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      TAKE ME is the first volume of the House of Lions Collection.

      

      It includes four books.

      

      REX  (House of Lions 1)

      

      FALLING FOR REX (House of Lions 2)

      

      SURRENDERING TO REX (House of Lions 3)

      

      FIGHTING FOR REX (House of Lions 4)

      

      These books are part of a continuous story.

      There are two more volumes in the House of Lions omnibus collection.

      The individual books are also available in the store.
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      LUNA RAE

      

      Coastal California. 

      

      Half Moon Bay. 

      

      Do you know that feeling when you drive down the highway, the sky is bright, and the air smells like freedom? 

      It feels as if life itself smiles at you.

      Frankie’s voice becomes muted in the background while I peruse the road, squeezing the wheel, wide-eyed, intoxicated with so much freedom.

      Nothing can stop us now.

      The summer is here, my grandaunt’s beach house is a reality, and soon, my best friend, Frankie, and I will be alone. 

      We’ve waited for this moment the entire school year, not because we’ve never been to Half Moon Bay, but because this is a new time in our lives and a new story that needs to be written.

      I glance at her.

      Grinning from ear to ear, she tells me stories from high school and the year we became best friends.

      I can’t focus on her, and it's not because her skin, hair, and eyes don’t beam with life, catching my attention, but because my mind is restless.

      “Pull over,” she says, pointing to a lookout area on a cliff overlooking the ocean. 

      It’s perfect for taking pictures and just soaking it all in.

      A few cars are parked over there while couples with children climb into their rides and drive away just as we pull in.

      “Oh…” Frankie says as if she’s never seen the ocean.

      I feel the same. 

      The ocean has never looked better because we’ve never felt so good.

      We snap dozens of pictures, the incense of the ocean hovering over us, a warm light gliding over the horizon as our new lives begin.

      And that’s the thing.

      Something extraordinary is about to happen. I feel it in my heart, and it makes me smile.

      “Are you cold?” I ask as she rubs her arms. 

      Her summer dress is skimpy, like mine.

      “No. It just gives me goosebumps.”

      “I know…” I say when a noise grows louder north of where we are. 

      I flick my eyes to the road.

      “What is that?” I murmur, both flicking our heads to the highway as roaring bikes enter our line of sight. 

      “Look at them,” I say, peering at the convoy slithering down the road. 

      They ride in groups of five and four, men and women. 

      I wish I could be one of them.

      Our eyes are still trained on the last two riders' backs when another gurgling sound ripples through the air.

      “More…?” she murmurs. 

      “It looks like it.”

      We count six riders, all men. 

      They slow down, turn right, and pull over while we move closer to Olivia’s car. My grandaunt’s classic convertible is a looker but nothing like their rides.

      “What are they doing?” she asks quietly as they inch closer to the railing, cut their engines, and remove their helmets. 

      “They’re waiting for someone.”

      She shifts her gaze to me.

      “How do you know?”

      “I just do,” I murmur, studying them.

      The men are a little older than us, but not by much. They are still in their twenties and good looking. They are also blatantly ignoring us.

      “Interesting…” I say.

      “What’s so interesting?”

      “Do you think they’re students like us?”

      She observes them for a moment.

      “On vacation?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “They could be. Either that or they’re unemployed.”

      We laugh. 

      She makes a good point, though. Most people are at work now.

      “Maybe they’re tourists.”

      “Riding down from San Francisco?”

      “Yeah. Why not?”

      I barely finish saying that when a thundering noise splits the air. 

      “More Harleys,” she says.

      We move our eyes to the road. 

      Three bikers roll down the highway.

      “Look at them and their shiny rides…” she murmurs. 

      I suddenly feel restless.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” I confess. 

      “Me too…” she says, although humor lines her voice. 

      We stare at them, unwavering, while the bikers turn right as well, nearing the group next to us. 

      The newcomers come to a stop, their backs turned to us, and pull off their helmets. 

      Two men and a woman. None of them dismount their bikes. 

      I lean against the car and root my eyes on them, my gaze hovering over them. 

      The woman has an armful of long hair, and even though I can’t see her face, I imagine she is pretty, and the men… 

      Well… The men can stop traffic.

      Their V-shaped backs and chiseled arms strain against their slim-fit T-shirts. Belts snake around their waists, and dark jeans hug their sculpted thighs. 

      Tall and broad-shouldered, they look similar, although the dark-haired man is slightly bigger than the blonde one. 

      I move my eyes from one to the other, my heart pitter-pattering.

      “These two are hot…” Frankie murmurs.

      “The others are good–looking, too.”

      My observation is correct, yet the two men are in a league of their own.

      The woman is friendly with all of them, and they’re all joking at one point. 

      I don’t know about Frankie, but I’m a little jealous.

      They spend a few more moments chatting before putting their helmets on and pulling away from us, heading to the highway.

      Frozen in place, we are watching them slide by us without having the chance to see their faces as they move away. 

      They have their helmets and sunglasses on and don’t even glance at us as if we’re not even here. 

      At odds with how it looks, something pulls me to them. 

      They’re long gone when Frankie touches my hand.

      “Are you okay?”

      I snap my eyes at her, grinning, trying to shake off that strange feeling.

      “Yes,” I say, more upbeat. “Let’s go. We should get there before Olivia leaves.”

      Minutes later, we pull in front of a house tucked away from the highway yet still close to the coast. 

      I climb out while she gets settled into the driver’s seat.

      “I’ll see you in a bit,” she says, waving at me before pulling away.

      Seconds later, I walk in.
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      “There are three kinds of men in the world...” Olivia says professorially, moving her eyes to me. 

      A serene expression colors her gaze, a smile tilting her lips. 

      Her hair is perfectly coiffed, her clothes impeccably pressed.

      Holding her coffee in one hand and her cell phone in the other, she tips her eyes to the screen.

      “Give me one second, please. I need to make sure Sasha has packed everything.”

      “No problem,” I murmur, leaning against the back of the sofa, my eyes pinned on her.

      She places her coffee on the table and starts typing. 

      Olivia Harmon––my grandaunt and the only family member still alive––has raised me since I was five.

      Standing in the middle of the room, she exchanges text messages with her best friend, Sasha, while I take inventory of her crisp white shirt and full red skirt. 

      Turquoise parrots move with her every time she twirls.

      “Where was I?” she says, lifting her blue-gray gaze to me. “Yes... We were talking men.” 

      Flashing a smile, she places her phone on the table and picks up her drink.

      She seems amused––more than I am, for sure.

      “The first kind of man...” she says, flicking her index finger up, counting, “does everything for you. He’s the best you can get if you’re lucky to find one.” 

      I say nothing.

      Smiling at me, she drones on. 

      “The second type,” she says, clasping a hand on her tapered waist, “expects you to do everything for him. Things might work with him, but you can never tell.”

      She takes another sip of coffee.

      “And the third kind ruins you for everybody else,” she says in a clipped voice as if running out of steam.

      I meet her eyes with a flutter of excitement. 

      Many things will happen this summer, but men are not one of them. 

      Why are we even talking about men when she’ll be on a plane heading to an exotic destination in a few short hours? 

      Italy, France, and Norway are all on her itinerary––the latest fabulous adventure she embarks on with Sasha. 

      A grin floods her eyes.

      “Let me check my makeup before she arrives,” Olivia tosses at me, collecting a small pink case from her bag and taking a seat at a table in front of the window. 

      Our eyes meet in the oval-shaped mirror sitting in front of her before she shifts her focus to her face.

      I watch her put the mascara on, paint her lips, style a few strands of hair, and check her face from every angle. 

      At sixty-nine, she looks decades younger, her lifestyle matching her zest for life.

      Content with the result, she swivels in her seat, rests an elbow on the table, and picks up her drink before gingerly taking a sip. 

      My eyes linger on the golden rim and the roses painted on the porcelain, my mind going adrift. 

      I’m going to miss her these next few weeks.

      “So, the man who gives you everything,” she murmurs, setting her drink down and picking a piece of fruit from a platter. “You can build a family with him, have a home and kids… And a good life.”

      She keeps talking, and my mind wanders away again.

      Olivia Harmon has never been married or had kids, yet she’s been a great mother to me despite winging it most of the time.

      Beneath her delicate shell lies a fighter who’s never backed down, continuing the tradition of tough women in our family.

      Lisa Harmon, her mother and also the matriarch. Angela Harmon, her sister, and my grandmother. And my mother, Rose Winter, who hadn’t had the chance to see me grow up. 

      None of the women in my family had luck with their men, not because they weren’t good men, but because they left this earth before their time. 

      The only exception was my mother, of course. 

      Her marriage ended before it began. 

      It was one of those situations where two people got married too young before knowing what married life entails, a little girl complicating their lives––especially my father’s. 

      So Rose parted ways with him, doing what she thought was best for both of us. Generations of fearless women had passed her decisiveness down before her. 

      Olivia, on the other hand, had opted against marriage. 

      She pursued her dreams of becoming a lawyer, had a successful career, built a life for herself, and never tied her existence to someone else’s. 

      She did a good job instilling her values in me too––independence, open-mindedness, and resilience. 

      ‘Follow your heart,’ she said when I was a little girl, and I’ve been doing that ever since, from excelling in school and at sports to taking up an instrument––I still play the violin when I’m alone and want to dive into a world of my own.

      She nurtured me, cultivating the best in me. 

      I followed in her footsteps, pursuing my own dreams of becoming a lawyer and building a career. 

      Still, I’m only a pre-law college student working toward my undergrad degree and looking forward to spending the summer break on the Golden Coast in Half Moon Bay, California.

      We’re far from being rich––especially here in San Mateo County, which has tabulated some of the country’s wealthiest people––but we’re doing all right. 

      She’s earned decently enough to make this cozy house our beach home starting this year. 

      Only minutes away from the shore, the place comes with a splendid view. 

      On a summer day like this, the sun glides across a bright clear sky, and the ocean sparkles in the distance. 

      I grew up in San Francisco, where Olivia and I have our primary residence, and I share a small apartment with Frankie. 

      We both go to school––she studies to become a teacher––and we’re joined at the hip, so naturally, we’ll spend the summer here while Olivia travels across Europe with her best friend.

      She’s planned this trip for a while, yet she’s postponed it until now. 

      Maybe because she’s finally convinced that I’ll be fine on my own. 

      “The man you’re doing everything for,” Olivia says, jolting me out of my head, “is tricky. He might appreciate you for who you are, but it’s a crapshoot with him, so you need to find out quickly if he’s serious about you or not.”

      I push off the back of the sofa, collect a pink macaroon from the platter, and pop it into my mouth, my eyes moving over her bronzed skin as she speaks in a mellow voice.

      “And the third kind…” 

      She pauses, a sad smile sprouting on her lips. 

      ”You already know… There is not much you can do about him,” she says in response to my quirked eyebrows.

      With that, she rises to her feet, collects her drink and the platter of refreshments, and heads outside. 

      I follow her.

      Running her hand down her skirt, she slides into a chair across from me.

      A soft breeze sweeps over the terrace, a fresh smell of petunias, begonias, and marigolds drifting from the ceramic pots.

      Blown by the wind, the napkins slide across the tabletop before Olivia scoops them up and tucks them back into the holder. 

      Sunk in thought, I muse over her words. 

      Frankly, I have no idea what she’s talking about.

      The men I know are obsessed with their phones and cars and spend hours watching porn and playing games.

      “I’m safe,” I deadpan, eyeing the mound of macaroons before picking a chocolate one from the top.

      “Are you sure you don’t want coffee?” she asks,  gesturing to her drink. 

      I shake my head.

      “Frankie will be here soon. We’re going out to eat. I’ll get one later.”

      “All right.”

      I slowly chew on the treat, enjoying the delightful flavor of dark chocolate and crunchy hazelnuts. 

      “I didn’t say you aren’t safe,” she says, shifting her focus to our topic. 

      “Most guys I know aren’t like that.” 

      She takes a sip and places the cup down.

      “That’s mostly because you’ve dealt with boys. ”

      “Some are no longer boys,” I argue. 

      She smiles.

      “Have you liked any of them?”

      Her beautifully drawn eyebrows arch slowly. 

      I shrug.

      “No. Honestly, I never thought about them. I don’t feel either way about them.”

      She gestures at me.

      “See... I wasn’t talking about them. I’m talking about the men that fate brings into your life. Those are the ones that matter.”

      I weigh her words for a second before shrugging.

      “I don’t know... I want to believe you, but you’re probably just stressed out because I’ll be by myself all these weeks.”

      A grin tugs at her lips.

      “I may be, but this is not a matter of trust. I trust you. It’s just that you don’t know what’s out there.”

      I grin self-assuredly. 

      “Nothing will happen to me. Trust me.”

      “You’ve sworn celibacy?” she murmurs.

      A pang of heat touches my cheeks, prompting me to tip my gaze to the platter and scoop up another treat to avoid her scrutiny.

      Everybody knows I didn’t want boy-related problems while going through my teenage years. 

      Frankie did it for both of us. 

      It was fun yet painful to watch, and it left scars on her and me––ironically.

      Every time some hottie broke her heart, I swore I’d never go through that painful experience myself. I knew everybody went through it at one point, but I wanted to avoid it. 

      The pain didn’t scare me. It just that it made little sense to me. 

      They say girls are more mature than boys. Maybe they are, or maybe boys refuse to grow up and hide their fickle nature a little better.

      Whatever it was, I didn’t want it. 

      Everybody insisted I should go out and meet some boys. Frankie said it would be fun––it wasn’t for her, so her argument was weak and flawed.

      Olivia said I needed to get some life experience. 

      I got the experience anyway, by picking up the pieces when Frankie got her heart crushed. 

      Mostly, I refused to think about it, and maybe that’s why I’ve never met the men Olivia’s talking about.

      “I haven’t sworn celibacy,” I retort.

      It’s true, but it’s taken out of context. 

      You don’t need to swear celibacy when you don’t have men in your life. 

      Male friends? Yes. I’ve had that occasionally.

      Men who sweet-talked me into taking my clothes off? 

      No.

      It didn’t work for me. I couldn’t buy their shit. 

      Everything was fake. They knew it, and I knew it. I didn’t want that in my life. 

      Olivia’s stare makes me uncomfortable, so I lift my eyes and hold her gaze. 

      It’s difficult to fool her. She knows that I’m lying to myself.

      “I want you to be safe. That’s why I’m telling you all this.”

      Her eyes soften, their corners crinkling with a smile. 

      “There are things in life no one can avoid. Men are one of them,” she says.

      A nervous laugh creeps up my throat.

      “What makes you think it will happen while you’re gone?” I toss at her, smiling. “You think I’ll find a hottie at the beach, fall in love, and get married before you and Sasha return?” 

      My humor de-tenses the atmosphere, making us laugh.

      She shakes her head.

      “That’s not what I had in mind.”

      “What, then?”

      She flicks her shoulders.

      “I don’t know. I’ll be away, and these things can happen in a split second.”

      “What things?”

      She centers her gaze on me, melancholy coloring her eyes.

      “You meet someone. They sweep you off your feet, and before you realize it, your life has changed forever.”

      I jerk my hand up.

      “Do you honestly believe I could lose my head over some man?”

      “I hope not.”

      Cocking my head to the side, I toss her a questioning look.

      She sighs.

      “No. I don’t,” she admits before moving her eyes away and pouring herself a glass of water.

      “All I’m saying is... You deserve a man who gives you everything. Do you know what that means?”

      Her eyes find mine.

      I tip my chin down.

      “I do, but you have nothing to fear. A lot has to happen before I find that man and lose my head over him.”
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      “It’s never happened to you,” I say, using my all-time favorite argument when her phone plays an upbeat song, alerting her to a call.

      Olivia’s index finger goes up. 

      “Give me a moment...” she says to me. “Hi, Sasha. Yes. I’m ready, darling... Mm-hmm. The car will be here in, uh... Twenty minutes? What?”

      Her smile broadens. 

      “Yes. I’m excited too.”

      She listens to her friend, her eyes moving to me.

      “I’m talking to Luna right now.”

      A few moments of silence tick by as Sasha relays something to her before they share a peal of laughter.

      “I’m trying. You know me... Okay. All right. I’m here, waiting for you.”

      She sets her phone down.

      “I can’t believe you told her about our little ‘talk’.”

      She gestures dismissively before snatching a soft pretzel from the plate and breaking it into small bits. 

      One goes into her mouth.

      “She knows I wanted to talk to you about it for a while. I don’t know why I felt this was the right moment to bring it up,” she says, chewing thoughtfully. 

      Her expression changes before she pops another one into her mouth.

      “I don’t want anything bad to happen to you,” she murmurs, lifting a melancholic gaze to me.

      “Why do you keep saying that?”

      “I don’t know. It’s just a feeling.”

      “It hasn’t happened to you, as I said before. Besides, what makes you think something bad could happen? Maybe something good is just around the corner.”

      She pops the rest of the small pretzel into her mouth and brushes the crumbs off her fingers. 

      “Okay. All right. Let’s talk straight.”

      “I thought we’ve talked straight.”

      “Right...”

      She drinks water.

      “It never happened to me because I paid attention and chose wisely,” she says.

      “You’ve never been married.”

      “I didn’t get married, not because I didn’t have suitors. Yes, I had plenty of them...” she says in response to my baffled look. “Sadly, the one who almost got me was a taker. He wanted me to do everything for him. I was lucky to spot that before saying yes to him. I never had the chance to find the first kind of man––the one giving you everything––but friends of mine found him, and your grandmother and my sister had that kind of man too. Everybody except your mother. She got something else.”

      She gestures again.

      “Never mind,” she says, sarcasm curling her lip. “Your father was a taker, too. And Rose could spot him from a mile. Too bad it happened after she had given birth to you. Once she realized it, she ended her marriage.”

      “I guess it runs in our family.”

      “What?”

      “Exceptions aside... Picking good men?”

      Her features relax. 

      “Yes, it does. I stayed away from troublemakers, and your mother did the same. I hope you’ll follow my example, too.”

      “What about the third kind of man?” I ask after a moment, not giving her the reassurance that she seeks.

      She leans back against a fluffed-up pillow.

      “Uh... The third kind...”

      She sighs.

      “We’ve never had someone like that in our family, but I’ve met that kind of man in real life. Friends of mine have dealt with him, and I had him in my court cases. I read about it too. It’s not pretty. It’s devastating. These men are like poison. They enter your life and don’t let go of you, no matter what you do. They only abandon you after they kill everything inside you. It’s not only the passion that consumes them. It’s also the demons they can’t control. They destroy the women they fall for and leave them for dead before moving on, while the women never do. Trust me… They’re not worth the sacrifice.”

      She stops. My mouth opens in disbelief.

      I have a hard time believing those men exist. It’s even harder to imagine I’d meet one. Where? 

      Inwardly, I want to laugh. But my chuckle would be shaky since her words put a pang of fear in me. 

      I don’t know why. 

      Perhaps it’s my imagination. 

      “Why would they do that? Who does that, after all?” I mutter, grappling with a strange sensation.

      She lets out a soft exhale.

      “That’s how they come into this world. They have too much power and can’t control it. That's why nothing can stop them.”

      I slump back in my seat.

      “If that’s the case... What’s the point of warning me? Even if it happens, I won’t be able to do anything. I wouldn’t even know it.”

      “You can stay away from them instead of falling for them.”

      I stare at her for a few seconds.

      “Can we talk about something else?” I say, her words hovering over the table like a dark cloud. 

      “There is something else,” she says, her expression shifting. 

      She slides off her seat and leaves the terrace for a moment. 

      Still tense, I pop another piece of dessert into my mouth, checking my phone. 

      She returns moments later, a box of condoms in her hand.

      I stop chewing, my mouth open. 

      “What the...?”

      “You’ll thank me later,” she says, amused in response to my dumbfounded expression. “It’s summer, and you and Frankie are alone. Maybe not for long. You might find some company, so I thought a farewell gift would be appropriate.”

      I snatch the box and set it on the table next to the plate.

      “I can buy condoms if I need them.”

      “I’m sure you can.”

      I study her face to grasp the hidden meaning of all this.

      “So, you want me to get some experience over the summer.”

      “Bingo.”

      I laugh.

      “You could’ve said that instead of spooking me with your stories. It won’t happen, though.”

      “Why?”

      I spring upright and set my elbows on the table. 

      “Because there are so many things I want to do, and this is not one of them.”

      I glance away at the water. 

      “I want to go out there and explore the coast. I can’t wait to take pictures and spend my days at the beach. Maybe climb a hiking trail. Make a trip to Big Sur.”

      I shift my eyes to her.

      “I don’t want men.”

      She weighs my words for a second.

      “You’re right. It’s a good plan. Just don’t forget what I’ve told you. Promise me.”

      “I promise you,” I say, a car engine sound beaming through the living room, echoing on the terrace.

      “This must be Sasha,” she says, pushing to her feet. 

      Her voice trembles, and so does something in my body. 

      It may be the excitement spurred by the unknown, or maybe it’s way deeper––a sensation shaping into something else.

      Suddenly, I feel as if I’ve been warned, which makes me nervous.
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      Frankie and I watch the car pull away. 

      Both standing in front of the entrance, we wave at the two women. 

      They wave back at us, excited, beaming with anticipation, and ready for the adventure of their lives. 

      Their emotions echo in my chest, mirroring my feelings. 

      This is my first summer on my own, only having my best friend with me.

      It’s a strange feeling. 

      Having the house for ourselves, Olivia’s classic car, the astounding ocean view, and the most scenic part of the coastal highway only a few minutes away is insane. 

      “I can’t believe they’re doing this. It’s crazy,” Frankie murmurs, her eyes on the back of the car as it takes a turn at the end of the street and vanishes out of sight. 

      I toss a glance at her. 

      “I can’t believe we’re doing us,” I reply, spinning toward the house. “Are you hungry?”

      She swings her eyes at me. Her gaze beams with light.

      “What do you think?”

      “There’s food in the house, but we can buy something on our way and eat at the beach.”

      She jerks out of her trance and gestures at the house.

      “We can eat at the beach. I’ll make sandwiches. And we can stop at a cafe tonight.”

      Sounds like a great plan. 

      We enter the house a moment later. 

      I spend the next few minutes in the bedroom, packing our stuff for the beach while she heads to the kitchen.

      “Amber called,” she says, lifting her eyes from the table as I walk into the kitchen too. 

      She wraps a couple of sandwiches in plastic foil and tucks them in a little cooler while I lean against the counter.

      “What would you like to drink?” she asks, glancing at me.

      “Apple juice. Who’s Amber?”

      She flicks her eyes at me and stares at me briefly before filling a plastic container with fresh pineapple.

      “I told you about her. Her parents own a summer house near the beach on the other side of town. She shares it with two friends––like us. Well, it's only two of us,” she says, smiling. 

      My stare is blank as she moves her eyes back to me.

      “I met her at the gym. She studies economics.”

      “Oh, yes. I remember her.”

      I most likely don’t, but Amber is not the reason I’m distracted. 

      It’s that strange feeling creeping up to me again. 

      It’s the conversation I have had with my grandaunt. It boggles my mind that I’m still thinking about it. 

      Frankie doesn’t seem to notice. 

      I watch her pack the food and drinks for a few long seconds before she cleans the table.

      I’ve been friends with Frankie since high school. It was one of those crazy things. We couldn’t be more different, yet we had enough things in common to become inseparable.

      She’s an extrovert. I’m an introvert.

      We liked each other from the get-go, and we’ve been friends ever since. 

      We have changed little since our friendship started. 

      She’s still very much a social butterfly, while I’m stubbornly taking people in small doses, except for her.

      We have a few passions in common. Sports is one of them. Being outdoors is the other. 

      The common things stop here. 

      She wants to become a teacher, start a charity foundation, and save the world, while I want to get a Law degree, work in corporate America, and travel, maybe? 

      She says the things I want will make my life miserable, but it’s in my genes to think the way I do, and there’s nothing I can do about it. 

      For instance, I want to spend some time with her, which doesn’t make me miserable. 

      So there it is.

      She couldn’t be more wrong. 

      She also said I was too vulnerable and trying to hide it. I fought her on that.

      It wasn't true, I insisted. 

      She smiled and said the simple fact that I had argued with her was proving she was right. 

      Our dispute ended in a draw.

      “Figs?”

      “Huh?”

      She points to a round container with a red lid. 

      “I found them in the fridge,” she adds.

      “Sure, toss them in there.”

      “Did you pack any sweaters? It’s going to be a cold tonight.”

      “Yes. We have everything,” I say in a mellow voice.

      Her stare lingers on me as I push off the counter.

      “What’s with you?”

      “Nothing.”

      A smile lights up her face. 

      “Missing Olivia already?”

      “Yes... No.”

      I gesture.

      “She deserves to travel.”

      “One day, we’ll do that too,” she says, winking at me. “When we’re old.”

      “And look as if we’re forty like her.” 

      I grin.

      “Yeah, what about that? They both look good. Mmm... I want to look like that in my sixties. They’re hot.”

      I laugh.

      “People look younger these days.”

      “No, they don’t.”

      “Look at you.”

      She ponders for a moment, giving me a swift once over. 

      “Yeah. We do. Maybe.”

      Shorter than me, she has a small athletic frame. She’s a trained gymnast and a soccer player. 

      I have put on more lean muscle these past few years, swimming and playing tennis, so we both have a sporty look.

      Her hair is cropped short, barely touching the line of her shoulders, with soft rings of hair framing her face and eyes. A small nose and full lips complete her look.

      My hair rolls down my back in waves, depending on the weather. I’ve kept it longer all these years, and normally, I’d wear it in a ponytail or a loose bun at the top of my head. 

      It looks like dark chocolate in the winter, getting lighter with blonde streaks in the summer. Frankie likes to call it chocolate hair with amber eyes. 

      She thinks whatever I do, I can’t go wrong with it. 

      I say the same thing about her hair and almond-shaped dark eyes.

      “You know she gifted me a box of condoms.”

      She stops in the middle of what she’s doing and looks at me, her mouth open.

      “What?”

      I nod.

      “You heard right.”

      “Olivia Harmon gave you a box of condoms?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I point to the patio table outside. 

      “She said I should have it, just in case.”

      “She doesn’t know.”

      “No,” I say curtly, wrestling with a blush. “We also had a lengthy talk about men.”

      She spins to me, her hands landing on her hips.

      “No way. What’s gotten into her?”

      “I think she’s anxious that she left me by myself.”

      I shrug and continue. 

      “I don’t know. I mean... It makes sense, but I didn’t expect condoms and men to be our last conversation before her departure.”

      “What did she say?”

      I sigh, my chest feeling heavy.

      “She warned me.”

      Her eyebrows slide up.

      “About?”

      I hesitate for a moment before shaking my head and gesturing.

      “It made little sense, and I told her. Especially since she’s never been married––”

      “Did you talk about marriage?”

      Her voice screeches as she looks at me incredulously.

      “It came up, yeah, but no. She was talking about men.”

      Her head falls slightly to the side as she gives me a puzzled look.

      “Real men,” I murmur.

      “What do you mean, ‘real man’?”

      I laugh and shake my head.

      “I don’t know what she was talking about. And I told her. She sounded like a sex columnist from the fifties.”

      “Don’t pass judgment.”

      I laugh.

      “I’m not passing judgment.”

      My chuckle dies out, my eyes drifting down.

      “Okay... I am,” I admit. 

      “It has affected you?”

      I lift an empty gaze at her.

      “Yes, it has. And I don’t know why. It’s not what she said. It’s when she said it. The timing, you know, was odd. It was just before she left. As if she wanted to dispense life advice before going away for good.”

      Her grin melts off her face.

      “Separation anxiety must’ve been at play,” she says.

      “Yes. Probably. We were both nervous.”

      “On the other hand, the woman is a success, so you should listen to her. You can learn a thing or two from her.”

      “I’ve never disputed that.”

      “She had plenty of lovers, too.”

      “Yes. She did,” I concede reluctantly.

      “What? It wasn’t good?”

      “It’s not about that.”

      I spin to the fridge and mechanically scoop out a small bottle of water. 

      I uncap it and gulp it all.

      “I had an eerie feeling. And that must’ve spooked her too. It felt as if she was talking about something real. Something that could happen to me. You know, as if she'd had a premonition. It was chilling to listen to her.”

      She lifts her hands in response.

      “Nothing can happen to you. Not more than it could happen to me. Men, boys. Real. Unreal. They’re all the same. They’re distracted with other things. They can’t keep their focus on a woman no matter what. Besides, they’re immature. She must’ve talked about older men.”

      She grins from ear to ear.

      “Mmm... I would like me some mature men,” she says.

      She’s so comical I forget about my bleak forebodings and laugh. 

      “You’re crazy.”

      “Nah-ah. No, I’m not. A friend of mine had a hot uncle. Well, she still has him, but I’m no longer in touch with her. He’s like forty or something, I think. I met him at a barbecue last summer. Mm-mmm. My, oh my. The man had these eyes...” 

      Her cheeks turn crimson, her eyes going blank as she travels back in time and revisits that memory. 

      “And when he looked at me...” she murmurs. “He looked into my soul. I swear.”

      I can’t help but smile.

      “I felt his eyes deep in my chest,” she continues. “He sized me up and had that look on his face. You know... He was a troublemaker through and through.”

      The memory of him makes her smile.

      “He was fit. And he was packing. I mean, really packing.”

      Her eyes glimmer with hunger.

      “Since when do you want them big?” I tease.

      “I don’t. I mean, look at me. Anything would do.”

      She moves her hand down, pointing to the length of her body. 

      “But...” she goes back to her story. “There was something about him. I imagined myself wrapped in his arms, spreading my legs for him.”

      I laugh.

      “You’re such a big mouth.”

      She chuckles, amused, her finger going up promptly.

      “You shouldn’t doubt me. First, try it and then talk.”

      “Whatever.”

      I toss the bottle into the recycling bin.

      “You still don’t want to give them a try?” she murmurs. 

      “You know my history with them.”

      “I know mine too, yet I keep trying.”

      “Hoping for a different result,” I joke.

      “Haha. So funny.”

      She rolls her eyes.

      “You know what your problem is?” I throw at her on my way over to pick up my backpack.

      She gives me silence in response. I slide the strap over my shoulder and turn to her.

      “I tried. All right? And I got the same thing over and over again. No meaningful conversations. No foreplay. No hope.”

      She chuckles.

      “Sounds like a recipe for disaster.”

      I laugh too.

      “No. Seriously. I liked a few people,” I say, no longer smiling. “But they didn’t like me back.”

      “They did.”

      “No, they didn’t. Every man-boy I had met was chuck full of ‘relationships,’ mainly on his phone. They just couldn’t make up their mind. And I don’t care for that. You know... I’m easygoing and understanding. I’m noncommittal as they are. I’m not looking for anything serious. But I hope for a little more. That was awful. It was boring and not sexy.”

      “You were too much for them.”

      I don’t know if she’s serious about it or just setting me up with her hint of irony.

      “Well... You made it easy for them, and the result was just the same.”

      She sighs.

      “Okay. You’ve made your case. It is what it is for now, but I don’t want to give up.”

      “Me, neither,” I say, smiling. “But going back to what Olivia said. She was talking about something entirely different. Maybe there are different kinds of men. But those aren’t that good either, or she wouldn’t have warned me about them.”

      She makes a dismissive gesture.

      “Got it. I’ve had enough of this. Let’s get going. I want to catch a few hours of sun.”

      With that, we look around the house and make sure that everything is in order before we lock the door and step outside.
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      We climb into Olivia’s convertible and get settled before I turn on the ignition and steer the car away. 

      Our ride rolls slowly until we take a turn at the crossroads, and I step on the gas. Frankie can’t help but start cheering as we enter Highway 1. 

      “We are doing it, girl,” she says, sniffing the air like a dog on their first ride. 

      “You like it?” I ask from behind the wheel, sliding my sunglasses down to peer above the rim at her and the immense spread of water. 

      “I love it,” she says as the ocean comes into view. 

      The scenery is breathtaking; the road snaking along the coastline, rugged waves breaking against the shore. 

      It’s even more stunning than it was a few hours ago.

      “Can you smell it?” Frankie murmurs, leaning against the frame of the window. 

      Dark blue-green water kisses the coast, a few harsh cliffs rising into the hazy air.

      The atmosphere is far from suffocating. 

      The air is warmer in the car as we bask in the summer sun, but you can feel the icy breath of the ocean drifting from the water.

      I don’t mind it.

      It’s like a hot and cold lover. The contrast is fascinating, heart-grabbing, mesmerizing. 

      “I want to take some pictures,” I say, keeping our speed at about forty miles an hour.

      A few cars are in the first lookout area when we pull to a stop. 

      I park Olivia’s ride before lodging the beauty of the Golden Coast into my camera’s memory. 

      The wind blows across our faces, smoothening our frowns and dissipating our anxiety.

      “If this doesn’t keep you humble, I don’t know what does,” she says.

      I pick up my camera and rise out of my seat before stepping out and stopping at the edge of a cliff. 

      Frankie takes pictures with her phone as I lift my DSLR camera to my eye level and press the shutter.

      “One of these days, I’m going to learn how to surf,” I murmur, watching two silhouettes riding the crests.

      I zoom in on them and photograph them. 

      The beach is almost empty, and a few people walk along the shore while others are sunbathing. The sky tosses over the water, a haze lifting in the air like silk. 

      “It’s beautiful,” Frankie agrees, lowering her phone and contemplating the scenery with me.

      I fight a gust of wind, tying my hair into a bun at the back of my neck before spinning around and taking a few snapshots of the highway. 

      The road makes a turn not far from us, where cars show up occasionally. 

      Sometimes, I capture them in my pictures. Other times, I wait for them to pass by before taking a photograph.

      I lower my eyes and check the pictures on my camera, deleting a few that don’t look good at all when a rumbling sound wafts through the air.

      This is the second time today.

      What are the chances?

      “Is it them again?” Frankie murmurs, as if knowing what I’m thinking, her voice tinged with curiosity. “Damn, they’re loud. I love that sound.”

      “Yup. Motorcycles,” I say, checking the pictures on my camera. 

      The noise grows louder, almost deafening as the riders inch closer to that particular turn.

      They’re still out of sight when I raise my eyes and root them on the highway. 

      I don’t expect to see the bikers we’ve spotted before.

      Smoothly, a few riders take the turn, sliding down the road on their impressive bikes. 

      It’s like I’m watching a movie scene. 

      Maybe because they drive in formation again––I count four of them. No. Five. 

      The last one just entered my line of sight. 

      They wear helmets, riding gear, boots, dark jeans or leather pants, and biker jackets.

      They could be the same riders.

      They roll straight past us, not looking in our direction, parading on their bikes as if they own the road. 

      And for a moment, they do. 

      As they slide past us, I lift my camera to take a few pictures of their backs. 

      I zoom in on one of them because the patches on his leather jacket catch my eye, along with his muscular legs spread across his ride and his broad shoulders. 

      My heart races like crazy. 

      I can’t tell whether his hair is dark, and the jacket throws me for a loop, but something deep inside me recognizes that man.

      His hard frame and the magnetism drifting from his body are hard to forget.

      “They look good,” Frankie says, voicing my thought. 

      “Yeah... They’re interesting,” I murmur, my eyes pinned on the shoulders of that biker for a while.

      “They look dangerous too,” Frankie adds, joking.

      A smile grows on my lips. 

      “I’m sure they’re dangerous,” I say in the same, lighter tone. “But they’re someone else’s problem, not ours,” I add, grinning and pivoting back to our car. 

      “Let’s find a place on the beach before the sun hides behind the clouds,” I say, pointing to the huge gray clouds looking like cotton candy far above the water.

      We drive for another half an hour before finding a spot to our liking. We park the car and take the trail down to the stretch of sand. 

      “I like the smell of algae,” she says, sinking her bare feet into the sand. 

      We find a nice spot close to the water, away from the people strolling by, and shed our clothes before eating on our beach towels, clad in our swimming suits.

      “You know we could’ve done this back home,” I say, chewing.

      She shakes her head.

      “It’s not the same. It tastes different here.”

      I breathe out a chuckle.

      “I bet it does.”

      We eat in silence for a few more moments when two men and a woman follow the trail down to the beach and put their things several feet away from us. 

      I’m not paying attention to them until they set up their kite boarding gear and start sliding their surfboards across the water, the colorful kites gliding across the sky.

      “Hmm... Look,” I say, my mouth full, gesturing in their direction.

      She shifts her gaze to them, chewing. 

      “There’s a woman with them,” I murmur before taking the last bite. “One day, that will be me,” I joke, amused, the woman displaying skills I lack entirely.

      Frankie watches them in silence before swinging her eyes back to me. We both finish eating our sandwiches and picking up the crumbs from the beach towels. 

      I grab my apple juice while she drinks water.

      “You want to do so many things,” she says, both lying on our backs, propped on our elbows, and looking in the distance. 

      “Don’t you?” I ask, sunk in thought.

      “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      She pauses for a second.

      “I see you kite surfing and doing sports. It’s just that...”

      The moment of silence draws my eyes to her. 

      Her gaze meets mine. 

      “It’s just that some things you want are at odds with who you are... How I see you.”

      What she says piques my interest.

      “How do you see me?”

      She smiles, softly shrugging in response.

      “A law career is going to be tough on you, but I see you doing it. I don’t know for how long, though,” she adds, flashing a faint smile.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know... It will change you.”

      “Being a teacher will change you, too.”

      “Maybe.”

      Her grin dissolves in her downcast gaze. 

      “I see you doing exciting stuff like Olivia. Traveling, immersing yourself in different cultures, having a lover on each continent.”

      Her humor makes me smile.

      “You really think that about me?”

      “Yes.”

      I give her a thoughtful stare.

      “Nah. You’re projecting too much. You want to do all that,” I say, laughing and shaking my head. 

      The circular elastic band wrapped in velvety fabric falls from the top of my head, freeing my hair.

      The wind blows it away before I lunge after it, catch it, and slide it over my wrist. 

      I gather my hair and toss it over my shoulder, hoping it will stay away from my face. 

      “It’s not that it hasn’t crossed my mind, but it’s not me,” she says. “I see myself teaching kids, taking pleasure in interacting with them, and spending time in the classroom. I always wanted to do that.”

      Impatiently, I shake my head. 

      “It’s not me, either.”

      “What?”

      She seems distracted for a moment, her gaze sliding over my shoulder, her eyes moving to the water. 

      One surfer, a tall, athletic man, flexes his chiseled arms to control his red and yellow kite, the wind lifting him to the top of a wave. He rides that crest with poise and grace. 

      I turn my eyes back to Frankie. 

      “It’s not me either,” I repeat.

      She sharpens her focus on me.

      “You might be right, but that’s how I see you. There is more to your world than working in a corporate environment.”

      “That’s only one option.”

      She flicks her hand impatiently, the conversation slipping.

      “That’s not what I’m arguing,” she says as I sit next to her again. “Besides, it’s a gut feeling when it comes to you. That’s what I imagine when I look at you. I picture you living in Florence for a year, documenting your stay. Blogging. Podcasting. Recording videos.”

      “Florence, as in Italy?” I blurt.

      “Yes. Why not? I’ve heard the sunsets look great over the rooftops, and Italian men are good lovers.”

      I flick my hand in disagreement.

      “They’re all hot-blooded when they’re horny.”

      She laughs.

      “You know it’s not true.”

      “Yeah, maybe. Whatever...”

      We go silent for a moment, looking at the kite surfer that seems to glide closer. His friend ventures far away while the woman moves closer too, but my eyes hover over him.

      His dirty blonde hair is cropped short, his face escaping my gaze as he looks away. 

      “I’ll do some exciting stuff, but I can’t travel the world like Olivia. She’s had an extraordinary career, and she’s retired. It makes sense to take it easy and enjoy herself.”

      “I also see you playing the violin...” she stubbornly continues. “If not in Florence, maybe in Rome. I envision a mysterious man in the audience. He can’t take his eyes away from you while you’re playing for him, removed from your surroundings. And he forgets how to breathe as your heart beats only for him. The fire in his eyes melts your insides, yet you keep your head down, your chin tucked in the chin rest, your mind focused on your music as your bow slides across the strings. You're playing your heart out, telling him what the words refuse to say. And he will never let you leave him.”

      She stops, blinking out of her trance, while I gape at her, my mouth open, my lips parched like my throat, a terrible feeling galloping through me. 

      It’s not her words and stream of consciousness what makes me quiver inside. It’s the timing and this surreal feeling. 

      The sequence in which these moments come to me from the closest people. 

      It’s the gory feeling that they carry something real, a metaphysic riddle I’m supposed to solve. 

      What is happening to her?

      Frankie smiles casually as if we haven’t spent the afternoon talking about Olivia’s warnings, and the strange sensation spurred in me.

      “Do you know what I mean?”

      “Uh-huh,” I say hurriedly, not having the slightest idea what it means.

      Why is she relaying it to me now?

      And why did we have the ‘men talk’ all of a sudden?

      “What do you think?”

      Her question slaps me out of my head. 

      “Uh... What do I think? I think you have a great imagination, and maybe you should write books for a living instead of teaching.”

      I season my words with a dash of humor, yet she’s taken aback, registering with her as irony.

      I shift gears, cleaning up my grin.

      “It’s beautiful. And it’s romantic, and you said it right. A lover on each continent would be dreamy. And more fitting.”

      She regains her sense of humor. 

      “I thought he needed some competition.”

      “Haha. Funny.”

      “Men like competition.”

      “Not always. Do you remember––?”

      She cuts me off.

      “Yeah, yeah. I remember,” she mumbles.

      Pete was a quiet man who owned a vast collection of poems. 

      He had a crush on Frankie and treated her nicely until he dumped her one day because she started to study with a male colleague. Nothing brought him back––not her reassurances or her pleadings.

      “Forget about him. I don’t want to ruin my day.”

      She looks at the ocean again.

      “You know what? I think I’m going to venture into the water,” she says, tipping her gaze up to the sky, figuring that the sun would shine for a few more minutes before a cloud would block it. “Do you want to come?”

      “Not now,” I say, rifling through the contents of my backpack and pulling out a few peanut butter crackers.

      “I love those,” she says, leaping to her feet and heading to the water. “Save some for me too.”

      “I will,” I say, crumbs falling from my lips. “They’re so good,” I murmur to myself. 

      I indulge in a couple more before sweeping the crumbs off the beach towel and centering my eyes on the water.
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      She shoots her arms up and waves at me, her tiny bra disappearing into the water before she dives completely under a wave.

      The ocean looks scary in the distance, maybe because of the clusters of thick gray clouds blocking the light and tossing a dark-green veil over the surface. 

      The weather is about to change. I fish out my phone and check the local news. Forty percent chance of rain. That’s high for this place.

      Maybe we’re lucky, and the clouds go away. 

      My hand hits the towel as I slide my phone to the side and lean my head against the backpack. I shift my eyes up to the bright sky vaulting above the shore. 

      The wind brings the ocean scent to me, embalming my hair. I smell like salt, algae, and, overall, the mysterious world living underwater. 

      Within seconds, the sound of waves turns into a quiet hum, my mind opening to a realm of thoughts and inspiration. 

      What if Frankie is right? 

      What if I get to a point where something’s missing after a few years of practicing law? What if playing my violin would bring me more pleasure?

      Mysterious man aside, what if she sees what lies ahead of me instead of me?

      “Luna??”

      Her voice glides across the waves, prompting me to shoot upright and look at her. 

      I fear something bad, but then I see her waving at me again, flashing a big smile, and diving into the water again.

      Her spine arches in the air before the water sweeps her in.

      She's like a fish in the water. The ocean always makes her happy. And it makes me serene too.

      I lift my hand to shield my eyes and scan the shore when the blonde man I noticed before starts surfing next to the woman. 

      Their friend is way up north, away from them.

      “They always do that...” I murmur to myself. “One gets the girl.”

      They’re both in their twenties, like us, but a few years older than us, I suspect. 

      She’s athletic like him, her hair tied in a ponytail. She’s pretty, his face escaping my gaze for the second time. 

      Bored, I fall back and look at the sky again. I wonder what kind of man he is. 

      Amused, I laugh softly to myself. Olivia and her advice.

      I scoop up my phone, swipe my finger across the screen, and start reading a book. 

      Between the light that keeps shifting as the sun slips behind the clouds for one moment to explode with glow a few seconds later and my restless mind, I can’t focus on the first paragraph, let alone a chapter. 

      I plop my phone down onto my chest, my eyes pinned on the sky. 

      I bet he’s the second kind. 

      The kind of man you do everything for.

      Furtively, I sneak a glance at the couple. They pulled ashore not far from me. 

      I get a better glimpse of her body––her toned thighs, trim waist, and chest draw an hourglass silhouette. She’s about Frankie’s height and fills her wetsuit better than I would. 

      I’m far from luscious––I look more girlish––but I have a nice shape forged in long hours of playing sports.

      I’m stiffer, too. 

      She has that nice tease in her body, the kind that comes with getting hot between the sheets with someone. Her sexy smile makes her attractive, and flirting seems to be her second nature. 

      Her male companion folds his kite, turning his back to me. I wonder if it worked... Her smile on him. 

      I don’t know, but he undoes his wetsuit and lets it hang around his waist––maybe his sculpted V-shaped torso is his answer to her teasing.

      She thinks that too, glancing furtively at him several times. 

      I let them be.

      The place goes eerily quiet for a few long moments.

      As if the wind no longer blows and the people no longer walk on the shore, and Frankie no longer tumbles in the water.

      Slowly, I inhale the oceanic air. It works its magic. It calms me down and makes me slip into a trance.

      Olivia must cruise at a high altitude right now while Frankie rolls in the water. 

      The surfers must’ve left the beach, and the evening will most likely find them wrestling between the sheets.

      I shed their surf suits in my mind, imagining them locked and panting––naked. 

      Lucky woman. 

      Perhaps giving everything to him comes with rewards, after all. Olivia said that it could happen, but it’s not a sure thing. 

      Let’s not fool ourselves; it never is.

      The sky turns gray, the sound of a barking dog floating in the air. 

      I thought dogs were not allowed on the beach. The realization makes me pull up and look in that direction. 

      People retreat, anticipating the bad weather, and the dog and its owner are in the parking lot, picking up their family members. 

      It’s a big dog with a red coat. 

      He jumps up and down, making me smile. They all disappear into a truck before pulling away. 

      I bring my gaze to the shore. 

      Most of the people are gone. Although I see their kites lying on the sand, the surfers are nowhere in sight. The ocean is clear of people too, although the waves are getting higher, the water agitated.

      Frankie must be swimming underneath.

      The dark clouds push toward the land, chasing away the bright sunlight. It’s time to go, I guess. 

      We’ve stretched it as long as we could. 

      I look at the water again and move my eyes to my phone, checking the time when the wind suddenly picks up.

      It all came out of nowhere, although the signs of bad weather were everywhere. 

      The sky turns dark like a blotch of ink, the gusts of wind tossing fists of sand in my face, crumpling my towel, and moving my backpack.

      The fruit container flies away.

      I leap up and start wrestling with the wind. Since when does a forty percent chance of rain translate into a storm?

      Bent at the waist, I toss everything in the backpack and set it on top of our clothes before chasing the container. I catch it and turn around, running back to our things when I look at the ocean.

      Oh, my God. 

      Monstrous waves rise furious crests, crashing and washing the land with foam peaks.

      “Frankie??”

      The sky turns hazy in the background, looking like a curtain of fog. The rain must be coming down, advancing quickly.

      “Frankie??” I shout, cupping my mouth, my voice drowning in the ocean's whirring. 

      It sounds like a squadron of attack helicopters hovering over the beach. There’s no sign of her, and I fear the worst.

      The sensation has the feel of a knife slicing through my insides, scooping out my heart, disemboweling me. 

      What if she didn’t swim under the water a few moments ago when I thought she would?

      I look left and right, my hair dancing in front of my eyes as I struggle to keep it away from my face. 

      I bring my hand to my wrist, slide the scrunchie off, and try to tie my hair when one kite battling the wind takes off, heading my way.

      “Rex??” someone calls.

      The woman’s voice gets swallowed by the grinding sound lifting from the bowels of the ocean. 

      I can’t tell where it’s coming from, and I don’t know who Rex is.

      I see nothing, the wind throwing sand into my eyes while the torrential rain begins to fall, dragging a veil of cold water over the shore.

      A gust blows the circle of fabric from my hand before I sweep my hair with one hand, securing it while trying to look at the water. 

      I call out her name one last time before a splash of color twists in the air, shifts, and bounces, yanked to me by the stormy wind.

      I lift my arm to protect my face and tilt my head down, my eyes closed to stop the debris from getting into my eyes when the sand shifts beneath my feet, and I lose my balance. 

      The kite lands on top of me, the lines tangling with my hair and arms, my body tilting, heading to the ground. 

      I brace for the impact wrapped in the fabric when an arm snakes around my waist and swoops me up, mitigating the shock of impact, another arm separating the kite from my hair, protecting me from the bridle. 

      For a few seconds, I live in this tower of wind, swirling debris, and muscular arms, not knowing when, if ever, I can open my eyes and react to whoever saved me from death by kite. 

      “Are you okay?”

      His low, raspy voice sounds close. His breath is close, too, as he probably looks at me, checking to see if I still have eyes. 

      He smells like something sweet, as if he just had one of those whipped-cream topped iced coffees. 

      Have I lost my mind? Why does it matter to me right now? How come this insignificant detail registers with me?

      He runs his hand over my face, cleaning my lashes and my cheeks, his body protecting me from the wind. 

      He must be looking at me while I only imagine him.

      “Can you open your eyes?” he asks, unusually calm, as if the world doesn’t come to an end all around us.

      I nod before cracking an eye open. 

      The sky pours on us, the colors blending into his eyes. It’s the man with dark blonde hair and a bare chest, only now, his wetsuit is zipped up and closed. 

      He looks at me with curiosity, not only with the fleeting sympathy expected for a storm victim. 

      “My friend,” I say, the flick of my lips attracting his eyes instantly. “She went into the water,” I murmur, looking at the ocean, hoping to see one living soul on the crests and feed my belief that nothing happened to her. 

      “Where did she go?” he asks, looking in the direction of my gaze. 

      “Over there,” I point to a vast patch of churning water. 

      He shifts his eyes back to me.

      “Can you hold on to this?”

      He connects my hand to the bridle of his kite, mainly to ground me, give me something to do, and stir my thoughts away from the possibility of a terrible outcome.

      “Yes,” I say in a faint voice, squinting my eyes at him.

      A faint smile sweeps over his lips, brightening his features before he pivots away from me, runs to the ocean, and immerses into the dark gray madness a few moments later. 

      Please, Frankie. Please tell me that you’re okay. 

      Maybe she emerged from the water north of here. She must’ve noticed that the weather conditions were getting worse.

      I can’t imagine her being so reckless not to consider this. 

      She’s a good, experienced swimmer. She wouldn’t put herself in harm’s way.

      Despondently, I stare at the water, the man with the kite no longer in sight. I flick my eyes to the spot where he and his woman had their gear. 

      The surfboards are gone, and so is the other kite. 

      I see no sign of the other two surfers––the man in the distance or the sexy woman––when a colorful flutter catches the corner of my eye. 

      No way. 

      The third surfer pops out of the water. His kite looks like a torn origami across the crest, fallen from the sky, morphed into a pile of crumpled fabric. 

      He pulls out, unfazed, dragging his surfboard along with his kite, gusts of rain breaking against his broad chest, water dripping from his ink dark hair. 

      He’s slightly bigger than the man whose kite I hold on to. 

      He was the same height, yet more athletic, his wetsuit stretched across his muscular thighs, bulging biceps, and hard butt.

      He doesn’t look in my direction, and he’s not looking for his friends. 

      At least someone else was in the water in these trying moments and survived, although Frankie doesn’t weigh a fraction of what he does. 

      With a few clipped moves, he packs his stuff and heads to the trail leading to the area where the cars are parked. 

      His calm pace bewilders me. 

      Unfazed, he doesn’t rush, seemingly unaffected by the mess swirling around him. Tearing my gaze away from him, I scan the parking lot. 

      Cars flash beams of light, their windshield wipers moving quickly, fighting the rain.

      One by one, they pull away while the man climbs the trail and exits my line of sight, heading to his ride. The woman must be there waiting for him––for them.

      I jolt my stare back to the water, no longer sucked into the story of that stranger, weighed down by the sinister scenario floating in my head.

      He made it out. I’m sure Frankie made it out, too. 

      She can't be in the ocean. She must've gotten out.

      Maybe she’s up there in the parking lot, waiting for me, thinking I had the brains to retreat when the rain started to fall.

      I wish I did that. 

      Maybe I should go there now. But I can’t leave. Not until I see the man back on the shore. 

      Now, I’m waiting for two people.

      The water feels cold against my skin. I look down––my backpack’s soaked. 

      I hold the kite with one hand and tug at the beach towel with the other, pulling it out of my backpack. 

      It’s still dry, but it won’t be for long as I wrap it around my shoulders. The brief warmth feels good against my skin, but as I look down at my legs, all I see is the blotches of dark blue and the veins screaming from under my pale skin. 

      Most cars are gone except for my ride and a truck. That must be him––the man I can no longer see in the water. 

      Straining my eyes, I try to find the slightest sign that he’s out there, swimming, that he knows––like I do––that Frankie must’ve pulled out of that mayhem.

      My eyes are wet like the shore, sky, and the trail, the footprints of that man washed away, my thoughts spinning frantically. 

      Something bad happened to her. 

      The thought sears my brain, all the talks and words, and strings of events that put us on this beach today under this merciless sky, making a twisted, dark sense. 

      It all leads to this moment of quiet desperation when I stand on the beach, wet, flogged by the wind and rain and specks of sand, looking at a vast ocean that has turned on me just like that. It is as if I made it mad at me for immortalizing its beauty, lodging it into my camera’s memory.

      I slide down to my knees, water dripping from my hair, one hand clutching the kite, the other holding my towel closed around my body. 

      I’m probably past the moment of doing anything useful here. 

      I should collect our things, walk up that cliff, reach out to someone, and ask for help.

      I don’t know what help would do to us. 

      It can’t make the bad weather go away or dry my tears, the sand, or the towel on my back.

      It can’t turn back time and find the inspiration to ask Frankie to stay with me on the towel, maybe have a piece of fruit and talk more about Florence, the Italian sunsets, the city explored from a rooftop, or the mysterious man watching me play my violin. 

      Hope slips out of me as the seconds tick by, and no resolution presents itself to me.

      I shift, my knees sinking into the wet sand when my eyes leave the stretch of water in front of me and go north, where the shore and the ocean seem to have reached some sort of truce, the water gliding smoothly across the ground. 

      The ocean floor must be flatter there, more forgiving. 

      I spot a man and a woman walking away from the water, and I don’t need to take a second look at them to know that it’s them. Who else can be there if not them? 

      He holds a protective arm around her tiny shoulders while I feel the tears of joy lodging in my throat. 

      She seems okay. And he sure is okay, too, although a wave breaks across his torso. The ocean has less might there. 

      And she did the right thing swimming with the stream, not getting sucked into the hell in front of me. 

      The dark-haired man must’ve known it too. That’s why he surfed over there from the beginning. 

      Only, I didn’t know it, but I promised myself I’d never let Frankie go in the water in this kind of weather ever again.

      She waves at me while I push up and straighten. 

      It’s still raining, and the wind is still blowing, but it feels like sunshine again to me.

      I can still make plans to spend the night with her and the rest of the summer and my life until we’re older, like Sasha and Olivia.

      Forget about eating out. 

      All I want is to get home, have dry clothes on my back again, and eat in my kitchen.

      Smiling, I exhale a long sigh of relief. 

      I have to thank that stranger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      LUNA RAE

      

      I turn the key in the ignition for the second time. Nothing. Frankie shudders in her seat to my right.

      “Are you serious?” she asks, her lips blue.

      “We’ll get home as soon as possible,” I say, stubbornly trying to start our ride.

      Water trickles from my hair and chin, and my lips taste like sand and algae.

      “Has it done this before?”

      “No. It hasn’t been used that much.”

      “Maybe, that’s why.”

      “Of all days... Come on.”

      I flick my hand. The board is dead. 

      “Maybe it’s the battery,” she suggests.

      “Maybe.”

      “You can call someone.”

      “Yes, I can, but I want to leave right now.”

      The rain covers the windshield, making it impossible to see outside, the wet gray blending into the headlights in front of us.

      “He’s still here,” Frankie notices. “Maybe he has a jumper cable.”

      “He’s probably in the bathroom, changing himself, which we should’ve done if we had dry clothes.”

      Frustrated, I crash my fist into the steering wheel.

      “This is the worst day ever.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice her stare.

      I flick my eyes at her, offering her a faltering smile. 

      “I’m sorry. It’s not that I’m not grateful or anything. I just wish we could get home, have some soup, and laugh it off.”

      I peel my gaze away from her.

      “Admit it. This isn't the greatest start to our vacation.”

      “Talk about yourself,” she says, and I glance at her. 

      A grin brightens her face. 

      “A hot guy saved me. I don’t know about your vacation, but mine started just fine. Plus, I wasn’t drowning or anything.”

      I give her a pointed stare.

      “What? I wasn’t,” she says. “It’s just that the water sucked me away.”

      “Seriously?” I ask, sick with worry.

      “No. It wasn’t that. I figured it was better if I floated away and got to a place where it was easier to swim to the shore.”

      We share a stare in silence, her grin fading.

      “It helped that he grabbed and dragged me to the shore.”

      “I told you you’ll never get into the water without me.”

      “Relax, I’m fine. I’d be way better if your fancy car would work.”

      A knock on the window at my side makes me jolt in my seat. My hearts flutter in my throat. 

      “Shit. He scared me.”

      I crack the door open, and the kind stranger who helped us get back to our car pins his eyes on me. 

      The sky lights up somewhat, the glow shining over his features.

      Damn... He is handsome.

      With his steely gaze, full lips, and strong jawline, he makes you stare at him for days. 

      He has traded the wet suit for a rain jacket and tracksuit pants, but his hair is still wet.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Drops of rain fall on my lips.

      “Okay...? Yes, we’re okay,” I say, springing back to reality. “My car doesn’t start. Do you have a jumper cable? It might be the battery.”

      He looks at me and my wet T-shirt that’s stuck to my soaked swimsuit before moving his eyes to Frankie, who shivers next to me.

      He swings his gaze to his truck. 

      The engine roars while the headlights glow over my fancy ride, which doesn't want to start.

      That woman must be waiting for him. 

      Besides, he’s already done so much for us.

      “It’s okay... I was just asking. We can call AAA. They should arrive shortly.”

      His eyes come back to me. 

      “What about this?” he says... “I’ll have someone pick up your car and fix it. In the meantime, I’ll drive you home. Would that work for you?”

      It’s strange how the stupidest thought obliterates your wisdom when you need it the most. 

      My first reaction is to ponder whether it’s smart to get into his truck and bring him to our place, especially now that Frankie and I are alone.

      It is as if he is a danger to us and not our own stupidity for getting ourselves into this situation to begin with would be the culprit.

      I look at Frankie, hoping for her support while hiding my expression. 

      My hesitance must’ve given me away, though. 

      “That would be great. It’s so kind of you,” she says without flinching.

      He's waiting for me to agree with her.

      Our eyes meet and stay connected a moment too long. 

      “Yes. Thank you,” I say eventually.

      He glances at his truck again.

      “Can you wait here for a moment?”

      I nod, not knowing what to say. I pull the door closer, not shutting it. 

      “He probably needs to ask his girlfriend first,” I say.

      “What girlfriend?”

      I tell her about the woman who surfed with him.

      “The third man got out of the ocean before he pulled you out of the water.”

      I update her on the sequence of events, sharing my suspicion that he and the woman are a couple.

      “Interesting...” she murmurs. 

      I’m not so sure she believes it.

      “He’s back,” she says, pointing to his looming silhouette.

      I push the door open.

      “Can I get your keys?” he asks.

      “Sure.”

      He hands me a waterproof bag. 

      “Here, you have towels and blankets,” he says. “Go to the restroom, take off your wet clothes, and wrap yourself in these. Do you live far from here?” 

      “Half an hour or so.”

      “We’ll stop at the car shop and drop the keys before I take you home. But first, get out of your wet clothes so you don’t catch a cold.”

      “Okay.”

      We follow his instructions, and five minutes later, we enter the restroom and strip off our swimsuits, drenched shorts, and T-shirts. 

      I take out two soft cotton sets I packed just in case from a plastic envelope.

      “That is genius,” Frankie says.

      “I never thought we were going to need them.”

      She peels off her swimsuit top and slides it into the plastic envelope. 

      “Oh. This feels good,” she says, cupping her small chest. “Have you noticed how cold they get when they’re wet?”

      “Mmm-hmm,” I murmur, relishing the soft feel of cotton against my body too. 

      “You know what would be great? Some of those warm plush socks.”

      “Next time, for sure.”

      I put everything in my backpack and wash my feet before sticking them into my flip-flops. The soles are drenched and cold, but our bodies are no longer wet. 

      I wring out water from my hair and hand her a blanket before taking one for myself. Her set is pink with a teddy bear pattern, while mine is white with a ladybug print. 

      “Girls will be girls,” she says, wrapping the cozy blanket around her shoulders. “Oh... Now that’s what I call feeling good.”

      I do the same before pivoting to the exit. 

      “Let’s hope he’s still outside, waiting for us.”

      She laughs as if it’s a good joke, but I don’t feel like chuckling.

      “He was nothing but good to us. Stop worrying,” she says.

      “I’m not worrying.”

      I push the door open and let her walk out first before following her.

      He's waiting for us in his four by four in front of the restrooms. 

      “There’s no woman,” I murmur, realizing he is alone in his ride.

      “Is that a prerequisite to get in a car with a man?”

      “It’s not funny, Frankie. I’ll sit in the back.”

      “You want him to eat me first?”

      “Shut up,” I admonish her as she laughs, amused. 

      “This man saved my life,” she tosses at me, reaching for the door. “Don’t forget that,” she adds as I turn to stone, not knowing what to believe. 

      She pushes up, not offering anything else, and I’m afraid she uttered the truth.

      She was close to dying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

        

      

    

    
      REX

      

      “Doing good over there in the back?” I ask, looking in the rearview mirror. 

      The quiet woman nods, her eyes avoiding mine.

      “Is it warm enough?”

      “It’s great,” the woman says, her eyes lingering on me. 

      She openly studies me, and I can’t say it’s never happened before. Women do that sometimes. Even girls like them.

      “I’m Rex. Rex Jackson. You?” I ask, steering my car onto the highway. 

      The shorter woman tips her gaze to me—a pang of gratitude flashes through her eyes. 

      She could’ve been dead had I not caught her on time. 

      I wonder if her friend knows that. I flick my eyes to the woman in the back. 

      Her long hair frames her oval face, beautifully drawn lips, and deep eyes. She looks out the window, wrapped in a gray blanket, her cheeks painted scarlet. 

      She must be warm by now.

      “Names?” I say, pulling the girl next to me out of her reverie.

      “I’m Frankie. Frankie Mendoza. She’s Luna Rae.”

      I move my eyes to the mirror again. 

      “She doesn’t like to talk much,” I comment.

      “She’s stressed out because of what happened,” Frankie says.

      “Nothing happened,” I state, drawing Luna’s gaze to me. 

      Our eyes meet in the mirror. 

      She’s shy, a rare quality in a woman, especially when a mysterious world lives behind her eyes. 

      “Luna Rae Winter,” she says in a quiet voice. 

      “Nice to meet you,” I ask, smiling before shifting my eyes to the road. 

      “Students?” I ask.

      “College students,” Frankie emphasizes. “Just got out of the freshman year. You?”

      “I’ll graduate next year. Political Science,” I add in response to Frankie’s questioning eyes. 

      “Really?” Luna murmurs. 

      “Mm-hmm. Why are you surprised?”

      “I’m not. It’s just that I didn’t picture you doing that.”

      “Studying?”

      A blush colors her cheeks. 

      “No,” she says, embarrassed. “That particular field of study.”

      “Appearances can be deceptive. What about you?”

      I glance in the rearview mirror, although the answer comes from my right.

      “I want to be a teacher. She’s studying Law,” her friend says.

      “Trial lawyer? Judge?” I ask.

      “She doesn’t know.”

      I chuckle.

      “She doesn’t talk much for a lawyer.”

      “Trust me, she does,” Frankie says. 

      The shorter girl is much more open, talkative, the kind of woman who makes friends easily.

      I can’t say the same about Luna Rae. I find her intriguing, but maybe I see little of who she is. 

      Her voice resonates in the back.

      “Your friend won’t mind you taking a detour and giving us a ride?”

      “My friend?” I ask.

      Her eyes meet mine again.

      “The woman you were surfing with.”

      “Oh. She must be home by now.”

      She nods as if she understands. I bet she doesn’t. She wouldn’t ask if she didn’t want to know if Sammy and I were together. She must think Sammy is waiting for me at home. 

      I let her be, not offering any details.

      We ride in silence for the next few minutes until downtown looms in the distance.

      “It will only take a minute,” I say, pulling my car in front of the repair shop. 

      I climb out and look for Jose, the mechanic who service my cars and owns the shop.

      I give him the keys, the girls’ address, and instructions.

      “They’ll have it tonight or tomorrow. I’ll send my people right away,” he says before I thank him and pull away.

      I find them sitting in silence, tucked in their blankets. Their eyes hover over me as I slide into my seat. 

      “You might have it tonight or tomorrow, depending on what needs to be fixed.”

      “Thank you,” Luna Rae says in a soft voice. 

      “Do you need to pick up food or something?”

      “We’re going to be fine,” Luna says. 

      Frankie’s eyes tell something else.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask her.

      She nods. 

      “What would you like to eat?”

      “Anything, but we can’t step out to order. Maybe a drive-through?”

      “I’ll go,” I offer. 

      “We can order from home,” Luna says. 

      Frankie smiles.

      “Don’t mind her,” she says to me.

      I let my car roll, a restaurant flashing a red light sign close to us. 

      “Italian,” I say, pointing to that place. “Or Mexican.”

      I gesture to my left. 

      Frankie looks at her friend.

      “Anything works for me,” Luna says.

      “Mexican.”

      “Mexican it is.”

      I stop the car in front of the restaurant and order the food on my phone—enchiladas, burritos, nachos, salsa, guacamole, and Sopa de lima. 

      “Ten minutes,” the man says.

      I hang up and spend the next few minutes talking to Frankie. She asks me about kite surfing and my summer plans–– her friend is all ears in the back. 

      She rarely asks a question, keeping her distance. 

      I wonder if she’s guarded because of me, men in general, or people. Frankie is the opposite, having no problem chatting with me. 

      The restaurant door slides open a few minutes later, a man carrying two bags in one hand and an umbrella in the other stepping out. 

      “Can you give me my wallet?” Frankie says, shifting in her seat and looking at Luna.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say, my hand landing on her forearm.

      Avoiding her eyes, I open the door. 

      “Thank you, Mister Rex. Come back soon.”

      Grinning, the man lifts the bags to me. I take them and pass them on to Frankie. 

      Her eyes sparkle with delight. 

      “Thanks, Miguel. Say hi to Anna for me, okay?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      I shut the door, sealing in the aroma of fresh lime, cilantro, and spices.

      “It smells so good,” Frankie says, diving into the bags, the blanket sliding off her shoulders. 

      I get a glimpse of her pink underwear and move my eyes away. It feels as if I’m in a girls’ dormitory.

      My focus shifts to my driving, a stare burning the back of my head. 

      I lift my gaze.

      “You didn’t pay,” Luna says.

      “What?” Frankie tosses at us distractedly, munching on nachos. “Who didn’t pay? I wanted to pay,” she says exculpatory before noticing Luna’s stare on me.

      “I have an open tab,” I say.

      Her expression remains set.

      “Do you come here often?”

      “A few times a week.”

      My answer doesn’t cover all her questions, but she opts to stay quiet. 

      A few more moments of silence slip by before my phone rings. I lift it from the cupboard and glance at the name. 

      It keeps ringing, drawing Frankie’s eyes to it as well. Luna has her eyes on me by default. 

      Shy and distrustful––an interesting combination. 

      ‘You always like them complicated,’ my father always said. And he was right. 

      The ringing stops before starting again. He will not give up. He never does. 

      I swipe the screen with my thumb and bring the phone to my ear, steering the car with my free hand.

      “Yes?”

      “Where are you?”

      His voice vibrates in my ear, thick and raspy. He sounds pissed. He always sounds pissed. 

      He hasn’t been in the greatest mood today.

      The whole damn day.

      “I’m on my way,” I say cryptically. 

      “I’ll leave without you.”

      “We don’t have to be there until midnight,” I toss at him, shooting a glance at the girls. 

      Frankie is still focused on the food. Luna Rae stares blankly out the window. 

      “Don’t care. Where exactly are you?”

      “I’ll be home in an hour.”

      “I don’t need you.”

      “Why are you calling me then?”

      “Brotherly love.”

      His sarcasm is as thick as his husky voice. 

      He always sounds as if he just woke up, smoked a pack of cigarettes, and sucked on pussy until his lungs fell out. 

      “You have a job to do.  If you can’t do it, I’ll replace you.”

      “I’ll be there,” I deadpan.

      The sound of static fills my ear for a few more moments. 

      “Kian?”

      He takes a moment.

      “Are you with someone?” he asks.

      There’s no point in lying to him. 

      Eventually, he’ll find out. I don’t want to give him the impression that I tried to hide from him.

      “I’m dropping someone off.”

      “Woman?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      My eyes go to Luna Rae. 

      She keeps her gaze on the windshield, but something tells me that every word registers with her.

      “Do I know her?”

      “No. It’s not important.”

      “It’s not? She’s listening to you?”

      “No. Not really.”

      He stays silent for a few more moments before grumping one more time.

      “Hurry.”

      The call drops dead.

      I slide the phone back into the cupholder just as Frankie swivels her head and points to a house at the end of the street.
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      “Thank you,” I say, relieved, swinging my legs over my seat and clambering out of his ride. 

      Relief is not the only thing I feel. I’m intrigued and a bit nervous, and for no good reason at all. 

      Once my feet meet the ground, I straighten and sling my backpack over my shoulder. 

      “Send us your address to mail up the blankets,” I blurt, putting distance between us. 

      Rex doesn’t seem to mind my lack of tact. So far, he’s been the perfect gentlemen, while I’ve only had mistrust for him. 

      It’s ingrained in me, Olivia said, passed down from my grand-grandmother. 

      I don’t know about that, but I do recognize that it takes talent to push people away, and I have that in droves. 

      “Would you like to eat with us?” Frankie says as we are about to say goodbye to him. 

      The man looks at me first. 

      I know why. 

      I’ve been against him since he offered to give us a ride. Despite saving me from his kite and Frankie from the fury of the ocean, I still can’t muster a warm feeling toward him.

      “There’s plenty of food. And we could have the chance to talk and get to know each other while wearing clothes,” Frankie says, her social skills putting me to shame.

      He hesitates, maybe because of me, although I try to keep my expression steady and not let out any more bad feelings for him. 

      Or perhaps it has to do with the man at the other end of the line. Whoever Kian is, they don’t seem to be on good terms.

      Maybe he needs to be somewhere else. 

      I’d point that out to him, but I don’t want to come across as a jerk. 

      I don’t want to acknowledge that I’ve eavesdropped on his conversation. 

      Besides, he doesn’t need to be wherever he needs to be until midnight. 

      “It won’t take long,” Frankie says, catering to his hesitations. 

      “All right,” he says.

      I don’t think he’s hungry. I think he’s curious. 

      And I’m curious too, while Frankie is her usual self, a social butterfly making everybody feel good.

      She nudges me to the shower first to ensure I’m not ruining her efforts by chasing him away while she’s washing her hair in the bathroom. 

      I shower, blow dry my hair quickly, and put on a summer dress before walking into the kitchen.

      Plates and cutlery are on the table–she even lit a handful of colorful candles. 

      “Done?” she asks, wrapped in my robe. 

      I feel bad that she has waited for me, so I quickly take over her host duties. 

      “I made coffee,” Frankie says on her way to the bathroom.

      “Thank you,” I say to her. “Would you like some?” I ask, pouring myself a cup and shifting my eyes to Rex. 

      The ceiling seems to hang lower as he pushes to his feet and takes off his jacket. 

      “Yes, thank you.”

      His manners are impeccable. 

      I focus on filling a cup for him before turning while holding the mugs.

      I set one in front of him just as he takes a seat and flicks his gaze at me, sending sparks of electricity down my body. 

      “I’ll take it.”

      I set his jacket on a hanger, noticing the scent of aftershave drifting from it.

      How can he smell so fresh after a day like this?

      “How do you like Half Moon Bay?” he asks as I claim my seat across from him. 

      “Honestly, today was our first day out. We haven’t had the chance to see much.”

      My eyes travel down his white T-shirt, his pecs pushing against the smooth fabric. 

      The memory of him naked down to his waist warms my cheeks, prompting me to pull my gaze away in haste. 

      I take a sip of coffee.

      “What about you? You seem to know everybody in this town.”

      His grin is different this time––it floods his eyes and makes him look much younger. Although he is only a few years older, he looks like a real man. 

      Olivia always joked that men between twenty and thirty-five look of any age. 

      She’s right. Some colleagues look like teenagers, while others pass for their teachers.

      Rex looks like a man, but his smile gives away his age.

      That’s what I find intriguing about him. His manners, words, and acts are flawless and beyond reproach. Too good to be true. 

      Unexpected and far from the norm. 

      That fact alone feeds my distrust, not because I have something against him, but because I don’t like to be disappointed about him. 

      I’ve been let down before. 

      Olivia says I’m too cynical for my age, and she’s right. And Frankie has often pointed out that I had built too many walls to keep myself away from them.

      But he is different. 

      “We’ve, uh...”

      He has that smile again, his eyes slanting down to his coffee.

      “We’ve been in this town for some time.”

      We?

      What does he mean by we?

      “My family,” he adds in a serious tone. “We own a vacation home here.”

      Curiosity bites my lips, but I keep my mouth shut. I don’t want to sound nosy. 

      It’s not my thing. 

      “You?”

      I lift and drop my shoulders, smiling.

      “My family just bought this house, and this is the first time I spend the summer months here.”

      I pause, itching to move to a different topic.

      “Family?”

      Darn.

      My plan didn’t work out. 

      “Part of my family,” I murmur.

      My grin is fake, like my words.

      “Grandaunt,” I say curtly, planning to abandon the topic.

      He doesn’t need to know that I have no one besides Olivia, a few friends, and Frankie. 

      He already knows too much about me, and I, on the other hand, have too little information about him. 

      Sure, I know he studies Political Science. He is also an elite athlete and well-behaved. 

      I know he has brains and muscles and is in the habit of saving stranded women. 

      I know he’s a gentleman. He is not pushy, and he is well-mannered.

      I understand he’s well-off––most people in this town are––but there are things I can’t figure out yet, like the man and the woman on the beach. 

      They came together and left separately. The woman seemed attracted to him, and he acted friendly toward her, and then she was nowhere to be found. 

      And then there was the broody, fearless man who taunted the storm and couldn’t care less that he emerged from a brewing ocean.

      Rex never talked about him or seemed to care about his whereabouts. 

      And then there was the man he was talking on the phone with and the restaurant where people knew his name and never asked for money.

      “By the way. Where do I send the payment for my car repair?” I toss at him, fishing for more information.

      He makes a soft gesture.

      “It’s been taken care of.”

      I stare at him.

      He nods reassuringly.

      “Seriously. Don’t worry about it.”

      I suck in a long, shaky breath.

      “Well, I appreciate your courtesy, but I can’t accept your gift. It’s my car, my responsibility.”

      He smiles as if expecting me to object.

      “I never denied that. It’s just that the people who take care of your car owe me a favor, so I’m passing down some of their gratitude to you. It’s nothing more than that. My gift doesn’t create any obligations on your part.”

      I study his eyes for a moment. 

      Soft candlelight dances on his cheeks, glowing specks dripping in his eyes. 

      His presence is overwhelming as he sits at the kitchen table, his elbows propped on the surface, his eyes set on me. 

      It just is.

      And I can’t explain why. As much as I couldn’t explain why he had constantly checked on me in his car as if he wanted to make sure I was okay.

      He likes Frankie––everybody likes her––and I somehow get a different vibe when he interacts with me. 

      She’s just herself around him, and he acts friendly toward her. But with me, though, he wants to know about me as much as I want to know about him. 

      It flatters me and scares me at the same time. 

      I’ve never met someone like him.

      “Uh... Okay. Thank you,” I say in response.

      I look down, trying to remove the reflection of my thoughts from my expression, something telling me he reads me easily.

      “We should eat. Frankie will be out of the bathroom any minute now. What would you like to drink? Besides coffee.”

      We both rise. 

      “Water,” he says.

      I look at him.

      He’s taller than me and broader, and there’s little space between us, and even if it were more, I’d still feel too close to him.

      “I want to wash my hands,” he says in response to my moment of delicious panic. 

      “Sure.”

      Laughing nervously, I give myself away. 

      Good thing the lights are low, and my ruddy cheeks are not that obvious.

      I pivot, gesturing to the kitchen sink as we set ourselves in motion. Somehow, the kitchen becomes a tight space, and I become prone to accidents, bumping into him. 

      I avoid touching him when I grab a bottle of water, but not so much when I reach up to retrieve a tall glass from the cupboard. 

      I still don’t know why I’m set on taking out the glasses that Olivia and I rarely use. Maybe because he feels like an important guest. 

      Whatever it is, I push up on my toes and stretch my arm to grab the glass while he dries his hands on a kitchen towel. 

      I sense his body heat close to me when he talks. 

      “It’s a nice house,” he says, his voice reverberating away from me as if he looks at something.

      No matter how smooth and relaxed his tone is, it startles me, swiftly making me spin to him while struggling to stop myself from dropping the glass.

      His eyes come to me, and then I realize what he was looking at while talking and glancing out the window. 

      The sun has already set, the early evening draping over the house, back lawn, terrace, and patio table. 

      The lights have turned on automatically outside, and now they glow over the rattan furniture, the congregation of flowers, and Hawaiian print pillows. 

      And then my eyes slide to the glass tabletop, where the box of condoms I received from Olivia sits in plain view.

      “Um... Yes. It’s great,” I say, shaking with embarrassment, plastering a smile over my lips. 

      How ironic? 

      A few hours ago, I was sitting in that chair, chatting with her, arguing that what she had said to me was nonsense, thinking that I would never need her gift, and here I am, spending the evening with a man––a hot man at that, who most likely is wondering what’s going on in this house.

      “Here,” I say abruptly, plopping the glass into his hand and motioning him to the table.

      My hand slips, brushing his fingers. I jerk back as if I've touched a stove.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, smiling, enjoying the effect he has on me.

      “Yes. I’m perfectly fine,” I say in a strained voice.

      There’s no innuendo in his voice, but there is a smile and tension in his body, and my perception of him becomes heightened as if we morph into communication towers. 

      As if his flesh and blood are talking to me, changing my chemistry, spurring heat in me, and intensifying everything––my breaths, my heartbeats, and my body temperature.

      All I want is to snap out of this moment that fuels my confusion. 

      As these things usually work, trying to fix my problem creates an even bigger mess. 

      I touch his forearm to nudge him to the table, bumping into his hand by mistake. 

      Out of reflex, he catches the glass that flies from my hand, but when he clutches it and straightens, I’m right there in front of him, inches away from his sculpted chest, lush lips, piercing eyes, and muscular body. 

      My eyes tilt up a little, locking his stare, and I lose my voice.

      I can’t say a word. 

      I almost see him leaning in, gripping my chin and placing a kiss on my lips. At least, that’s what my mind wants to see, my heart wishes for, or my soul feeds on. 

      He is not mine, my turmoil not making it to the surface to give myself away. 

      Thank God.

      I still look at him with big, dewy eyes like a deer caught in the headlights, lacking willpower. Now I know what Olivia meant when she said anyone could turn silly if the right man came along. 

      He’s not the right man, a voice argues in my head, but I’m too obsessed with him to push that thought back.

      “Good thing I didn’t break it,” I say, my hand on him, my eyes going down, my chin pointing to the glass. “Nothing is safe around me,” I joke, but he doesn’t smile. 
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