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      Xavier

      My apartment is hot and stuffy. Sweat slides down the sides of my face, but I’m not sure why. The AC is blaring at sixty-two degrees. As I reach for the rolled dollar bill on the table to snort another line, the heavy wooden door flies open, slamming into the doorstop and causing me to jerk my head up. My sister appears, her silhouette a contrast to the blinding light.

      “Hey, sis. You’re late to the party,” I slur, a slow, crooked grin spreading across my face.

      Her designer heels click on the tiled floor as she rapidly approaches me. “You’re sweating, and you smell like you haven’t showered in days.”

      I raise my arm to take a whiff of myself. Damn, she’s right. When was the last time I showered?

      “Ugh, I can’t believe you’re still snorting those fucking pills.” She snatches the rolled bill from my fingers.

      When popping Percocet wasn’t getting me high like I wanted, I started cutting and snorting them. “Always so judgmental. At least it’s not cocaine.”

      “Right, because that makes it so much better!” She swipes her hand across the table, dispersing the line I had just readied.

      “Hey” —my head bobs— “I was about to take that.” She’s my older sister, but since our mother died when we were kids, she’s always filled the role.

      “I know! And now you’re not! What is this shit you’re listening to?” The sharp rap of her heels echoes like fireworks, and she pushes the stereo’s power button, instantly filling the room with piercing silence. My fingers immediately start rubbing the area around my ears to relieve the pain.

      I push myself up to turn the power back on, but my legs are weak and I fall back into the couch, causing the room to spin and the nausea to surface. “I was working on something. The label is gonna love it. It’s gonna be my next platinum record.”

      “The label doesn’t love anything you’re doing. They’re about to drop your ass.” My manager mentioned something similar last week, but once they hear this album I’m working on, everyone will realize I’m back.

      She’s standing before me, hands on her hips as she scrutinizes me. “Come on, let’s go.”

      Her words are like a serrated knife blade killing my buzz. “I’m working. You wouldn’t understand the pressure I have doing this job.”

      She cackles. “Sure, keep telling yourself that.”

      “What did you come here for, to ruin my high and judge me? Why don’t you leave?”

      “Abuela is dead. That’s what I came here for.”

      Her words sucker punch me, and I fall back into the cushions. Abuela is my home. The woman who raised me when my mother died. I can still smell the sweetness of the scalded milk as she poured freshly brewed coffee into la taza del café con leche she made for us every morning. “Don’t play like that. I just talked to her and told her I was going to pick her up to take her to the beach house.”

      She shakes her head while exhaling. “You haven’t talked to her in months. If you weren’t high all the time, you’d remember I told you she was sick. Now she’s dead. I held her hand as she prayed for your recovery on her deathbed.”

      I want to understand the words Xiomary is saying, feel the sadness she’s trying to convey, but Mr. Percocet has me in a chokehold, preventing me from crossing into the emotions death stirs.

      “Our flight leaves for Puerto Rico tonight. The funeral is on Friday. You need to get up.”

      The thought of getting on a flight right now, the altitude and change in pressure, and the tight spaces, sours my stomach.

      “I can’t make it Friday. We’re working on the new album.” My eyes roll up as my head falls back.

      “You’re so high, you don’t even understand what I’m telling you! Keep it up, and you’ll be next.”

      “I’m not dying. Not yet. El Flaco Casanova’s next album is going to be his best!”

      She stares at me while blinking. “Get your shit together, Xavier, and take a shower. I’ll be back to pick you up in a couple hours.” Her voice fades as she closes the door behind her.

      Now that she’s gone, the silence turns up the volume. My heart aches, and the loud thumping rings in my ears. I draw a vial from my pocket in search of the only thing that will make it all stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rocío

      The cars heading northbound whiz by, and I look up at the crisp blue sky, promising another beautiful South Florida day and clashing with my splintered heart. Drumming my fingers on the steering wheel, I huff and glance at the time on the dashboard—8:17 a.m. My stomach churns as I inch my way toward the courthouse. The traffic is practically at a standstill on I-95, and I won’t get there by nine if it doesn’t let up soon. Stretching my neck, I look back and to the right, searching for any possibility of changing lanes. If there’s any way I can get over and get off at the next exit, I can take the surface roads and be inside the courthouse with time to spare.

      Desperate for a distraction to help pass the time, I use the car’s voice command system. “Call Nikki.” We’ve been friends for thirteen years, but it feels like yesterday when our law school professor paired us as partners during our first-year writing class. I quickly went from not knowing anyone to having her by my side day and night as we navigated endless case briefs and research. We’ve been tight ever since.

      I really need her to pick up. “Hi, Rocky,” she says after the fourth ring. “You ready for your hearing?”

      My hearing. The day I’ve been anticipating yet dreading for nearly two years.

      “Not really,” I admit. “I mean, I know it’ll be quick, but having to face the judges and lawyers I work with every day is mortifying!”

      I never would’ve imagined I’d be the one needing a divorce lawyer. Nerves eat away as I inch closer to the courthouse. For as long as I can remember, I always wanted to be a lawyer. Before moving to Miami, I cut my teeth as a paralegal, working for a badass divorce attorney in Boston. She was one of the most sought-after lawyers in the city and working alongside her solidified my decision to attend law school. Watching her help people navigate the emotional wreckage of failed marriages helped me choose my desired area of law. I wanted to have a practice just like her but needed to learn to be a trial lawyer before opening my own firm. As soon as I became licensed, I went to work at the Miami-Dade County State Attorney’s Office for a few years before hanging my shingle.

      “Rocky, you literally help people like yourself every day,” Nikki reminds me. “You should not feel mortified at all! Besides, it was all Victor’s doing. He’s the one who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. He should be mortified, not you.”

      Victor. The Miami boy with the charming smile who weaseled his way into our study group and stole my heart, only to shatter it years later. I’d planned to return to Boston after graduating law school, but falling in love with Victor changed everything. Those plans evaporated quickly at the thought of us not being together. Although he was born in Argentina, he was raised in Miami. His parents and siblings still live here. Moving to Boston wasn’t an option for him because of his young daughter, and I wasn’t willing to leave him behind. Much good that did me. In hindsight, it was probably an early sign of things to come.

      “It’s been over two years since that day. Why does it still hurt like a motherfucker?”

      The day after we took the bar exam, we moved in together. We were thick as thieves the first few years of our relationship, first as boyfriend and girlfriend and then as husband and wife. With Victor, I was invincible. I loved him with everything I had. I admired his drive to succeed and enjoyed sparring about different legal issues. Our careers started taking shape—him, an esteemed criminal defense lawyer and me, a family law attorney. Our relationship was solid, stronger than we’d ever been. Except I was oblivious to what was happening right under my nose.

      “You loved him since the first time he joined our study group. It was written all over your face. Of course it’s gonna hurt. He’s an asshole—I could kill him for hurting you the way he has.”

      Two years, five months, and twenty-three days ago, I was preparing for the biggest case of my career, representing the soon-to-be ex-wife of a prominent Miami business executive in a high-stakes divorce. Millions of dollars and custody of their three children hung in the balance as we prepared for a five-day trial. But just as the judge was about to take the bench, the husband’s lawyer asked for a few minutes to speak with me. They made the settlement offer my client had been waiting for since the divorce process began. My client was ecstatic she wouldn’t have to relive years of emotional and financial abuse through the stress of a trial, testifying, and listening to her husband’s antics on the stand. Rather than a grueling days-long trial, we drafted a marital settlement agreement, and had it printed and signed by late afternoon. The judge was so pleased with how diligent we were, she agreed to hold the final hearing right then to finalize the divorce.

      “I haven’t seen his face in months. I’m not sure how I’ll react when he’s a few feet away from me in the courtroom.”

      The client’s case settled, and I had suddenly found days of free time. The early mornings and late nights of intense trial prep had taken a toll, so the unexpected break was a gift, a chance to breathe that I wanted to take advantage of. But when I pulled into the driveway of our office, I saw Victor’s car, and my stomach sank. Something was off. He should’ve left to pick up his daughter, and the office should’ve been empty.

      Instead, he was inside. Naked and balls-deep fucking another woman. Her dark, silky hair splayed across our Italian leather couch.

      “When you see him, tell him to go fuck himself!”

      Every time memories of that day resurface, I wish I had been witty or had some great line to tell both of them off. But no such thing happened. Instead, I stood there like a statue, speechless and stunned.

      Shaken.

      Shattered.

      Sobbing.

      “If I could use such words inside the courtroom, my job would be kinda fun and way less stressful.” I huff. “I’m just glad we were finally able to settle, and I don’t have to endure a nasty public trial.”

      The day I walked in on Victor was also the day I moved out with a whirlwind of tears as I hastily packed my things. It took me several months to get my shit together before I was able to file for divorce. The weight of Victor’s betrayal tore me up from the inside out, knocking me so far off balance, I was unable to keep my bearings. So much so, I had to hire my friend to represent me. And the irony wasn’t lost on me—I was a divorce lawyer, unable to face her own divorce.

      My situation finally helped me fully grasp what most of my clients experience. Although divorcing people is my job, I never envisioned it for myself. I was an utter failure and free-falling down the mountain. The death of everything I’d known since moving to Miami.

      “Listen, you’ll be fine. Today feels heavy because it’s officially the end, but it’s been over. You’ve already worked through it with your therapist and came to terms with it. You have a new life now—he’s old news.”

      In my new apartment, I became a recluse. Left only for work—for court appearances, really, because the rest of the time I worked from home. Victor’s betrayal uprooted both my personal and professional life, since we were also law partners. The heaviness of it all prevented me from going out, and I had to learn to work from home after dissolving our law firm and moving out of my office—another painful reminder of what I’d lost.

      “You sound like me when I’m counseling my clients,” I reply. “Honestly, I’m not sure why it’s hitting me so hard again. But you’re probably right, it’s officially official. I’m closing that chapter of my life. It’s so final.”

      For months I refused to go out, attend any events, network, or socialize. Even showering was a chore. My parents and friends checked on me regularly, brought me food, cooked for me, and would try to motivate me. Nothing worked. One of my sisters even flew down from Boston to stay with me for several weeks, but I was a wreck. It was Nikki who finally broke through by suggesting I speak with a therapist. She’d met a psychologist while working on a case and thought she’d be a good fit for me. I’m grateful Nikki convinced me to schedule an appointment with Dr. Pérez, because she became my lifeline, slowly guiding me back to myself. I’m not sure how I survived without her.

      The traffic moves and the green exit 3B sign appears ahead. I crane my neck and when there’s an opening, I veer right to switch lanes.

      “Well, we already know I’m right.” Her gravelly chuckle streams through the speakers. “Now that you’re single again, you gonna go on that date with the lawyer from César’s firm?”

      As a federal public defender, Nikki met her husband César when he was working in the same office. He’s since left and works at one of the biggest entertainment law firms in Miami.

      The car rolls down the exit ramp, finally getting me moving again. I just might be on time. “Definitely not! Girl, the ink isn’t even dry, and you already want me hooking up? I’m not ready for that yet.”

      “You’re definitely ready! You’ve been on your own for more than two years. It’s time! Besides, I’m not saying you need to get serious—just dress up, have someone whisper sweet things to you, look at you like they want to eat you up, and maybe actually eat you up!” she jokes. “Did I mention he’s a hottie? If I weren’t married, I might date him, but since I can’t, I can live vicariously through you.”

      “We’ll see. Let me get through this morning and I’ll let you know.” The courthouse appears up ahead, and I scan the street for parking. It’s lined with vehicles all the way down the block, so I pull into the garage. “Need to park. Call you when it’s over.”

      “I’ll be waiting.” I know her bubbly voice is meant to cheer me up, but it’s falling short today.
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        * * *

      

      As I approach the entry to the courthouse, I hesitate, peeking up at the imposing structure. I’ve walked through these doors thousands of times, but today, it seems to loom extra-large, a tower of glass and steel engulfing me in its shadows. Before entering, I pause to glance at my reflection in the glass to my left. I chose to wear my red power suit with the A-line skirt falling at my knees. The one Victor said I should never wear for court appearances because red is too bold a color. The one that exudes confidence, like wearing invisible armor. You can do this, I remind myself, striding through the front entrance.

      People meander in the foyer outside the courtrooms, fidgeting with their hands, whispering to their neighbor, or scrolling on their phone to seek distraction. Usually when I’m here, I’m discussing the upcoming appearance with my client or attempting to relax them by informing them of what to expect. But today feels like my first time. My nerves are frazzled, despite knowing this uncontested final hearing should take less than five minutes once we’re in front of the judge. My eyes scan the area, looking for Victor or my lawyer. Finding neither, I tug my jacket sleeve up to glance at my watch.

      The seats at the far end, near Courtroom C, remain empty and I toss my bag on one seat and sit, grabbing my phone to check emails.

      “Hey, Rocky.”

      Even after everything, Victor’s voice still caresses me and my skin tingles. He’s sporting a cocky grin as he lowers himself next to me, too close for comfort. He’s let his hair grow out, the light brown strands curling behind his ears, just like I loved. My back straightens, and I pull my legs closer together.

      “What do you want?” The weight of his stare digs at my skin. He’s wearing a navy suit with a white shirt and that damn lavender tie—the one I bought him after passing the bar exam. What a jerk! Wearing that tie, today of all days.

      “Good morning to you, too,” he retorts, his thin lips smirking. His hand lands on my bare knee and gives a light squeeze.

      My belly flutters at his musky scent, and part of me wants to reciprocate what he’s offering. Why does his touch still ignite desire? But I know better than to let him lure me in. Turning to meet his pale blue-gray eyes, I hold his gaze and shove his hand from my knee. “Good morning. Now, what do you want?”

      “I’m trying here, Rocky. I even wore your favorite tie.” He grasps the bottom of the lavender fabric, giving it a tug. “I want to know how you’re doing.” His voice softens, and he shimmies closer to me, the woodsy scent of his cologne tickling my nose. He hasn’t shaved in a couple days, and a memory of his scruffy beard scraping the sensitive skin of my inner thighs invades my thoughts. Heat pulses through me. Why does he still affect me this way? I’m so mad at my traitorous body.

      “You’re such an asshole!” I lift my chin defiantly.

      “Rocky, good morning.” Silvia, my lawyer, interrupts us, and I could not be happier about the intrusion. She always looks so sharp with her sleek, chin-length bob and large, black-rimmed glasses.

      “Good morning.” I rise, lean in and kiss her, cheek to cheek. With my tote bag in hand, I follow Silvia to one of the rooms along the wall so we have some privacy, the weight of Victor’s eyes on me as I put distance between us.

      Thank god Silvia and I met several years ago at a work conference we both attended. As divorce lawyers new to family law practice, we became fast friends who often discussed the legal issues of our cases. Our love for the law grew into a friendship where we bonded over spicy romance novels. When it was time to file for divorce, she was the one I wanted holding my hand.

      She takes a seat and pulls her iPad out. “You okay?”

      “I will be. I wasn’t sure how I’d handle seeing him again after so long. Apparently, my body is a traitor because having him so close got me all flustered.” I shake my head and sit across from her. Her hand stretches and grasps mine.

      “This too shall pass. You know how these final hearings go. Finality makes people feel out of sorts and brings all the emotions back up. Makes old wounds feel fresh.” She squeezes my hand, and I nod in agreement. Logically, I understand—I’ve given this speech countless times. But somehow, being on this side of the pep talk makes all my professional wisdom fall flat. “Anyway, I know you’re familiar with the process, but anything you want to review before we go in?”

      I shake my head. “I’m good, I just want it done. I’m horrified that I have to face the judge and her staff as a soon-to-be divorcée instead of the lawyer.”

      Silvia shakes her head. “Don’t be. Half the judges in this courthouse have been divorced and they know all too well how it goes. It has no bearing on you as a lawyer and won’t affect you. You’re overthinking it.”

      “You’re probably right, even if it doesn’t settle my nerves right now.”

      “Aguirre v. Aguirre,” the bailiff calls out. I follow Silvia out and into the courtroom. Inside, the judge is already on the bench, her clerk sitting to her right. Victor and his lawyer are settling in at the respondent’s table.

      “Good morning, Your Honor,” I greet the judge as I pull the chair out at petitioner’s table, then hang my tote on the back of the chair. As I glance around, the courtroom appears larger than it usually does, the judge’s bench intimidating me in a way it never has.

      “Good morning, Your Honor,” Silvia says. She turns to Victor’s lawyer and extends her hand out. “Silvia Maria Gonzalez, pleasure to finally meet you in person.” Although this divorce proceeding has been dragging out for almost two years, it wasn’t until Victor hired his current lawyer that we were able to settle. Silvia was able to pull it off through extensive back-and-forth emails and lengthy phone calls.

      It's not that we had significant assets, but we did have our home and two other properties we owned together, as well as our retirement accounts, bank accounts, and a few other investment accounts. I wanted everything evenly split and to make a clean break. But Victor was being obstinate and unreasonable. Knowing Victor, he was probably fired by his first lawyer because of his inability to listen to reason.

      “It’s good to see everyone this morning,” the judge responds.

      The clerk calls the case, and the lawyers inform the judge of our settlement. The judge begins the colloquy to inquire about the agreement, if we’re satisfied with it, and whether it was signed voluntarily. She then turns her head toward me. “Are you requesting the court restore your name to Rocío Fontana?”

      “Yes, Your Honor,” I respond, looking toward the judge but staring at the letters carved on the wall behind her, We who labor here seek only truth.

      With a few final formalities, it’s done. Yet everything is the same. Disappointment bubbles where excitement should be brewing. Disappointment at the finality of crushed hopes and dreams making way for a new path I never wanted to travel. “Thank you, Ms. Fontana and Mr. Aguirre. You’ve both been restored to the status of single.”
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      Xavier

      The elevator up to the fortieth floor is making all the stops today. I adjust my baseball cap to sit lower over my sunglasses, grateful they’re hiding my eyes. Usually, I don’t mind being recognized, but today, anonymity is where it’s at. Didn’t get much sleep last night after a late night out. I had totally forgotten I had to meet my sister today until I saw her text message this morning.

      My older sister is a partner at the law firm that occupies an entire floor of the Miami Tower and is the most prominent entertainment law firm in the city. Three years ago, she transferred from their LA office to Miami because there was a higher probability of making partner here than in Southern California. She all but told me to come into the office to sign some contracts and meet with one of the attorneys she works with.

      Xiomary is six years older than me. Although we have the same mother, we have different fathers. Her dad was never in the picture and mine raised her as his own. After they both died when I was twelve, we went to live with our grandmother in Puerto Rico. We never wanted to go, but there was no alternative, because my abuela moving to the suburbs of Boston was out of the question. Instead, we moved in with her to the house where my father grew up.

      When the elevator finally reaches the lobby, I stride across it to greet the receptionist while flipping my cap around. “Hello, Daniela. Is my sister in her office?” I lean against the desk, removing my sunglasses.

      “Hi, Xavier.” Her green eyes light up. She stands and quickly circles around, leaning in to kiss me, cheek to cheek. “Mary is still in a meeting and running late. She told me to have you wait in her office. How are you?” Her hand brushes my upper arm.

      Mary. How I hate when she uses that name. I remember the first time I heard someone call her Mary, I was so confused. We still lived in Boston and were at the mall when a boy called her over. Although I’m younger, I was acting territorial because a boy was messing with my sister. I rushed up to him shouting, her name isn’t Mary, it’s Xiomary! In the moment, she yelled at me and dragged me away. But later, she screamed at me again and forbade me from calling her Xiomary unless we were at home because no one could pronounce it, and she was embarrassed about people’s constant questions surrounding the spelling, pronunciation, and meaning of her name.

      “Ahí, you know how it goes. Keeping busy. How are you?” A smile spreads across Daniela’s face, deepening the dimples on each side of her mouth. I don’t visit Xiomary’s office often, but the times I have, Daniela has always been subtly flirtatious, with her soft words and lingering glances. She’s a beautiful girl with blonde curls cascading down her back, but not my type.

      “I’m well, thank you for asking.” She tucks her hair behind her ears. “It’s good to see you again. It’s been a while since you’ve been here.” She turns on her heel. “Mary has a new office, follow me.”

      Daniela struts down the hall to our left, as I fall in step alongside her. Once we arrive at the door, she steps aside to let me enter. Xiomary’s new office, which is now in the back corner, is twice the size of the last one she occupied. Makes sense that after becoming a named law firm partner she’d get a bigger office. “Thank you, Daniela.”

      “My pleasure. If you’re thirsty, she has a small fridge”—she points to the wall behind me—“over there.”

      Daniela leaves and I stroll over to the floor-to-ceiling windows with the views looking south, the jagged peaks of the downtown Miami skyscrapers dominating my view, and the Rickenbacker Causeway Bridge off in the distance. “Check out my sister in this office,” I mutter under my breath.

      I kick back on her leather couch along the left wall and slide my phone from the left breast pocket of my jean jacket. I’ll catch up on emails and text messages while I wait for Xiomary. There are a few emails from my manager in my inbox with subject lines related to the tour we’re planning—I’ll read those later when I’m back home and have time to consider. There’s another email from the design team at Pulso Urbano, who I’m working with for tour merch. Pulso Urbano is the streetwear brand of designer Renzo Nova, a Nuyorican who’s made headlines with his edgy menswear in the past few New York Fashion Weeks. We recently signed a contract for exclusive designs for each city on the tour and are waiting for mockups. I skim the email, but when I see Maritza, my assistant, has already responded, I close it out.

      “Hey, chiqui,” Xiomary says as she strolls into her office, her long silky hair pulled back in a ponytail. For as long as I can remember, she’s called me chiqui, short for chiquitito, because I’m her younger brother. She stopped growing at five foot seven, while I grew to six foot three. It got weird when I outgrew her at fifteen, but it’s grown on me. Now, she only uses my given name when introducing me to people, or when she’s furious at me.

      “What up, sis?” I place the phone on the end table and rise, wrapping her in a hug and kissing her on the cheek. She’s identical to our mother with her high cheek bones, dark brown eyes, and thin lips. “I’m digging your new office. Look at you, making boss moves!”

      She sits on the couch to my left. “You know me, always hustling.” Xiomary has always been driven. She graduated at the top of her class in high school and in college. When she finished in the top ten in her class at law school, she was angry with herself because she let the top spot slip away. Xiomary is always working on something, searching for the next talent to sign, or project to create.

      “You made partner and you ain’t even forty yet!”

      “You played a role in that, too. Since your comeback, you’ve sent me tons of new clients. That client portfolio is worth a pretty penny.”

      Several years ago, while driving home with a buddy of mine, he lost control of the car after someone rear-ended us, causing us to slam into the guardrail along the highway. The accident left me severely injured with several broken ribs, a broken shoulder, arm, and hand. But the physical trauma was only the beginning. The trickle effect of the accident was devastating and took a toll on me and my music career. Painkillers started as a way to ease my pain but quickly consumed me. I was on the brink of ruin while chasing my next high—putting off my family, friends, and music for pretty little Percocet pills that were, and are, my arch-nemesis—all while under the Latin media’s watchful eye. Those vultures circled overhead, eager to document every stumble, every fall. I’ve been working my ass off for the past two years to get my shit back together.

      “I trust no one more than you, sis.” The vibrating on the table behind me interrupts our conversation, and I reach for my phone. “Dímelo.”

      “Hey, Flaco.”

      “What’s up, Roly? I’m here with Xiomary to sign the designer contracts.”

      “Yeah, I saw her email. That’s gonna be an incredible gig. He’s the IT designer right now.”

      Rolando has been my manager since the beginning of my career. I was a young kid up and coming to the reggaeton scene, wide-eyed and raw with potential, and he was well known in Puerto Rico for backing several notable artists who helped make the Latin and Caribbean hip-hop rhythm and beats part of the mainstream music scene. He continued to support me even when I was spiraling, lost in a haze of pills and self-destruction. Roly’s not just my manager, he’s family.

      “Anyway, I won’t keep you,” Roly adds. “Tengo que cancelar dinner tonight. Nina’s car broke down and she needs me to help her. Sorry, man.”

      “You’re straight. Don’t worry about it. Take care of your kid and we’ll catch up mañana.”

      “Roly is bailing on dinner,” I tell Xiomary. “It’ll just be us, lucky you.” I wink.

      “Between our schedules, it’s been a minute since we’ve had time to just sit and catch up, so it works out perfectly. Anyway, let’s talk about what I needed you to come in for. First, I need you to sign the contract for the luxury watch designer from Brazil. We finalized the details and all that’s left is your signature.”

      Since getting clean, I’ve had to decide in what direction to take my career. I love writing music and singing, but performing and traveling is exhausting. I intend to tour a few more times, but at some point, I’ll want to scale back. Together with Roly and Xiomary, we discussed ways to diversify my income, and brand partnerships were the next step.

      “What, no electronic signature this time? Dragging me into the stone age, sis?” I sit back, stretching my arms out along the back of the couch. She rolls her eyes, but I catch the hint of amusement.

      “No, they want wet ink signatures for whatever reason. I’ll have them ready for you to sign before you leave. The other thing is, one of the partners here at the firm signed Roxana Gatani and⁠—”

      “What?!”

      Xiomary’s eyes widen.

      “Sorry to interrupt you, but you signed La Gata? When?”

      Roxana Gatani, who goes by the stage name La Gata, is one of the biggest Latin pop stars right now. She’s been singing for several years but really jetted to the top of the Latin charts two years ago, when one of her songs hit number one. After that, she started collaborating with various artists. Early last year, when I was doing smaller shows in Latin America, I met one of her producers, who recommended we meet. He had this glint in his eye, like he’d just struck gold. “I’ve got a song,” he’d said. “Perfect for you and La Gata.”

      Boy was he right. It was like catching lightning in a bottle. “Sombra Fiel” catapulted to number one in the Latin charts and held that spot for numerous weeks before finding itself in the top ten, where it’s been sitting ever since. I was ecstatic because I was in the process of rebuilding my music persona, and it was just what I needed to get back in the game. For me, it was more than just a hit, it was redemption.

      “Well, I didn’t sign her. Another attorney signed her about three weeks ago.”

      “I didn’t know she needed a new lawyer, or I would’ve connected you.”

      “I forgive you.” Her right hand smacks my thigh. “Roxana is releasing a new album, and the label is kicking off the promo tour here in Miami.” Roxana was signed as a Ficha Mundial Latin Entertainment artist when I was getting clean and putting my life back together. “Since you released a song together, she wants you to make a surprise appearance during the event. I told her lawyer you’d do it, but then I realized maybe you’re not available.” She lifts her shoulders in uncertainty.

      “I don’t have much going on in the coming weeks. What day is it?”

      “March 16.”

      I confirm the date on my calendar. “I’m in.”

      Xiomary stands and starts exiting her office. “Come on, let’s go meet her lawyer.”

      “Why?”

      She stops and glares at me. “Really, chiqui? He asked to meet you while you’re here.” She shakes her head and turns back to walk out the door. “Let’s go.” I rise and follow my sister into the hall and make the short walk two offices over. The door is open, but she raps on it before walking inside. “Hi, César.” She halts and turns. “This is my brother, Xavier.”

      A dark-haired man sits behind the sleek mahogany desk, his suit jacket hanging on the back of the chair. He stands, moving with the same easy confidence my sister does when negotiating on my behalf, and juts his hand out. “César Molina. Pleasure to meet you.”

      I extend my arm to meet his hand with mine. “Xavier Delgado. Nice to meet you as well.”

      “Your sister is always talking about you and how proud she is. Happy to finally put a name to the face.”

      My sister wraps her arm around me and rests her head on my shoulder. The gesture is familiar, so comforting, it takes me back to our childhood days. “I’m extremely proud of everything he’s accomplished, and what he still has yet to achieve.”

      My arms encircle her as a warmth spreads across my chest, because she’s still proud of me despite my past with drug addiction. “Thanks, sis.” We separate and each take a seat in the chairs across from César.

      “As Mary probably already told you,” César says, “Roxana’s performing here in Miami in about three weeks. When she was in the office a few weeks ago and met your sister, one thing led to another, and the connection was made that you’re Mary’s brother. Roxana immediately asked if you’d make a surprise guest appearance at her concert. Your sister tentatively said yes, so we’re hoping you’ll make it official.”

      When I was rebuilding myself and Roxana wanted to collaborate, it was unexpected because many big-named artists ignored me or tried to distance themselves. I’m eternally grateful and forever in her debt.

      “Absolutely. Xiomary already cleared the date with me. I’d be happy to. Looking forward to seeing Roxana again.” The chemistry we had performing “Sombra Fiel” in the studio was electric. I can only imagine when we’re live at the stadium, it’s going to be explosive.

      “That collab of yours was something else.” César leans back in his chair. “It’s been dominating the Latin charts for months, so it makes sense for you to make the appearance.”

      “We haven’t performed it live yet. This will be the first time,” I chime in.

      “I hadn’t realized, even better. The crowd is gonna go wild!” His grin stretches from ear to ear.

      “The crowd always goes wild when he’s on the stage,” my sister adds while glancing over at me. “They love him.”

      Having Xiomary’s support means everything. She’s the only family I have left since abuela passed away. When I was at rock bottom strung out on pills, I was ashamed at how much I’d let her down. Despite all of her studies, she always made it a point to be present, even if it meant via video call. There was never a day we didn’t see each other or speak. We’d do homework or just chat, catch up on life’s happenings. She’s my older sister, but she mothered me in our mother’s absence.

      “When does Roxana arrive in Miami?” I inquire, looking between César and my sister.

      “She’ll be here four or five days before the show,” César responds. “No exact date yet.”

      “I’ll reach out to her to coordinate and discuss what she has in mind for the performance.”

      “Great. I’ll work on the documents we need and send them to Mary to review. You’ll be able to e-sign them. That way, you won’t have to come back into the office.”

      Xiomary is standing, and I join her. “Good meeting you, César. Thank you.”

      “Likewise, Xavier.” My sister is already in the hall when I exit César’s office.

      Once back in Xiomary’s office, I settle into the chair across from hers. “He seems like a nice guy. Have you known him long?”

      “Just since transferring to the Miami office. He’s friendly.” My sister is sitting behind her desk, clicking away at something on the computer. “I’m printing the contracts.” She glances at her watch. “I have a meeting in forty-five minutes.”

      Her stomach growls.

      “Always working so much and taking care of others but never yourself? You haven’t even eaten yet! Let me go get you some lunch.”

      She pulls the sheets of paper from her printer and spreads them across her desk. “I forget a lot of things; eating isn’t one of them. I had Katia order sushi. It got here a few minutes ago.”

      When Xiomary joined this firm, she insisted on Katia being part of the package. Katia is my sister’s legal and personal assistant and their loyalty to one another runs deep. Katia even moved to Miami when my sister transferred.

      I sign the last page of the contracts and slide them across the desk. “Do you want me to pick you up for dinner later?”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “I have a late meeting, so I’ll drive over. There’s valet parking. I’m not worried about it.”

      “Dale. Eight thirty at Bistro Danzón.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rocío

      Victor left the courtroom together with his lawyer. I wanted to avoid him, so I stayed behind chatting with Silvia for approximately half an hour before she had to attend another hearing. I’m hoping it was enough time, but as soon as I exit the building, he’s leaning against the wall, waiting for me.

      “What do you want, Victor?” I ask as I scurry past him.

      He’s alongside me as we stride toward the garage. “I just want to…I don’t know…see you, talk for a minute.”

      I halt and turn to face him. His eyes are soft, a smirk gracing his beautiful face. Smug bastard! “Talk? Really? We’re way past talking!” I turn on my heel and continue my stride.

      He grasps my wrist, pulling me toward him. “Rocky, I’m sorry. Truly, for everything. I⁠—”

      My lips purse as I glare down at him. When we first started dating, the one thing about Victor that made me hesitate was his height. Although he’s tall at five foot nine, next to my six-foot stature, he’s short. But his charm and wit won me over, and I convinced myself that height didn’t matter. Instead, I chose to focus on his other qualities.

      “Your sense of entitlement is something else.” I yank my hand back, shake my head, and turn. I continue toward the garage, the entrance just across the street, but he’s still keeping pace to my right. “We’re done, it’s done. Just”—I stop and face him again, my heart racing a mile a minute—“we’re done!” There are so many things I want to say but choose to swallow my words because we’ve already been through all of them, and the outcome won’t change. My energy needs to be focused on my future, and Victor is my past. “Goodbye, Victor.”

      When I see there are no cars, I cross the street and push the elevator button repeatedly, because, you know, pushing it over and over makes the elevator arrive faster. The signal dings the lift’s arrival, and I scurry inside, press the 3 button followed by the closing arrows button, willing the doors to close.

      Once inside my car, I exhale while tightening my grip on the steering wheel. My heart thumps in my chest and crawls up my throat. That was everything I expected and so overwhelming at the same time. Being so close to Victor affected me in ways I thought I’d moved past. Beneath the anger bubbling at the surface, my belly stirred when his scent tickled my nose, reminding me of how much love I felt for this man and how much I missed the days when my heart burst with excitement each time he was near me. I suppose loving him for so many years makes it harder for me to shake him off, regardless of his indiscretions. Thankfully, I have a session with Dr. Pérez early next week. I’ll need help to untangle this Victor-sized emotional knot in my stomach.

      At the time we scheduled the hearing, Silvia recommended taking the entire day off, anticipating my emotions would be all over the place. Since it’s a Friday, it will give me a three-day weekend, allowing me time to process and recoup. At the time, I thought she was being extra. Now, I’m glad I heeded her advice—advice I’m adding to my toolbox for my clients.

      “You’ve both been restored to the status of single.”

      The judge’s words weren’t as satisfying as I expected they’d be. Reclaiming my maiden name should’ve filled me with optimism for the fresh start that lies ahead, but it barely registered as the judge voiced the words I’d hoped would spark joy. Instead, disappointment flooded me, and with remnants of memories and shared dreams in my mind, pain squeezes my heart.
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        * * *

      

      “Buenos días, Pedro.” I wave to the concierge manning the desk in the lobby of my building, his familiar face a small comfort today. When I moved out, I needed a change and to be as far from South Miami as I could, while still being close enough to my office and the Miami courthouses. I rented a two-bedroom apartment in a high rise building on Collins Avenue in the middle-beach area of Miami Beach, mostly because I wanted security to prevent Victor from coming around, but also because I wanted to be near the ocean.

      I used to love the beach, and the first few months after moving to Miami, I’d go regularly. Once Victor and I were an item, those beach trips dwindled because he wasn’t into it. He’d easily convinced me that we needed to study and didn’t have time to waste lying in the sand. At the time I didn’t care. Looking back, I realize I lost so much of myself in him and in our relationship.

      “Buenos días, Señorita Rocío,” Pedro responds. Since the day I moved in, his kindness and the softness of his words are always welcome, like an embrace de mi abuelo Juan, whose arms I’d run into as a child growing up each time I visited my grandparents’ home.

      Inside my apartment, I toss my pockabook on the kitchen counter, kick my shoes off, and plop myself on the white modular couch, which sits along the wall of the open living space. When I saw this apartment, it was the stark opposite of the large four-bedroom house I shared with Victor. The cozy space with white walls and ceilings was sterile and screaming for personality. But I let the living room sit empty for nearly a year, the blinding white a reminder of the clean slate that was thrown at me. One I hadn’t been ready to face, until I came across a print at a local art shop on Las Olas Boulevard.

      The woman in the print, titled “She Became Herself with Tears,” called to me as she shed a lone tear, except her dress is entirely made of tear drops. Her head is tilted back, facing the sun, ready to receive warmth and light. When I saw her, I knew that I was also ready to radiate as I once did. She reminds me that despite the rainstorm of tears I’ve lived in for the past few years, I’m here persevering. That I survived the storm. As I contemplate the portrait, I’m gazing at it with a new perspective. There is nothing left officially tying me to Victor, and life from here on out will no longer include navigating divorce proceedings.

      I grab my phone to call my father. “Hola, Roo.” He answers on the first ring as if he’s been waiting for my call.  My entire life, my father has always called me Roo. It’s his special name for me, so I don’t like anyone else using it.

      “Hola, Papi. It’s done.” I rest my head back.

      When I was nearing my law school graduation, my parents moved from Boston to South Florida, since my father had retired. For years, they talked about moving to Florida when my father hit retirement age, and when they learned I would be staying in Miami, they took advantage and made the move. Although they don’t live in Miami proper, they’re not far from here. Their quiet neighborhood in Pembroke Pines, about forty minutes from me, is home to several of their friends from Argentina.

      “¿Como te sentís?” he inquires.

      How do I feel? Emotional after finalizing the divorce. It still stings, and I hate that Victor still drums up these emotions. “Okay, I guess. I thought making it official would somehow change things, but no such luck. Today I’m numb just like every other day.”

      “Dale tiempo, que el tiempo cura todas las heridas.” His voice is gentle.

      Ah, time cures all wounds. How cliché. “I mean, it ended over two years ago. How much more time needs to pass?”

      “Soon, hija. You can’t put a deadline on your feelings. You and Victor estuvieron juntos muchos años, and all those years filled with memories and emotions don’t just disappear. One day, you’ll wake up and feel better. You’ll see.” He pauses. “Did you call your mother?”

      My mother is the last person I want to talk to right now. She’s so good at passing judgment, criticizing me, and doing all the right things to push my buttons. “No, you can tell her. I’m not really in the mood para escuchar her judgment today.” I can already hear the outrage in her voice because her daughter is divorced, asking about reconciliation, questioning how I’ll survive. God forbid I’m forty-one and single, what an outrage. It doesn’t matter that I’m a lawyer and law firm owner, my mother still measures me and my success by the man whose bed I share.

      “She means well, you know how she is.” I can picture my father rubbing the back of his neck, tugging on the hairs at the nape. My parents have been married for nearly fifty years, and for all of them, he’s been a patient man. Some days, I’m not sure how he does it.

      “Yeah, I do, but I’m still not calling her.” I’m closer to my father than my mother, as are my two sisters. He’s much easier to talk to. When I told my parents I was filing for divorce, my mother was devastated—told me Victor “es un chico bueno” who just made a mistake, and I should be able to forgive his indiscretions and stay married because nobody is perfect. She spent a good part of the conversation that day trying to convince me to not file for divorce and stay with my husband. As with many of our conversations, it ended with me leaving frustrated and annoyed at her canny ability to question my decisions and her staunch inability to accept my choices.

      “Ay, Roo, she loves you. Besides, she’s not going to change now that she’s almost seventy-five years old.”

      I chuckle because, even if she were years younger, she wouldn’t change. She’s stubborn and set in her ways. “Please just tell her I called y que nos vemos mañana.” I try to spend time with my parents every Saturday, if I’m in town. Although my mother and I have a convoluted relationship, they’re still my parents and my father serves as a buffer for us to have easier conversations. Besides, they’d never forgive me if I stopped seeing them regularly, and I’d never forgive myself if something were to happen to them.

      “Listo, I’ll tell her when she gets home from the market.”

      “Okay, Papi, I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m going to the gym and maybe catch up on some emails.”

      “Bueno, Roo. Te quiero.”

      “Love you, too.” The call ends, and I drop my phone on the couch.

      Frazzled thoughts swirl, and I push myself up and cross the living room toward my bedroom. I need to shake off these erratic feelings. Maybe hitting the gym will do the trick.
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        * * *

      

      After a grueling forty-five minutes on the stair machine and a shower, I’m prepping some lunch when my phone rings, alerting me to a call from the lobby.

      “Hello.”

      “Hola, señorita. This is Pedro. There is a delivery for you, someone from Beach Flowers. Should I send them up?” Flowers? Who the heck would send me flowers? And on the day I got divorced? It has to be Nikki. She’s the type to send me a congratulatory bouquet.

      “Yes, please. Thank you, Pedro.”

      The young woman at the door hands me a vase full of red roses and blue irises arranged with purple statice—the same flowers that adorned the guest tables as centerpieces at mine and Victor’s wedding—and I instantly know Nikki didn’t send them.

      “Thank you, miss.” I hand her some folded bills and close the door behind her. The small envelope on the plastic holder reads my name in Victor’s handwriting and my nostrils flare.

      Rocky, I’m sorry. I really fucked up. Hope one day you can forgive me for all the damage I caused. You’ll always be my girl. — Love, Vic

      Tears stream down my cheeks, and anger bubbles in the pit of my stomach. “Fuck you, Victor!” I shout. I toss the card on the counter, grab my phone, and go out to my balcony to get some fresh air, hoping the salty ocean air will help calm the storm that’s churning inside. My apartment is on the tenth floor of the building and has expansive views of Miami Beach. The sparkling turquoise water is usually calm and inviting, but today, it does nothing to tame my turbulent emotions.

      Sending flowers is such a Victor move—selfish and without regard for how receiving them will affect me. There’s a small part tucked away at the back of my heart that wants to call him, hear what he has to say, believe maybe this time it could be different. But my head knows better than to allow Hurricane Victor to pull me into the intensity of his emotions.

      In the last few years of our relationship, Victor became a master of chaos. He’d claim to be “at work” late or on weekends, leaving me to fend for myself at our social engagements. Plans would be canceled at the last minute, always with work as the convenient scapegoat. There were times his daughter was with me, let down by another one of her father’s broken promises. It started happening so often that we would argue about it, and eventually everything else. It wasn’t until I moved out that I learned it was all a farce. He’d create cover stories or start arguments unnecessarily to cover his tracks. Cunning and deceit at its finest.

      My ringing phone breaks through my thoughts, Nikki’s name scrolling across the screen.

      “Hey.” I answer the call on speaker.

      “Your phone shows you’re already at home, but you didn’t call me after court. How’d it go? We still going out to celebrate later?”

      In our early law school days, Nikki and I started sharing locations with each other as a safety precaution. We became accustomed to it and with the perils that sometimes accompany practicing law, we continued using it.

      “Yes, we’re still on for dinner. As for the hearing, the actual court part with the judge was easy. Being in the same space as Victor is another story.” I shake my head.

      “What did he do now?”

      I recap the day’s encounters with Victor, including his most recent intrusion that’s sitting on my kitchen counter. “I just don’t understand how he keeps going. We’re finally divorced. It’s done, there’s no going back. Why can’t he just accept it?”

      “You’re not really surprised by any of his actions, are you? You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to him. It wasn’t until he got caught with his dick in his hands that it hit him. Now that you’re gone, he’s realizing how he fucked himself.”

      “I am pretty incredible.” It’s taken me almost two years of therapy to be able to voice that out loud.

      “Damn straight and don’t you ever forget it! So, now that you’re Ms. Fontana again, can I set you up with Rodrigo from César’s office?”

      “You’re really pushing this, aren’t you?” I shift in my seat, pulling my legs up onto the chair.

      “I mean, I just want you to go out with someone, have fun. Let him wine and dine you. But I also don’t want you to go out with a psychopath. Since I’ve met him, I know he’s a nice guy who’s laid back, which is why I’m pushing for it. This way, your first time back out in the dating pool will be a chill experience. Like I said, it doesn’t have to be serious. Set your boundaries from the beginning and have fun.”

      My left index finger starts drawing circles on my thigh as I contemplate Nikki’s words. Of course, I know what she’s saying is true, but my heart isn’t ready for any of it. “I haven’t been on a date since I met Victor. I don’t even know what to do anymore.”

      “Dating is dating, and right now, it’s nothing serious. Just go out for drinks, or dinner, and be yourself. Maybe have sex after a few drinks.”

      She’s not wrong, and the thought of actual sex is pretty enticing.

      “I could stand to get laid. Don’t get me wrong, I love my toys, but I really miss some old-fashioned dick!”

      “So that’s a yes? I can tell him to call you?”

      “Fine. Give him my number.”

      Nikki squeals with delight. “YES! It’s about time you say yes to me.”

      “Don’t get too excited. Just because I agreed for him to have my number doesn’t mean it’ll go anywhere. Seriously, no promises!”

      “Doesn’t matter. Saying yes means your mind is open to whatever the future holds, and that’s what matters to me.”

      I glance at my watch. “What time are we meeting for dinner tonight?”

      “Our rezzie is at eight thirty.”

      “Is Alondra still coming? I haven’t spoken to her yet.”

      I met Alondra through Nikki because they’ve been friends since their high school days. During one of our law school study sessions at Nikki’s house, Alondra joined us because she was working on her master’s degree in accounting. Our friendship built from there, with me slowly integrating into their already established relationship.

      “Yes, she’s picking me up, and we’ll meet you at Bistro Danzón.”
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      Rocío

      Bistro Danzón is located in the Brickell neighborhood of Miami, and I decide to take an Uber, knowing Nikki and Alondra will insist on sipping champagne to celebrate my reclaimed single status. After a couple of hours with those two, I’ll be in no shape to drive home.

      Once inside the car, I shoot them a quick text in our group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I’m OMW.

      

      

      

      

      

      Alondra responds almost immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Alondra

      

      
        OK, see you soon. We have a table past the bar.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nikki

      

      
        Hope you wore dancing shoes.

      

      

      

      

      

      We’ve been wanting to have dinner at Bistro Danzón since it opened late last year. It’s a bougie Latin fusion restaurant with a dance floor and live music several nights a week. Reservations have to be made weeks in advance. Once I had my final hearing date, I gave it to Nikki so she could secure us a table.

      “Thank you,” I say to the Uber driver when he pulls up to the restaurant. Valet attendants assist drivers leaving their vehicles, and a doorman holds open the heavy mahogany door. Inside the lobby, people mill around. The hostess stand is in the center of the foyer area, the expansive dining room filled with round wooden tables throughout and numerous blown glass chandeliers hanging from the vaulted ceilings. The stage is to the back left of the restaurant with a small dance floor, which is visible from every table in the house. I spot the bar along the right wall and slip through the crowd in search of my friends.

      I find Alondra, who’s wearing a terracotta red halter with a twist top, her pixie cut with dark blonde bangs styled to the side. She has piercing blue eyes and the tiniest nose ring that shimmers when the light hits it.

      “You’re here!” Alondra shrieks, pushing her chair back and embracing me. Her arms are tight around me, and I return her affection, allowing myself to feel comforted and supported. “Hello, Ms. Fontana! How’s it feel to be single again?” she asks as we separate.

      I turn toward Nikki while leaning in to kiss her hello. “Hi, Nikki,” I say.

      Nikki has dark curls that belong in one of those curl product ads—healthy, bouncy ringlets of perfection. I’ve spent years trying to get my curls to look like hers, but I never get close.

      “You’re just in time. I already ordered the bottle of champagne to toast your newfound freedom,” Nikki responds.

      “Freedom I was forced into,” I retort, shaking my head as I look back at Alondra. “I’m okay. It hasn’t quite hit me that I’m single again.”

      “You’ve been single since the day you moved out. Today was just a formality. You’ll come around. I’ve never been married but did go through that nasty breakup with David a few years ago. I know, not the same, but ugly nonetheless.”

      A few years after meeting Alondra, she got engaged to a guy named David, who she’d met at the accounting firm they worked at. She was a staff accountant, and he was the CFO of the company. She was pregnant and making plans to get married, but she called it off when she found out he wasn’t the man she thought he was. Turns out he was a fraudster, because the FBI knocked on her door early one morning and turned their house upside down. His double life was exposed—he’d been skimming the books of their employer to the tune of millions of dollars. He’s currently serving a ten-year sentence while she raises their daughter as a single mom.

      “Enough talk about exes,” Nikki interrupts. “Let’s get ready to toast because here comes our waitress.” I take a seat with my back to the bar, across from Alondra. When I look to the left, a young woman with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail is carrying three champagne flutes with a yellow labeled bottle of champagne. We all watch as she pulls the foil off the top and tilts the bottle, anticipating the festive popping sound of the cork. Instead, it’s a soft popping sound followed by a hiss of escaping bubbles.

      “Well, that was anticlimactic,” says Alondra.

      “Right?” adds Nikki. “We were hoping for the loud popping sound.”

      “Yeah, we’re encouraged to not do that because the tops of these bottles are unpredictable.” She stretches her arm and begins pouring the liquid into our respective glasses. “This way, we can control it more, but definitely not as fun to open,” the waitress says. She places the bottle in the ice bucket between Alondra and Nikki. “I’ll be right back.”

      We each lift our glass, meeting in the center of the table. “To you, and all the amazing things that are coming your way,” Nikki says.

      “And all the incredible sex that’s on the horizon,” Alondra adds.

      “Now that I can toast to. I haven’t had sex with anyone since Victor, and I may start shriveling up if I don’t do something about it soon!” We all drink from our glasses.

      “You’ll need to find a friend with benefits to help clear out those cobwebs,” Alondra says, smirking.

      “I might have already found one for her,” says Nikki.

      “Who? Spill, I need all the chisme!”

      “Hi again, ladies. Ready to order?” the waitress interrupts us.

      “Girls, I was thinking we can order the chef’s tasting menu because it includes appetizers and desserts,” Nikki says.

      Both Alondra and I agree, and after the waitress leaves, Alondra says, “Now, back to Rocky’s friend with benefits. Who is it?”

      “I haven’t met him yet, so it remains to be seen if I’ll get any benefits,” I say, sipping my champagne.

      “His name is Rodrigo, he’s a lawyer at César’s firm, and he is fine as fuck!” Nikki sips from her glass then turns to look at me. “Girl, you’ll finally earn the right to call yourself a cougar.”

      “Wait, what? How old is he?” My eyes widen.

      “Thirty-four.”

      “Nikki, what were you thinking? He’s practically a kid! Why would you want to set me up with someone so young?”

      “Settle down. First of all, he’s not a kid. He’s a grown ass man who’s thirty-four years old. He’s not that much younger than you. I was thinking you could have some fun with him.”

      “I’m forty-one. I can’t go out with someone seven years younger than me!” Never in a million years could I have imagined to be single after just turning forty-one.

      “Why not?” Nikki asks, as she gives me side-eye.

      Why can’t I date someone younger than me? I haven’t really thought about anything past the number.
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