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      5 stars: First and Only Destiny: Beautifully written love story. The prose in this book is extraordinary, the emotions heart-breaking and the author leaves you hanging on the edge right to the end of the story. I could feel the characters' happiness, confusion, pain and sadness. When it rained, I felt that rain on me, when the characters were laughing, I laughed - it was really that good! The happy ever after was amazing! Now I can't wait to read the next story and will add Ms. Silk to my "must-buy" authors. Love her writing! Ms. Silk fills the pages with emotion - hope, happiness, sadness, guilt, joy - you will run the gamut with this book. Elizabeth Lennox, Author of the Thorpe Brothers series
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      I prefer to read shorter books, that's why I bought this one. It seemed an interesting and fresh story with a shy artist and a playboy type Indian guy. It's an amazing story that reminded me of Romeo and Juliet with a great ending, and also the movie the Graduate. What a surprising and satisfying end! Well done! Now I can't wait to read more of Gloria Silk's books. Lisa L
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      I was so in love with the storyline of First and Only Destiny! Gloria Silk did an amazing job of bringing together realistic characters who truly loved each other despite their cultural backgrounds. I found myself connecting deeply with Lia who was an artist and very shy. She falls in love with Devraj, even though she tries so hard to resist it. After a passionate kiss she knows that he's the one. The only problem is her family and her culture. She doesn't want to turn her back on them, but she doesn't want to miss out on true love. I loved this storyline and found it to be beautifully written! Read this one, you won't regret it! Taylor Smith
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      I loved it! I was hungry for a new romance novel when I came across First and Only Destiny, and it met and surpassed my expectations! It’s wonderfully written to tell a lovely story filled with lots of emotions and authentic characters. The author did a fantastic job! I felt so close to Lia and Devraj while reading about their forbidden, but blossoming love. So close, that I found myself cheering for them! I couldn’t wait to find out if their love would pull through. As a true fan of this genre, I highly recommend this book. It’s one of those must-have books that you’ve got to get in your collection!!! Must-Have Romance Books Reviewer
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      5 stars - First and Only Destiny was amazing. This is the debut novel by Gloria Silk and I hope she writes many more, as I thoroughly enjoyed this fast paced story of first love with all the sweetness and angst that drives this coming of age experience.

      What makes First and Only Destiny even more unique is the added complications of those two very divisive elements: culture

      and religion. The young lovers, Lia, is a Jewish budding beauty and art student who is instantly drawn to the divinely handsome, exotic and dashing Devraj, an Indian prince and captain of industry in the making. Lia knows that the relationship is doomed to go nowhere because her family will never accept anyone but a Jewish husband for her. She has seen how unrelentingly immoveable they are by how difficult they have made her favourite aunt's life because the man she is planning to marry is non-Jewish.

      Devraj’s family is equally inflexible about their plans to have him take an Indian wife, the difference is that they are less direct with him and his father approaches Lia directly to reject her and the notion of Devraj marrying outside his culture.

      First and Only Destiny is painfully and passionately sweet as only a first love that is destined to be denied can be. It is an old story, yet new and different because of its timeliness and the skill and creativity with which Gloria Silk tells it.
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      Put this book on your list and get to it as soon as you can! Yvonne Finn, Author, YourRelationshipWhisperer.com
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      From the minute I started reading this book to the end I was captivated by the story line. Laughing and crying together with the characters as a story was unveiling shows how carefully and masterly each word was used in the book to affect those emotions.

      Hot and sexy scenes just added a nice and elegant flavour to this book. The story will keep you on your toes till you finish reading it. Great book, hope to see more of Gloria Silk talent. Stella Yosefi
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      5 stars - Wonderful romance book! I found that there was an incredible chemistry between characters. The author really brought the best of their races and cultures to light. This book reminded me of a modern-day Romeo and Juliet. Star-crossed lovers who were determined to be together forever. I would definitely recommend this book to anyone who likes a good romantic story, especially about family dynamics.
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      I am a huge fan of reading romance books. This book was amazing because it is an interracial romance novel. I'm in an interracial relationship myself, so this book hit home for me. Gloria Silk is an amazing author that has provided a well-written and beautiful romance. Lia is a shy art major who doesn't want anyone to come between her and her dreams. She meets Devraj and is shy around him. Lia is planning on going full force into her art career, but after one kiss from Devraj, she has been hooked. Lia is Jewish and Devraj is Hindu. It was really interesting to see them both come together and fall in love. Both of them are feeling pressure from their families, but they are truly falling in love. This book was so amazing, I read it in one sitting. I'm truly a fan of interracial romance books and this one a great find. I would highly recommend it! Annelei C
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      This is a tale of unrequited love that begins in College, and spans a short time where hearts are torn apart by family

      obligations. Hindu Devraj and Jewish Lia compare with Romeo and Juliet, with their families opposed to the love-match. Lia's parents want her to marry Howard. But she only loves Devraj. The college romance fills our hearts with joy and pain. Ella and Jim are excellent friends, who back up the love of Dev and Lia. I loved the multi-cultural theme, sharing different cultures in this rich tale. Gloria Silk is an author you want to read. She tells a wonderful tale that proves that love conquers all. I highly recommend this up-and-coming author. Franny Armstrong, Author
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      5 out – I could not wait to read Gloria Silk’s story First and Only Destiny to see who's second destiny we would be talking about? Getting in to the book I was so happy the main characters came together and just as all books should engage the emotions of the reader I really got frustrated every time they would break up. As a matter of fact I put it down. Even peeked at the end. I would love to see the movie, great story! Ellen Cohen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      The love story between Lia and Devraj is the culmination of my long awaited dream of seeing my fiction come to life, and to be shared with readers all over the world. The dream came true in November 2014.

      Huge thanks go to so many writing and reading friends and fans who have reviewed my books, recommended them to others and written to me about how my stories touch and entertain them.

      I am also forever grateful to all those who, over the years, helped me improve the craft of writing and encouraged me along my journey to being published. All your advice and encouragement has been invaluable.

      Finally, my love and appreciation to my own personal hero and patron of my arts, Austin—without whose unfailing support my dreams would not come true.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Praise for Gloria Silk’s Books

        

        
          Get Hot Release News and Free eBooks

        

      

      
        
          
            First and Only Destiny

          

          
            
              Prologue

            

            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

            
              Chapter 5

            

            
              Chapter 6

            

            
              Chapter 7

            

            
              Chapter 8

            

            
              Chapter 9

            

            
              Chapter 10

            

            
              Chapter 11

            

            
              Chapter 12

            

            
              Chapter 13

            

            
              Chapter 14

            

            
              Chapter 15

            

            
              Chapter 16

            

            
              Chapter 17

            

            
              Chapter 18

            

            
              Chapter 19

            

            
              Chapter 20

            

            
              Chapter 21

            

            
              Chapter 22

            

            
              Epilogue

            

          

        

        
          
            Second Destiny

          

          
            
              Prologue

            

            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

            
              Chapter 5

            

            
              Chapter 6

            

            
              Chapter 7

            

            
              Chapter 8

            

            
              Chapter 9

            

            
              Chapter 10

            

            
              Chapter 11

            

            
              Chapter 12

            

            
              Chapter 13

            

            
              Chapter 14

            

            
              Chapter 15

            

            
              Chapter 16

            

            
              Chapter 17

            

            
              Chapter 18

            

            
              Chapter 19

            

            
              Chapter 20

            

            
              Chapter 21

            

            
              Chapter 22

            

            
              Chapter 23

            

            
              Chapter 24

            

            
              Chapter 25

            

            
              Chapter 26

            

            
              Chapter 27

            

            
              Chapter 28

            

            
              Chapter 29

            

            
              Chapter 30

            

            
              Chapter 31

            

            
              Chapter 32

            

            
              Chapter 33

            

            
              Chapter 34

            

            
              Chapter 35

            

            
              Chapter 36

            

            
              Chapter 37

            

            
              Chapter 38

            

            
              Chapter 39

            

            
              Chapter 40

            

            
              Chapter 41

            

            
              Chapter 42

            

            
              Chapter 43

            

            
              Epilogue

            

          

        

        
          
            Nobody’s Baby But Mine: first 24 Chapters

          

          
            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

            
              Chapter 5

            

            
              Chapter 6

            

            
              Chapter 7

            

            
              Chapter 8

            

            
              Chapter 9

            

            
              Chapter 10

            

            
              Chapter 11

            

            
              Chapter 12

            

            
              Chapter 13

            

            
              Chapter 14

            

            
              Chapter 15

            

            
              Chapter 16

            

            
              Chapter 17

            

            
              Chapter 18

            

            
              Chapter 19

            

            
              Chapter 20

            

            
              Chapter 21

            

            
              Chapter 22

            

            
              Chapter 23

            

            
              Chapter 24

            

          

        

      

      
        
          Reviewers Wanted = More Great Books for FREE!

        

        
          About Gloria Silk

        

      

    

    


  
    
      
        
        Praise for Gloria Silk’s Books

      

      

      5 stars - June 23, 2016: First and Only Destiny: Beautifully written love story. The prose in this book is extraordinary, the emotions heart-breaking and the author leaves you hanging on the edge right to the end of the story. I could feel the characters' happiness, confusion, pain and sadness. When it rained, I felt that rain on me, when the characters were laughing, I laughed - it was really that good! The happy ever after was amazing! Now I can't wait to read the next story and will add Ms. Silk to my "must-buy" authors. Love her writing! Ms. Silk fills the pages with emotion - hope, happiness, sadness, guilt, joy - you will run the gamut with this book. Elizabeth Lennox, Author of the Thorpe Brothers series
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      I prefer to read shorter books, that's why I bought this one. It seemed an interesting and fresh story with a shy artist and a playboy type Indian guy. It's an amazing story that reminded me of Romeo and Juliet with a great ending, and also the movie the Graduate. What a surprising and satisfying end! Well done! Now I can't wait to read more of Gloria Silk's books.  Lisa L
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      I was so in love with the storyline of First and Only Destiny! Gloria Silk did an amazing job of bringing together realistic characters who truly loved each other despite their cultural backgrounds. I found myself connecting deeply with Lia who was an artist and very shy. She falls in love with Devraj, even though she tries so hard to resist it. After a passionate kiss she knows that he's the one. The only problem is her family and her culture. She doesn't want to turn her back on them, but she doesn't want to miss out on true love. I loved this storyline and found it to be beautifully written! Read this one, you won't regret it! Taylor Smith
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      Believe me, this is one romance book you don’t want to pass over! I loved it! I was hungry for a new romance novel when I came across First and Only Destiny, and it fed my appetite rather well. It met and surpassed my expectations! It’s wonderfully written to tell a lovely story filled with lots of emotions and authentic characters. The author did a fantastic job! I felt so close to Lia and Devraj while reading about their forbidden, but blossoming love. So close, that I found myself cheering for them! I couldn’t wait to find out if their love would pull through. As a true fan of this genre, I highly recommend this book. It’s one of those must-have books that you’ve got to get in your collection!!!  Must-Have Romance Books Reviewer
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      5 stars - First and Only Destiny was amazing. This is the debut novel by Gloria Silk and I hope she writes many more, as I thoroughly enjoyed this fast paced story of first love with all the sweetness and angst that drives this coming of age experience.

      What makes First and Only Destiny even more unique is the added complications of those two very divisive elements: culture and religion. The young lovers, Lia, is a Jewish budding beauty and art student who is instantly drawn to the divinely handsome, exotic and dashing Devraj, an Indian prince and captain of industry in the making. Lia knows that the relationship is doomed to go nowhere because her family will never accept anyone but a Jewish husband for her. She has seen how unrelentingly immoveable they are by how difficult they have made her favourite aunt's life because the man she is planning to marry is non-Jewish.

      Devraj’s family is equally inflexible about their plans to have him take an Indian wife, the difference is that they are less direct with him and his father approaches Lia directly to reject her and the notion of Devraj marrying outside his culture.

      First and Only Destiny is painfully and passionately sweet as only a first love that is destined to be denied can be. It is an old story, yet new and different because of its

      timeliness and the skill and creativity with which Gloria Silk tells it.

      Put this book on your list and get to it as soon as you can! Yvonne Finn, Author, YourRelationshipWhisperer.com
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      From the minute I started reading this book to the end I was captivated by the story line. Laughing and crying together with the characters as a story was unveiling shows how carefully and masterly each word was used in the book to affect those emotions. Hot and sexy scenes just added a nice and elegant flavour to this book. The story will keep you on your toes till you finish reading it.

      Great book, hope to see more of Gloria Silk talent. Stella Yosefi
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      5 stars - Amazon customer, Oct. 14, 2016 - Wonderful romance book! I found that there was an incredible chemistry between characters. The author really brought the best of their races and cultures to light. This book reminded me of a modern-day Romeo and Juliet. Star-crossed lovers who were determined to be together forever. I would definitely recommend this book to anyone who likes a good romantic story, especially about family dynamics.
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      Amazon Verified Customer: Very good read. You don't want to put it down. Really enjoyed the cultural conflicts that many families can relate to.

      I bought this book and it's sequel "Second Destiny" from the author at a local book signing. Gloria is such a lovely, upbeat person and I love her British accent! I felt so sorry for the tough choice that Lia Abraham and Devraj Shah had to make when they were young university students; to say goodbye and please their families, or to defy their families for love of each other. One family is Jewish, the other family is Hindu. 

      A decision is made at the end of the first book, but is it the right decision? Only time will tell. In the second book, Second Destiny, an unsettling replay in the younger generation haunts Lia and Devraj, and they face another life-altering decision.

      I'm so glad I bought both books at the same time to enjoy these emotionally-charged page turners. Get your hankies ready. Joan Leacott
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      I am a huge fan of reading romance books. This book was amazing because it is an interracial romance novel. I'm in an interracial relationship myself, so this book hit home for me. Gloria Silk is an amazing author that has provided a well-written and beautiful romance. Lia is a shy art major who doesn't want anyone to come between her and her dreams. She meets Devraj and is shy around him. Lia is planning on going full force into her art career, but after one kiss from Devraj, she has been hooked. Lia is Jewish and Devraj is Hindu. It was really interesting to see them both come together and fall in love. Both of them are feeling pressure from their families, but they are truly falling in love. This book was so amazing, I read it in a few days. I'm truly a fan of interracial romance books and this one a great find. I would highly recommend it! Annelei C
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      This is a tale of unrequited love that begins in College, and spans a short time where hearts are torn apart by family obligations. Hindu Devraj and Jewish Lia compare with Romeo and Juliet, with their families opposed to the love-match. Lia's parents want her to marry Howard. But she only loves Devraj. The college romance fills our hearts with joy and pain. Ella and Jim are excellent friends, who back up the love of Dev and Lia. I loved the multi-cultural theme, sharing different cultures in this rich tale. Gloria Silk is an author you want to read. She tells a wonderful tale that proves that love conquers all. I highly recommend this up-and-coming author.  Franny Armstrong, Author
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      5 out – Amazon customer, Sept. 18 2016

      I could not wait to read Gloria Silk’s story First and Only Destiny to see who's second destiny we would be talking about? Getting in to the book I was so happy the main characters came together and just as all books should engage the emotions of the reader I really got frustrated every time they would break up. As a matter of fact I put it down. Even peeked at the end. I would love to see the movie, great story! Ellen Cohen
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        From the Back Cover

      

      

      Do you believe in love at first sight?

      First love has never been more intense, heartbreaking, and oh so worth it!

      Shy artist Lia cannot resist gorgeous genius, Devraj. Sparks fly and their families and friends try to break them apart.

      FIRST LOVE...

      It’s love at first sketch for shy, sheltered art major Lia Abraham, when she meets the Bollywood-gorgeous Devraj Shah at a London university. But she refuses to show her undeniable attraction to the gregarious genius who is being groomed for his family business empire. Nothing can stand between her and her dreams of traveling and teaching art across Europe. No taking risks or detours for Lia!

      FIRST KISS…

      The last thing Lia needs is a handsome distraction from her true love: art. Although she protests, the charming Devraj, with his dimpled grin and sparkling eyes, convinces Lia to be “just friends”.

      But inevitably—with one rain-soaked, sweet yet sizzling kiss—their unleashed desire becomes stronger than their cultural divides—a Hindu boy and a Jewish girl? Gods forbid!

      As their friendship flares into an all-consuming passion, the growing pressure from both families changes the landscape of both their lives.

      

      FOREVER LOVE?

      Despite loving him to distraction, will Lia’s gratitude to her frail grandparents, who raised her, and her loyalty to her cultural ties, force her to forsake the forbidden fruit of her love for Devraj?

      Or can she stand up for her first and only love and face their uncharted future head on?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      North London, June 1995

      

      Leaving the tomb-like silence of the Rolls Royce, Lia gripped the heavy skirt of her imprisoning wedding dress, while accepting the stooping, old man’s help to brave the summer downpour.

      The big, bat-like umbrella over them absorbed the mini bullets of the rain, turning the pure white of her gown to gunmetal grey.

      Was it sunrise or sunset? She did not know or care. The universe had lost all colour and warmth.

      Her feet and heart refused to cooperate as the old man tightened his embrace around her and urged her toward the arched doors of the imposing granite-grey building ahead of them.

      A familiar magnetic pull made her turn her head to look over her shoulder, across the road. Lips trembling under the stifling veil, she saw the soaking, unshaven, Devraj standing by his car.

      She felt his agony, heard his thoughts, How can you throw away your life, our destiny? Please come back to me!

      But the sleek, dark river of the London street may as well have been oceans separating them, like a chasm of culture neither could overcome.

      Even if this was her biggest mistake, he had to see her enter the house of her God.

      Suddenly, thunder reverberated above them. She turned away from the love of her life. Her first love was an illusion and a part of her past, now. He had to be.

      Look forward, not back.

      “Love will come, you’ll see. Howard will make you happy.” Her grandmother’s mantra over the past endless weeks had almost made Lia want to scream that it would only make her grandparents happy. But... here she was, still walking in the opposite direction from Devraj. For his own sake.

      Whether or not he ever forgave her, one day she would be proud of her strength and sacrifice.

      Tears streaming down her face, she forced her legs up the stairs into the dimness. The cool, musty scent of the traditions ingrained into the spirit of the synagogue made her shiver.

      Faces of curious strangers watched her advance towards the waiting bridegroom. The high jewel-tone stained-glass windows, to which generations of proud families had contributed, seemed about to shatter in on her. And, as every hesitant step led her closer to the man at the end of the aisle, his patent happiness made her steps falter, and she wanted to shout, it’s a lie; you know nothing about me!

      She almost stumbled, but Dedda supported her. The nightmare continued.

      But this was her destiny, not the heart-broken, young man out in the rain.

      Statue-still, she lowered her burning eyes behind the veil. If Devraj ran up that aisle, demanding he was her rightful soul mate, would she flee with him? No!

      Sucking in a shaky breath, she prayed for strength from the same God who had gifted—and then snatched away—an alternate, impossible future.

      Anchoring her limbs, she swore to be the perfect wife to the smiling man beside her. She was not marrying him for her grandparents, but for a much bigger reason.

      Or—she raised her head, heart pounding—she could grab the long train of her white dress as restrictive as armour, and escape into the arms of her one and only true love.

      She took another fortifying breath.

      Her fingers unfurled from their fists like opening petals.
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      University of Central London, eight months earlier

      

      Lia stole another glance at the beautiful, exotic young man whose image she was trying to capture in her sketchpad. Ignoring the bustling atmosphere of the campus cafeteria, she focused on the sensuous feel of the charcoal stick within her shaking fingers as it stroked the paper. Surreptitiously, she studied her subject’s confident body language and his slightly amused, slightly superior expression, which acted on all her senses.

      Once again, everything around her had faded to background noise as soon as she had seen the tall, young man several yards away, standing with his friends, yet seeming to be apart from them.

      What a perfect Rajah he would be, dignified and confident, waiting for his beautiful Hindi bride to appear. Lia imagined the delicate fragrance of a jasmine-and-rose wedding garland around his neck. She resisted the temptation to draw him in a traditional white-and-gold bridegroom’s suit.

      Why had she never met a “suitable” Jewish man who captured her imagination like this?

      Suddenly, her subject turned away from the girl smiling up at him and looked straight at Lia. Immediately she glanced away from those bright hazel eyes. Heat flushed her cheeks and her shaking hand stilled above her sketch. Why had she chosen to draw him again? Was she watching too many Bollywood movies with her aunt and grandmother?

      Compelled by fascination with the forbidden, Lia hesitantly lifted her head. She watched the young man stride towards her across the short span between them, his gaze never releasing hers.

      She gulped, forgetting how to breathe.

      Hunching over her sketchpad, she wished she could disappear. He would not understand her interest in him was purely artistic.

      Or was it?

      Her world slowed as his bold steps covered the distance between them, like a conquering Maharaja with golden-dark skin claiming his bride. The charcoal stick snapped in half in her hand. A sense of inevitability rippled through her as he reached her table and she raised her head to look fully into his face.

      Her many sketches had not done him justice.

      Drawing in a revitalizing breath, she stared into those amber eyes that seemed to shine from within.

      Lia absorbed his relaxed aura and easy-going smile, the tones of his skin, and the shiny black hair stroking his denim shirt collar. Even the slight bump on his regal nose added to his attraction.

      His eyes lowered to her sketch.

      With clammy, shaky hands, she snapped the pad shut but could not look away from him.

      He rested one large, golden, beautifully shaped hand on the edge of the table and leaned toward her. “Like what you see?” he asked in a rich baritone that caressed even as it teased.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Her face prickled, leaving her as hot as if sunburned. She probably looked as red as a cooked lobster.

      Smile widening, he sat opposite her. “Let me see?” his tone a mix of request and demand she found arrogant … and maybe a little attractive.

      She clutched her sketchbook. “Absolutely not.”

      Her refusal did not dim his smile. “Did you give me horns and crossed-eyes?”

      Lia shook her head. “No, of course not! I mean it’s… it’s private.”

      He shrugged, studying her. “Well, it’s my image you’re using. I should be allowed to see what you’ve done.”

      She took a slow, steadying breath. “I … I’m sorry. I won’t sketch you anymore.”

      “I don’t mind. In fact, I’m flattered. I just want to see—”

      “Please leave me alone.”

      His dark brows rose. “Hey, now. That’s not very friendly. You seemed to be interested—”

      “Please?” she interrupted softly, but clearly he heard her because he stopped in mid-sentence and watched her reproachfully.

      It was her own fault. She had been staring at him, drawing him, for several days. Treating him as if he were a still life. But he was a live, healthy, attractive man, not a bowl of fruit, so of course he had misunderstood.

      She glanced at the group he had left minutes earlier, several young men, as dazzlingly handsome as the hunks in Gillette adverts, and sophisticated girls draped next to them, all students, and all strangers to her.

      They had gone silent, their eyes fixed on her with open curiosity. Also obvious was the hostility in the narrowed eyes and flattened lips of one young blonde woman, fashionably dressed, and boldly made up. Her confident and assertive body language proclaimed her a woman who belonged here, not intimidated and out of her depths, like Lia felt.

      Heat penetrated from her neck up to her face as Lia shifted her gaze from the scrutiny of this man’s friends and looked up only far enough to focus on his chin. “Please go away.” In the silence that met her words, she suddenly heard how rude, how unfriendly she sounded.

      Maybe if she explained. “I’m sorry, I-I’m here … just to study. I’m not supposed to … mingle.”

      She watched as he weighed her words, holding her breath, willing him to accept her explanation and simply retreat to his own world.

      Instead, he grinned and shook his head. “I’m Devraj, but people call me Dev, or Dave.” The long fingers of his outreached hand drew her attention but she was not supposed to have physical—or any other—contact with men.

      Devraj. Even his name was striking, regal. Feeling panicky because she wanted to touch his hand, wanted to feel his fingers on her own, Lia stood so quickly that her chair made a harsh noise against the floor.

      Devraj stood up, too. Staring at him, slightly swaying forward Lia suddenly understood how magnetism worked. Grabbing her large cumbersome bag and draping it over her left shoulder she said, “I told you, I’m here, at this school, to study, not t-to meet strangers. I … I have to go. Excuse me.”

      Her pulse galloping, Lia clutched her sketchbook to her chest and spun round to flee.

      But he blocked her way.
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      Was he really being rejected? By this pretty little mouse of an artist? Dev laughed at his own astonishment and conceit.

      Without thinking, he closed his fingers around one slender wrist. She gasped as if his touch had burned her, frightened her. Her eyes widened and she pulled back.

      Feeling like a heel, he let go and replayed what she had said to him. She wasn’t supposed to mingle? She was only here to study?

      Stepping back, he studied the trembling beauty in front of him. Dark hair, braided tightly down her back. White, long sleeved blouse buttoned up to her neck, the loosely wrapped skirt almost down to her flats. She wore no lipstick on her soft, full lips, and no liner or mascara on those dark, long lashed almond-shaped eyes, which were even more stunning at close range.

      His earlier boredom and restlessness disappeared. Adventure beckoned.

      He had felt her eying him before, admiring her sense of purpose and dogmatic passion. Now, her air of fragile self-preservation fascinated him. Her pale porcelain-fine skin bloomed with a rosy glow on her cheeks as she held her sketchbook like a shield.

      He did not want her to be afraid of him. Or feel she had to protect herself from him. No, he wanted to protect her. Not from himself—he had never, and never would, hurt or endanger a woman—but from all the negative forces the world could throw at a sensitive, obviously sheltered girl. She was like an exquisite, wary hummingbird perched out of his reach before him, poised to fly away.

      He wanted to make her smile and relax her guard and stay.

      “Don’t run away. I’d like to get to know you. We have something in common. I’m an artist of sorts, too. Architecture. We could just sit and talk.” He smiled carefully, not wanting to appear like the big bad wolf sizing up Little Red Riding Hood. “I’m really a nice guy, you know.”
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      Bemused and unable to resist the sensation of falling under the spell of his velvety, seductive voice, Lia stared up at him and thought, he’s so tall.

      Clutching the pad tighter, she re-anchored the strap of her heavy bag on her shoulder. “I’m sure you are,” she said softly, “but I can’t just sit and talk with... strangers.”

      She stepped back to slip around him but he moved with her, blocking her escape.

      Smiling, he said, “If we talk for a while and get to know each other, we’ll no longer be strangers.”

      While she tried to think of some polite way to refute his logic, he reached out and touched her hand again. Alien, prickly sensations made her skin tingle. She stared at the contrast of his sun-kissed, bronze skin on her almost painfully alabaster-white hand, and cautiously met his eyes again.

      As he looked down at his fingertips on the back of her hand, his eyes widened. To her relief—and regret—he took his hand away.

      Still unable to catch her breath, she turned and started to walk away.

      He followed her out of the cafeteria. “One coffee...”

      “No, thanks.” She walked on.

      Devraj’s long strides easily matched her hurrying gait.

      No matter how cute Dev or Devraj was, non-Jewish was out of bounds.

      And don’t you forget it, Leah Abraham, as her grandmother would say in Russian. She straightened up, her resolution strengthening her nearly lost backbone.

      Devraj was different from the other young men who had approached her in the past weeks. None of them had gotten under her skin like this guy.

      “I’m n-not one of your challenges.”

      “You don’t know anything about me and you’ve judged me as some kind of… playboy. What if you’re wrong?”

      Just walk on. She was not a heroine living in a make-belief world, like in the novels and the movies she loved.

      “You may be pleasantly surprised to find out I’m really a nice—and honest—guy. Come on, give me a chance.” The urgent tone of his voice, so contradictory to his confident demeanour, made her footsteps falter, then stop.

      Looking up at him, she did not appreciate how he dwarfed her five-feet-seven height.

      She stopped staring at his sculpted mouth. So, he’s good looking, so what? No interacting with boys, not even Jewish ones, without the elders’ wise input.

      But why could her grandparents not treat her like a mature eighteen-year-old?

      She would see a kosher pig fly before that happened.

      Her unfamiliar resentment frustrated her even more than this man’s persistence.

      She studied his stance, his obviously expensive clothes, and the casual way he wore the dark, butter-soft suede jacket she was tempted to touch. It grated on her how comfortable he seemed in the hustle bustle of the college atmosphere.

      Her insides quaked, exhilarated yet terrified of being the object of this guy’s attention. “I—I’m not your type.” She marched on, picking up speed.

      “What is my type?”

      “I-I don’t want to know.” She continued walking.

      “I’m very picky about my women.” He was beside her again. “When I look at you, I like what I see. You’re beautiful, smart and if you let me see your work, I’m sure I’d see just how talented you are.”

      She hated feeling this scared and out of her depth. He was probably challenged by her rejections, and would say fresh sweet-nothings to the next girl, as soon as Lia was out of earshot.

      Nothing personal.

      She stopped near the door of her next class, took in a deep breath, and let it out again. She faced him but refused to look into his hypnotic eyes. “Look, sorry to disappoint, but you’re really not my type.”

      “What’s not to like?” He grinned again, folding his muscular arms against a broad chest, accentuating the proud torso and forearm muscles through the jacket.

      “You’re very sure of yourself, m-must be nice.”

      He leaned against the wall, appreciation shining in his eyes. The corners of his well-defined mouth lifted, bringing out the most delicious dimples in his cheeks.

      Even though she was shaking inside, another alien part of her wanted to stay and play his game.

      Leaning towards her, in a soft, low voice so it was almost a caress, he said, “I’d like to be your personal model.”

      Shivers whispered against her skin. Heat flooded up her neck and face. She would have loved to capture his bone structure and glorious physique but imagining him semi-naked made her feel warm all over, almost faint.

      “S-sorry, I’m extremely choosy about my… my subjects.”

      With Devraj's lazy laughter following her, she felt breathless and conspicuous as she entered her classroom.

      Exhausted yet excited, why did she want to jump for joy? Because some handsome guy had made her feel like she mattered, that he found her fascinating?

      He had called her beautiful, smart…

      Oh, wake up, Lia; this is how the silver-tongued Bollywood god gets the girls worshipping at his feet.

      He had obviously seen her as easy bait.
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      Rushing to his Accounting class, Dev grinned, intrigued by Lia’s defensiveness. Her words said one thing, but those amazing eyes betrayed her intense interest.

      He was used to girls who dressed and acted like her trendy, leggy friend, Ella.

      The type his friend, Jim, gravitated towards and then found them lacking; flirty, spoilt, expecting to get anything they pointed at.

      But the aloof artist with the glossy dark braid drew him. If she was trying to hide her gorgeous curves, she was failing; with the graceful line of her delicate neck, and with every ballet-like movement of her slim body, she was more striking and exotic than any Hollywood actress he could think of.

      Dev wanted to get to know the angelic, shy artist whom he had watched from afar for too long. He would bring a smile, or even laughter, into those molten-chocolate-brown eyes. Those eyes that hinted at a larger-than-life spirit buried within.

      And he would see her drawings, and soon.
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      Too many times during her Art History lecture, Lia reeled herself back to reality to concentrate. Everything related to art, ancient or modern, fascinated her, but not today.

      This only proved men were a distraction she could not afford. She sighed. Her grandparents may be old-fashioned, but they were wise. The guy was probably already busy with more willing prey.

      But exiting her class, her heart somersaulted at seeing Devraj leaning against the wall, as though he had not moved.

      Obviously, education was not his priority. After all the hard work she had gone through, and Aunt Eliza’s nagging and cajoling to convince her grandparents to let Lia attend college, she was unimpressed with Devraj taking his freedom for granted.

      She walked off in the opposite direction, feeling like the coward that she was.

      Again, he was beside her almost instantly.

      “Please. Leave. Me. Alone.”

      She refused to look his way, but Devraj’s strong hand on her arm pulled her towards him. His exotic scent sent her senses into overdrive, making butterflies swirl within her stomach and rib cage. She pulled her arm out of his hand. “You can’t t-touch me.” Her eyes scoured the passers-by. What if someone recognized her?

      “Look, Lia, I don’t go around chasing girls.” All amusement was wiped from his face.

      “No, they chase you,” she muttered.

      He must have heard her because he said, “And I don’t care. I plucked up the courage to speak to you or you’d always stay an illusion, an enigma. See? I even know what those words mean.” He grinned. “If you look them up in the dictionary you’ll find a picture of you with that exact thunderous expression.”

      He had needed courage to come to her? She bit back the smile threatening to betray her.

      “I had to see the exact shade of your dark eyes. They’re like molten chocolate.” The intensity of his expression, despite another flashing smile, melted something deep within her abdomen, making her hungry for… she did not know what.

      Frustration bubbled within. “I’m sorry if you’re not used to being rejected.”

      “You see? Another assumption. What if I’m rejected all the time?”

      “Right, and I’m Cleopatra.” Where were these alien, feisty words coming from?

      He laughed softly, “I thought your name’s Lia.”

      Shivers whispered against her skin, unsure if she was tingling because of how he made her name sound intriguing, or that he had asked about her.

      “Let’s just talk. You can trust me, Lia.”

      She blinked and looked into his eyes. “You don’t understand the concept of ‘no’, do you?” She could not believe she was actually saying these words to this guy, whose muscular denim-clad chest rose and fell more deeply under her scrutiny.

      “No.” The unrepentant light played in his mischievous eyes. When his chuckle turned into a deep laugh, the sound was too much for her.

      In mere seconds, her relieved, soft laughter joined his; why had she been so silly and cowardly?

      He cocked his head slightly toward her. “I knew you’d have a lovely laugh.”

      She wanted to say the same about his contagious sense of fun. Forcing herself to stop looking at his sensuous mouth, she ordered her body to obey her mind’s half-hearted command to start on her hour’s journey home, but he leaned closer.

      It took all her strength not to step back.

      He gave her another smile that probably had girls fainting at his feet. “Don’t be afraid of me.”

      Was she that transparent? Her cheeks flamed. “I’m not afraid. We simply have nothing in common.”

      His smile fell away. “I believe we have lots in common and I’m not like any of those guys I see trying to get your attention. When you get to know me you’ll realize I’m better and smarter than they are, and much better looking.…” The light in his eyes danced as he raised a dark eyebrow.

      She shook her head trying not to smile again.

      A pretty redhead sauntering by, flicked her glossy mane, while another girl threw meaningful looks in his direction.

      But Devraj continued studying Lia—and only Lia. She reminded herself to breathe.

      “Give me a chance. One coffee. Right now.” When she shook her head again and started to walk on, he followed suit and added, “Or a double date with your friend and mine.”

      “Are you crazy? I can’t. Please,” she stopped and took in another steadying breath. “We shouldn’t be seen talking.”

      “Shouldn’t be seen?” He leaned closer, his voice going lower. “Is someone watching you? Do you have a boyfriend? Or…” He grinned. “Did your family arrange your marriage to some appropriate groom when you were four?”

      “Something like that.”

      He grinned again. “Which one, the boyfriend, or the arranged marriage?”

      Looking away, she contemplated telling him about Howard, the Jewish doctor whose grandmother was scheming with hers, brewing a suitable match.

      Tradition and religion ruled the Abraham household.

      She blurted out, “My proper name is Leah, and I’m an observant Jew. I’m. And even if you were Jewish I’m not allowed to talk to men. That’s all that matters.” She omitted adding that only her grandparents called her by her Hebrew name. How hard her aunt had worked for them to let the fourteen-year-old change her name to the more contemporary Lia. She should also tell him about their marriage plans for her…

      “Makes no difference to me.”

      “It does to me.”

      “So you’re observant, what does that mean?”

      “My family respect and obey the Jewish religious laws...” She wanted to add, but stopped herself, Which I believe are archaic and outdated. Again she wondered if her parents would have been as strict and stubborn in their beliefs. She shook her head and added, “None of that matters, anyway.”

      Devraj’s smile waned. “I knew you were too good to be true.”

      She could no longer hide her smile.

      When his smile broadened, she became too conscious of her shapeless, dull clothes. She wished she owned something fashionable, and that she looked more like her best friend, Ella. That she would not be a stuttering mess whenever a guy made her nervous.

      Once again, she was too aware how this sexy man filled ordinary stonewashed jeans, how the open suede jacket accentuated his perfect physique. She stared at his Adams apple and strong jaw. Glancing up, she saw him scanning her face, waiting. A slow Michael Jackson ballad—something about the girl liking the way the boy stared—reverberated in the now almost abandoned hall.

      Blushing again, Lia was tempted to push at him, to get out of the invisible magnetic hold he had over her. “Don’t stare at me.” She said breathily.

      “I can’t help it.” Devraj said gently. “Ever since I saw you that first week, I’ve wanted to meet you.”

      She almost believed his words.

      Like a love-struck heroine in a heart-wrenching Bollywood movie, Lia expected to hear a familiar romantic burst of song.

      Something was shifting inside her and that would not do.

      No more Bollywood movies for her. Not wanting to worry her grandmother by being late, Lia approached the exit doors.

      “Look, Lia, I’m from a Hindu background, I know what it’s like.” His calm tone was persuasive as he walked beside her.

      “If you really did, you’d leave me alone.” She said softly.

      “Oh, Lia, you know you like me. That’s why you’re fighting this...” He pointed to her and to himself. “And I don’t agree with this old fashioned bull about traditions and culture any more than you do.”

      She shook her head. “You d-don’t know what I believe.”

      She lowered her face, again resenting her grandparents describing her as shy and modest, as if they were compliments. Having always been a non-confrontational girl, Devraj brought out an alien part of her, making her want to stop living vicariously through her sassy, blonde friend and even her feisty Aunt Eliza. To taste real life.

      Devraj’s riling up your defense mechanism, that’s all.

      Turning away from him, she opened the exit door. She was glad to have a gust of nippy October air cool her face and neck, before she tightened her coat collar.

      Devraj’s words followed, “There’s magic between us, Lia. It’s as if… we’re destined for each other. If it takes me forever, I'll prove it. You do believe in destiny, don’t you?”

      Because she did, she continued her escape. But she could not help taking a sideways peek.

      Devraj continued staring, and raising his deep voice, he added, “Think about me, Lia.”

      Exhilaration and jumbled emotions, which she had felt only when she read romance novels, now made her want to believe this person.

      Oh, boy, was he persistent, so fun and so tempting!

      Descending the stairs, she rushed away like Cinderella, suddenly sad to leave her prince behind forever.
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      Just one smile from Lia and Dev’s world took on a fresh dimension. Underneath her insular shell, and that quiet angelic demeanour, he spied the lurking wit and sense of humour.

      But he frowned at the damned sliver of guilt nagging him. Lia was right; he should not be bothering her, imagining his sister in the same situation. To some degree, he understood why his parents had married off sweet Malika at eighteen.

      But he would not think about his own preplanned life in the mighty Shah dynasty, beneath the ostensible freedom. For the remaining academic year, he was his own man. When he was closer to his goal, he would contemplate his next plans regarding architecture.

      But right now, Lia challenged and inspired him to win her over. He would get to know the elusive artist, earn her trust, and change her mind about him. And he would bring out that fiery spirit from within her.

      Time. That was all he needed.

      Maybe a little help, too. And he knew just whom to ask.
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      The more Lia learned, sketched, and painted, the more she realized how much she had yet to learn. The sense of imminent independence spurred her on. She focused on her goals, not letting anything or anyone distract her.

      Even Devraj had got the message and left her alone for the past three days. She had made sure not to sketch anything or anyone near that part of the cafeteria. But sometimes she suspected if she turned round she would find him watching her.

      She refused to make eye contact whenever she saw him. Art was a loner’s paradise, her perfect companion. Men complicated everything. She would never be like her Aunt Eliza, a thirty-six-year-old perpetual adolescent whose impulsive and eventful romantic adventures constantly resulted in heartbreak.

      Later—much later—would she think about anything related to romance. She knew in her soul when the right time came she would settle down, but never settle for second best. Right now, all that mattered was her art degree, which would be her ticket to freedom, to travel and teach in Europe. She sighed.

      The old song, “Just an Illusion,” followed her through the noisy hall into the cafeteria. Sitting at her usual spot in the corner, waiting for Ella, she fought the temptation to look at the table Devraj’s group monopolized.

      The familiar sensation of anticipation dampened her interest in her latest sketch. Annoyed by her distraction, she closed her pad. She was glad when Ella flung her violin case and music textbooks on the table and sat next to her.

      Lia smiled at her friend. The two unlikely friends had clicked when they had met at Aunt Eliza’s office, two years ago, both working as junior assistants. Lia was the shy, ugly duckling with the risk of never becoming a swan, while Ella was a musical genius and rebel, thanks to her self-centered parents. It still amazed her how beneath that sophistication, the gorgeous, gifted Ella sometimes was so insecure about herself and her talents. They had their passion for art and their admiration for Aunt Eliza’s business acumen in common.

      They talked and caught up, giggling at Ella’s latest sexy, social antics. Lia omitted mentioning Devraj. He was not bothering her, she reasoned, apart from sensing those vibes as if he was sending her telepathic messages—which could be her imagination—why jinx it?

      “My grandmother invited you for Friday night dinner.” Lia said.

      “That sounds great.” Ella said. “I love her cooking, even if I have to sit through their attempts to convert me to be a good girl.” She chuckled. “Anyway, it’s not as if I have a date. Oh, maybe I spoke too soon.” Ella’s eyes widened as if George Michael or Prince was coming towards her. Readying a dazzling smile, she drew her shoulders back to show off her perfect figure. “Look at that dishy bloke coming this way.”

      The tension in Lia’s spine stung as she sat up straight.
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      “Hello again. Changed your mind yet, Lia?” The baritone voice was unmistakable.

      Lia refused to acknowledge Devraj’s presence or Ella staring at her. When she did not respond to her friend’s knee jab, Ella turned to Devraj with her flirtatious smile and said, “Hello, there.”

      Something unfamiliar coiled within Lia.

      “Devraj’s my name.” Lia was tempted to add, flirting is his game.

      “I’m Ella and you seem to know my friend—”

      “We’ve met.” He ignored Lia as he sat opposite her, his eyes fixed on Ella. That easy grin flashing perfectly white teeth told her he knew Ella would be ensnared by his charms.

      “Really?” Ella looked about to burst with curiosity.

      Lia stared at her closed pad again.

      “But your friend’s very reluctant to talk to me.” Devraj said.

      Lia stood up.

      Fleetingly he glanced up at her, his eyes twinkling at Ella. “See what I mean? Can you ever have a proper conversation with her?”

      Lia pursed her lips, frustration boiling within her.

      “I am working on her social skills.”

      Lia would not look at the blonde, blue-eyed traitor who seemed just as interested in Devraj as he was in her.

      “You’re a good friend,” he said.

      “Lia’s quite witty once you get to know her. But she’s been acting strange—”

      “Ella.” Lia’s voice sounded louder than she had expected. Taking in a quick breath, she let it out, “I have to go.” And before she realized it, she muttered, “I can’t wait to find out which of his charming pick-up lines works on you.”

      Her friend’s surprise shone brighter while Devraj smiled smugly, his raised eyebrow telling her, Oops, your jealousy’s showing.

      Eyes wide, Lia turned away, and his laughter made her wish she had the guts to slap him. But what if instead of erasing that gleam in his eyes, he would grab her and do something crazy like kiss her?

      Where did that come from?

      She glared at him over her shoulder, realizing she had nearly rushed off without her stuff. As if knowing she would rather eat live scorpions than risk touching him, his smirk stayed in place.

      When he turned his charms back on Ella, Lia shoved the disturbing memory of how his touch had ignited something within her a mere seventy-two hours ago and she swivelled on her low heels and left the two alone.

      Within minutes in the quiet of the women’s restrooms, she admitted to her blushing reflection, she was jealous.

      “The two-faced... Bloody good riddance to bad egoists!” she grumbled, taking in deep calming breaths, unfurling her fists.

      Ella could handle him. They would have beautiful children. Holding back tears Lia told herself not to be such a baby.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lia needed peace, still feeling like a fool at scurrying away yesterday. She had been unable to fall asleep until after one in the morning and now still groggy, staying away from the cafeteria, she was about to settle in a secluded corner of the library.

      Breathing in the familiar reassuring scent of the studious atmosphere, she relaxed in the company of her second love, books.

      Juggling her large bag with the sketchpad under one arm and two oversize art books and three novels in the other, Lia turned back from the book shelf she had been perusing and bumped hard into a strong, warm wall.

      Large, steadying hands grasped her by the forearms, as all her stuff, including her bag, scattered loudly by her feet.

      Regaining her gravity her heart beat frantically as she felt sturdy arms against hers, moulding her towards a broad, warm chest. She recognized Devraj’s divine scent of sandalwood intermingled with the sun just as his deep voice whispered into her right ear, “I’ve got you. You’re safe.” Having stopped her fall, now he probably thought he was her hero.

      “Let me go!” Her small voice came out muffled.

      Had he followed her here? Lia had not seen Ella yet and was dying to know what they had talked about yesterday after she had bolted. All evening last night she had resisted picking up the phone ‘to chat’ with Ella. But even now, she squirmed inside at Devraj’s gloating laughter.

      Light headed, standing away from him, she saw the concern in his eyes turn into relief. The electric force between them made her vibrantly aware of the sounds and smells around her.

      Widening the gap between them, she focused on calming herself.

      Devraj crouched down to pick up her things, his eyes concentrating on her face as she kneeled beside him. She tried not to stare at his powerful thighs, those broad shoulders. Her face burned. What would she do for an encore? Head butt him?

      Gathering up her remaining books, he smiled at her. “No ‘thank you’ for saving you just now? Didn’t your parents teach—”

      “They died when I was two.”

      His features straightened into a pained expression. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t take things like that for granted.”

      “I-I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have...” She almost whispered, her lips trembling. “Thanks.”

      Devraj stilled, staring at a sketch in his hand. Helpless, she saw him scan the curves she had captured of him in the privacy of her bedroom. Sleep had not been her friend lately, as she relived the moments they had exchanged earlier this week. She could not let him into her tiny, escapist world.

      But she seemed to have no choice.

      “Wow.” He slowly breathed out the word, not raising his eyes from her work.

      Pride swelling, her fear overwhelmed her.

      He picked up another, glancing at her, then down at her drawings again.

      Her pulse was erratic studying him as closely as he studied her work. Was she so starved for compliments she was hanging on every nuance on this stranger’s face?

      She rose from her knees. Gathering the handful of her remaining sketches and the large pad, he stood up too. “Is this how you see me, Lia?”

      Attempting to take her work back, she watched his fingers hold on to it. She let go. Anchoring her treacherously wobbly limbs, she added, “P-please may I have those? It’s just art.” She sounded too defensive.

      “You’re good. This expression, it’s as if you knew I felt … caged.” The vulnerability and new light of respect for her shone in his eyes.

      Afraid that once again, a Bollywood movie track would play in the background, or at least in her mind, without looking at him Lia held out her free hand. “My sketches, please?”

      As he returned her pad, she struggled to balance her stuff in her arms. With one step he took her load from her. After a moment’s relief, the emptiness in her arms left her feeling more vulnerable.

      He took the few steps towards her favourite nook she had planned to settle in, and put down her stuff.

      “Thanks…” She said grudgingly. “I have lots of studying to do, so if you don’t mind…”

      “There’s plenty of space; I can study alongside you.”

      Had her skepticism shown? A corner of his mouth lifted, “I do study, you know.”

      At her squirming shrug, he added, “I won’t distract you. I want the same thing you do.”

      “What?” Was she blushing again?

      “I need peace and quiet, and you have this serene demeanour—I like having calm people around me.”

      More heat blazed in her face and neck. “But I don’t want company.”

      “I noticed. The only person you hang out with is Ella. You’ve got a nice friend.”

      So why are you here, and not with her?

      She sat at the table in the suddenly too-intimate space.

      “What about boys as friends?” He asked as he sat next to her. When she looked at him, he held out his free hand in a gesture of peace. “OK, your expression tells me you don’t believe men and women can be friends.”

      “No, I told you already.” She sighed, turning slightly away from him in her seat.

      “What about the culture differences? That’s really old-fashioned, don’t you think?”

      “It took so much to get my grandparents to let me attend college, you’d never understand it. Now, please, before we’re seen together, please leave.” Beyond him, she glanced at the studious groups scattered around the quiet space, a few feet away from them. All she needed was someone from her community, like Yuri, the rotund neighbourhood gossip’s son to see her and for the news of her talking intimately with any boy, to get back to her grandparents.

      “Look, let’s get to know each other and if I ever even touch you or make you feel uncomfortable, or if I even enter your personal space, you can slap me and walk away.”

      The mischief shining in his eyes made her bite her lower lip. “You mean invading my personal space, like you are right now?”

      He moved his chair a tiny inch away from hers.

      She smiled despite the feeling of doom and stepping on unfamiliar quicksand-like territory. Devraj was chili hot and just as dangerous, especially as she was deadly allergic to any kind of chili peppers.

      Yet Lia lingered and wanted him to stay, too.

      As if aware of her change of mind Devraj asked, “So, how about a double date tomorrow night? Our friends seem to be intrigued with each other.”

      Was that why he had spoken to Ella? Her relieved heart fluttered as she shook her head. “No.” She looked around her again in case her panicky voice had attracted attention. “E-Ella wouldn’t go for your friend, who...” The right words eluded her.

      Devraj grinned, “Who goes through girls faster than disposable plates at a party.” Then shrugged, “Jim’s not all bad, and he broke up with the girl he was with. I just thought you’d prefer to be chaperoned.”

      She frowned, keeping her shaking fingers clasped on her lap. If he knew she was so afraid, why was he even here? “No.”

      “All I want is to get to know you, Lia. Just think about it—one dinner date. After that, you don’t have to see me again. Now let’s start over.” He smiled that grin again. “I’m Devraj Shah, but you can call me David, Dave or Dev if you’d prefer.”

      “Devraj Shah.” She tried it on her tongue.

      “I like the way you say it. Only my parents call me that, but suddenly I like it much more. It means King of Gods, but I’d have preferred King of Love.”

      Her nerves made her giggle but then she stopped herself.

      “And you can trust me, Lia.” The grin disappeared and the seriousness in Devraj’s expression intensified, making her insides quiver.

      Without words, that hypnotic haze pulled her to him again, and she felt the back of his fingers softly stroke her cheek.

      Gasping, her breath became more erratic, her knees no sturdier than liquid honey. Thank goodness she was still sitting. As if under the same spell, he leaned closer. Much too close, but she could not move. Her heart revving into overdrive, she gazed at him. Was he going to kiss her or something?

      Pulling away, she resisted touching the burning skin where he had left his warmth. No one had ever caressed her like this. She had only imagined while reading the romance novels how this could feel, but they had not prepared her for this frightening, visceral depth of emotion. Needing to break the trance she pushed at him and felt his chest muscles pulse under her touch and instantly recoiled, heat enveloping her body.

      Feeling like a marshmallow about to be roasted, she forced her wobbly limbs to let her stand up and as he watched, she gathered her belongings and rushed away towards the library doors.

      Before she reached them, Devraj gripped the handle, holding it momentarily, as if determined to keep her there.

      Then he opened it and let her go through. “Miss me, Lia. I hope you change your mind about the date and we see each other tomorrow.”
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      “So, let’s do it, Lia, it’ll be fun.” Ella said as she drove down Stamford Hill to Lia’s grandparents for Friday night dinner.

      “I don’t think so—”

      “Don’t play games, Lia, I know you want to. You’re scared stiff because you’re so attracted to Devraj. But he’s only a guy, for Pete’s sake.”

      Shaking inside, Lia stayed quiet.

      “It’s only a double date; taste some freedom for a change. I’ll take care of you.”

      Turning on the left indicator, Ella manoeuvred her nippy VW Golf into Lia’s street. “So, should we do it?”

      “You just want to go out with that Jim.” Lia said.

      “I can go out with him without chaperoning you, so don’t avoid my question.”

      “Even if I wanted to, I know my grandparents won’t let me.”

      “You know you can convince them to let you sleep over at my place for one measly night. But so you don’t sabotage it, leave them to me. I told Devraj I'd call him in the morning if we’re on for tomorrow night. So if you’re allowed to come, you’ll do it, right?” She parked the car and grinned at Lia.

      “N-no!”

      “You know you want to, and I’ll make it happen.”

      Lia did not like the expression on her friend’s face as they entered the house, but a frisson of excitement tingled up and down her spine.

      What could
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