each other like lovesick idiots. I almost felt bad for the fact that Dom had to endure that for so many years.

      When Carter, Penelope, and I all taught at the same middle school last spring, I put my stellar manipulation abilities into play and essentially forced them together. From making them help me set up school dances and pairing them up to volunteer together, to persuading Penelope to attend an academic conference in Malibu and then convincing Carter to join us. Not to mention the fact that I rented a one-bedroom rental house instead of two, so they had no choice but to share a bed. I still never admitted to doing that on purpose. They think I read the ad wrong.

      I did more in a month for their relationship than Dom had in fifteen years. Though, when I shared that observation aloud the last time the four of us had dinner together, it turned into an all-out yelling match between Dom and I that nearly got us kicked out of TomTom.

      I was pulled from my thoughts as I watched Carter’s tongue dart past my best friend’s lips. There was no doubt Dom caught it too as we gagged in unison. Carter, with his mouth still pressed against Penelope’s, stuck his arm out at the two of us and flipped us the bird too.
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      “Dude, I think your tree is busted,” I said as Penelope answered my FaceTime.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Her auburn hair was beautifully windblown, and her skin glowed beyond her sunglasses. Bright sun and palm trees dotted the landscape behind her.

      Why am I jealous?

      Our apartment building was directly across the street from sand and palm trees. I could go to the beach anytime I wanted. Even in early December it was seventy-five degrees outside. Yet, I hadn’t been to the beach once since Penelope and Carter left. I didn’t like going out alone.

      I flipped my camera around to face in front of me, showing her the tree that had begun turning brown in the last couple of days. “It’s like…dead.”

      The sound of shuffling muffled my speakers before Carter’s golden face came on screen. He somehow looked even more Hawaiian than normal. Carter’s forehead creased as he looked it over. “Have you been watering it, Mace?”

      I blinked at him. “Was I supposed to be?”

      He laughed, and Penny cursed in the background. “It’s a fucking tree. Yes, you have to water it.”

      “I didn’t grow up with Christmas trees! I didn’t know that.”

      They were both laughing at me earnestly now. Penelope’s face popped up over Carter’s shoulder. “It’s no big deal,” Carter said. “But you’re going to have to get rid of it. It’s actually a fire hazard at this point.”

      I gaped at him. “Are you telling me I am going to have to drag this God-forsaken tree down the stairs and through the alley to the dumpster…by myself?”

      Carter shook his head. “Nah, I’ll get the maintenance guy I have on retainer for the building to come by and get it for you.” He handed the phone back to Penelope and pulled out his own before moving offscreen.

      I sighed. “So, how was meeting your future mother-in-law?”

      “I’ve met Laila before,” Penelope chuckled. “It was nerve-wracking, though. Seeing her this time as Carter’s girlfriend. But she’s great. And our parents are meeting us here in Hawaii next week so the whole family can spend Christmas together.”

      “Carter’s parents get along like that?”

      My parents don’t even get along like that and they’re still married. I knew Carter and Penelope’s families were close friends, but I didn’t realize they were close enough to cross oceans to spend holidays together as one family.

      The stars really did align for those two, I guess.

      She nodded. She opened her mouth to say more but Carter suddenly stepped up behind her. “Okay, Mace. Help is on the way.”

      “Okay, but I’ve got a date tonight so he better not take too long.”

      Penelope’s eyes lit up with excitement. “Really? Tell me all about him.”

      I shrugged. “Not much to tell yet. I’ll call you afterwards though, okay?”
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