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PROLOGUE
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Lorelai Pazzi

Years Before

I LET OUT AN INVOLUNTARY sigh, without taking my eyes off the book in my lap. I bit my lip, a small smile escaping.

Falling hopelessly in love with literary characters was a gift I possessed with such intensity that sometimes I couldn’t separate reality from fantasy. To me, it was as if they existed, as if I could run into any one of them at any moment.

It was a healthy habit, all things considered. Well... my father should have loved it, because it kept me a virgin and untouched at almost sixteen.

The problem wasn’t me—it was the boys. How could I fall for any of them when literary characters were so much better? I even tried to connect, to get to know a guy, to look for some similarity between him and the hero of the book I was currently in love with, but... the similarities were so slim, almost nonexistent, that any chance of interest fell flat.

I was happy with my way of life. I was content. I saw so many girls crying in the school hallways, their hearts shattered into pieces. Literary characters didn’t make a habit of breaking anyone’s heart, so I would never run that risk.

I had zero interest in suffering over unrequited love. No, thank you.

I shifted, my ass sore from sitting on the hard ground in the same position for so long. I bent my knees and settled the book between them. I rubbed my fingers against the rough grass beside me, playing with the texture.

My heart pounded out of rhythm as my eyes raced, line after line, without stopping. The scene unfolding in the book made me more and more anxious to reach the end and uncover all the plot twists.

Reading under the shade of a tree was one of my favorite hobbies.

My mother would say I was wasting time, that adolescence was the most precious moment of life, the phase for making mistakes I’d regret later, but that, with the passing years, would become funny, nostalgic memories. My father, on the other hand, would support me. He felt much safer having his daughter under his wing than flying off on her own.

As for me, I believed everyone saw life their own way. Just because I didn’t like going out and preferred staying home with a good book didn’t mean I was missing out on my adolescence. I didn’t find any fun in parties—not nearly as much as I found in the lines of romance novels.

I was so focused on my reading that I didn’t notice anyone approaching. A shadow grew right in front of me, pushing back even more the rays of sunlight trying to filter through the tree’s canopy.

I lifted my face and stared at him.

Jonathan Schneider, the son of my father’s boss.

He was, without a doubt, on the list of the most beautiful boys I had ever seen. Blue-green eyes, dark brown hair with unruly curls falling over his forehead. He was thin and tall. He wore faded jeans, a black linen shirt, and sneakers.

Despite his casual clothes and arrogant posture—which would label him as some Bad Boy from my books—he was studying medicine at Harvard. My father used to tell me he was very studious and focused, that he spent most of his time concentrated on his goal: becoming a renowned doctor.

“Hey,” I said, a little awkwardly.

He had never approached me before, even though I noticed him looking at me every now and then.

Even though I practically lived with him, we had never had contact. The small, simple house behind the renowned Schneider residence had been my home for most of my life. I spent my entire childhood watching Jonathan with his friends, always keeping a safe distance.

“Lost, Lorelai?” he mocked, arching a dark eyebrow. He spread his legs and placed his hands on his hips.

I gasped, surprised.

I had no idea he knew my name. I didn’t see that information as something interesting enough for him to bother with.

“Actually, no. I’m enjoying the shade and reading a good book.”

He snorted.

“Every time I see you, you have a book in your hands. I have the habit of reading too, but not like you. I read more out of obligation—to learn what I need to.”

“That’s because you haven’t found the right book yet. The one that’ll keep you up all night because you just can’t stop reading.”

He let out an irritated laugh.

“I seriously doubt that’ll ever happen.”

I bit the inside of my cheeks and shrugged, not knowing what to say. I stayed quiet for a few seconds, waiting for him to walk away so I could get back to reading, but he didn’t. Jonathan stood right in front of me, like a statue that was part of the garden.

I cleared my throat.

“Do you need something?”

He tilted his head slightly, making a few short curls bounce.

“What if I asked you to get ice cream with me?”

I blinked slowly, absorbing what he had just said.

He was asking me... to go out?

Oh, this definitely wasn’t happening. I saw the company Jonathan and his friends kept—the gorgeous girls they invited to their private pool parties. I wasn’t, even remotely, as beautiful as they were.

He had to be making fun of me, trying to win some bet with one of his friends that he could get the reclusive girl to go out with him. That kind of thing happened all the time: the young man who managed to drag the shut-in out of her house.

No, thank you. I didn’t want to go through that disastrous experience, like I’d seen happen to most of the girls I knew.

“I can’t. Sorry.”

He pulled his arms away from his hips and crossed them over his chest.

“Because of your reading? I can guarantee I’m more interesting than your book.”

Unfortunately, you’re not.

“I... I have plans.”

He laughed.

“With who?”

I swallowed slowly, trying to come up with a convincing answer really fast. If he was really betting on going out with me—which was the only obvious explanation for this—then Jonathan wouldn’t want to lose, so he’d be pretty insistent about his invitation.

“I don’t see why my plans are any of your business,” I shot back, trying to sound as gentle as possible.

He was still the son of my father’s bosses, and I still had to respect him—at least as much as I could.

He uncrossed his arms and clapped his hands, his blue-green eyes brimming with a spark I couldn’t identify.

“Whoa, you bite.”

I pressed my teeth together so hard the muscle in my jaw tensed. I wanted to say I wasn’t a dog to bite, but that would be too rude.

I took a deep breath, filling my lungs with air, and smiled through clenched teeth.

“Do you need anything else?” I insisted.

I closed the book and stood up, placing my hand on the ground beside me to push myself up. I brushed my palm against my legs and butt, cleaning off any leaves that might have stuck to me.

I wanted to finish the book, and for that, I would need silence and peace—things I wouldn’t find with the Schneider playboy lurking around, being pushy and trying to convince me to go out with him, whatever the real reason was.

“I need your company, gorgeous.” He pressed one hand to his chest, over his heart. “I’m just asking you to get ice cream. No strings attached. Are you lactose intolerant?”

I’m allergic to arrogant boys.

He was way too handsome—something that came close to the physical traits of the characters—but... since nobody could be perfect, he was way too full of himself for one person.

“I can’t go out with you.”

I hugged the book tightly and breathed heavily.

“If you give me a pretty convincing excuse, I might accept the rejection.”

A pretty convincing excuse? Who did he think he was? Edward Cullen, to have that much nerve?

I stared at him in silence, absorbing all the arrogance he carried. Sure, he was fucking hot and probably the most popular guy at his school, but did he have to be so damn cocky?

I looked around, searching my brain for something convincing enough and not at all rude.

I dragged my eyes back to his, locking them.

“I... I have a boyfriend,” I lied, lifting my chin defiantly, trying to look direct.

He frowned, a crease forming between his eyebrows. He shoved his hands into the front pockets of his jeans and tilted his head.

“You have a boyfriend?” He let out a sarcastic laugh. “Really? And what’s his name?”

I bit my lower lip.

“What’s your real interest in all this, Mr. Schneider? What’s so interesting about my quiet little life?” I objected, staring at him intently.

He shrugged and pursed his lips.

“First of all, call me Jonathan. Mr. Schneider is my father. Second of all, I’m interested in the girl who keeps wandering around the gardens, her mind far away, with a book in her hand.”

My heart skipped a beat.

For the first time in my entire short existence, my heart reacted to a real boy. Flesh and blood.

I swallowed the air, not exactly sure how to react to that. It was... strange, to say the least.

I breathed slowly. Once, twice, three times, trying to control the stupid hormones of puberty, to get my brain to take over. It was more sensible.

He wasn’t just some random boy. He was Jonathan Schneider, the son of my father’s bosses, the most sought-after player at school, and probably the most wanted medical student on his university campus. And I was... well... just me. The blonde nerd who lived in her own little world, always lost in thoughts of the characters she loved most. Sometimes vampires, sometimes fallen angels, sometimes fairies. Always some supernatural, centuries-old being.

I shook my head, rejecting the idea that his interest could be real.

“I’m sorry... Jonathan, but like I said, I have a boyfriend. I’m not available.”

He took a step closer to me, and his scent filled the air around me. Eucalyptus with something minty. It was intoxicating, and I would definitely memorize it.

“Then tell me your boyfriend’s name,” he insisted, sounding like he didn’t believe what I was saying.

I looked at the thick book in my hands and opened a smug smile.

“Daniel Grigori.”

I could give him a lot more information than just a name, if he wanted. I was obsessed with him.

He gasped, as if he hadn’t expected an answer.

“He really exists, your... little boyfriend.”

“What made you think he didn’t?”

“You’re always alone. I’ve never seen you with anyone.”

“I can’t bring my boyfriend here. The house isn’t mine.”

“But it’s where you live. Have your parents never been interested in meeting your boyfriend?”

“Of course they’ve met him,” I shot back, too fast. “Daniel has had dinner with us a few times.” That wasn’t a lie; I lived with the book on the table during our family meals. “But my love life isn’t of interest to your family, so you never noticed him.”

I was getting really good at this. Becoming a natural-born liar.

He considered for a second, finally convinced. He took a step back and moved away. He ran a hand through his hair, pushing back the unruly curls.

He made a face, displeased.

“Since you prefer your little high school boyfriend, fine.” He placed his hand over his chest. “I could offer an experience pretty similar to the romances you love so much.”

I shook my head.

“I couldn’t.”

He laughed loudly and made an expression of disgust.

“I hope it’s worth it, Lorelai.”

I hope so too, Jonathan.

“See you later, Mr. Schneider.”

He shot me one last sideways glance, turned his back, and walked away, disappearing from my sight in a few steps.

I let out my breath, shrinking my shoulders.

That had certainly not been the best almost-romantic experience.

I stared at the spot where Jonathan had vanished for so long that I barely noticed the minutes passing. Regret weighed down on me, heavy on my shoulders. I hugged the book even tighter. He would never disappoint me. I wouldn’t have to consider the possibility that it was a bet with his friends, a joke.

I lifted my head and spun on my heels, making my way home, trying to ignore the bitter taste on the tip of my tongue.

[image: ]

I STARED AT THE CASKET where my mother rested. Her skin, which used to have a rosy tone on warm days, looked far too pale. Not even the pretty dress or the makeup could disguise the reality of the facts.

Her thin, slender body, prominent cheekbones, dried lips. She hadn’t seemed like herself for a while now, but nothing compared to what I was seeing.

I reached out and touched her face with my fingertips, flinching when I felt her skin—which had always been warm—cold as snow.

A single tear rolled down my face. I wiped it away before it could go any further.

There were many people around, sympathizing with our loss. They had brought elaborate dishes. They ate and drank while whispering among themselves, grieving for our family’s pain.

I lifted my face and stared at my father. He was watching his wife, unable to look away, as if he were reliving the life they had spent together, saying goodbye to what they were and what they could have still been.

I turned back to the casket and let out a ragged sigh as I examined the cold, lifeless figure once again.

I had stayed by her side during the months the disease progressed, sucking the life out of her little by little as the cancer advanced. Just like when the doctors said all that was left was palliative care, that there was nothing more they could do. I read some of my novels to her, trying to transport her to a fantasy world where reality was different, as a way to comfort her. And when she took her last breath, I held her hand firmly, showing her I was there, that everything would be okay.

I let out a heavy exhale, flaring my nostrils.

I avoided breathing through my nose, because it was as if I could smell death, even though the house only smelled of... flowers.

I felt someone’s presence in the chair beside me. I turned my head slightly and looked out of the corner of my eye, surprised to see it was Jonathan. He was silent, staring at the casket with his head bowed, paying his respects.

For a while, we stayed like that. Side by side, without any reaction, without exchanging a single word. People came and went, while Jonathan remained firmly at my side as the hours passed.

The silence might seem oppressive to most people, but it was comforting to me. There weren’t enough words in the world to express what I was really feeling, nor any that could ease my pain.

He stood up, finally, still silent, and then he left. I watched his broad back through the black shirt he was wearing, his hair swaying with the movement, his steady, slow steps as he walked toward the front door, leaving me alone once again.

I looked at the spot where he had spent hours and found a white rose on the chair. I reached out and picked it up. In an involuntary reaction, I brought it to my nose and smelled it, absorbing the sweet aroma of the freshly picked flower from the Schneiders‘ garden—the one my father loved to tend.

White roses were my mother’s favorite flowers; she always picked them and put them on the breakfast table. That’s why my father cared for them so carefully.

I kept the rose with me throughout the entire wake, without letting it go.

When it was over, I looked at the house—with enough dishes to feed an entire city and chairs I didn’t know where they had come from—completely empty.

I cast a glance at the door, remembering Jonathan and how much his gesture had meant.

My body was dry, with no tears left to cry, and my heart was shattered. It hurt so much it seemed physical, not just emotional.

I ran my tongue over my dry lips.

On that fateful day, it was the last time I saw my mother, and also Jonathan Schneider—the first and only real-life boy who ever made my heart race, just like the characters I loved so much always did.
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CHAPTER 1
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Lorelai Pazzi

Present Day

I TRIED TO HOLD BACK the smile that kept spreading across my face as I studied the building in front of me, but it was useless.

I couldn’t believe that after all this time searching for an available rental, checking the listings every single day, the moment had finally come.

It was exactly the way I’d always imagined. The red bricks, the iron stairs leading up to the black doors with those elegant stone frames. The windows were big, with curtains that revealed just enough to make me want to know more about the people who lived inside. It was the building of my dreams, and now, seeing it up close, it looked even better than in my fantasies.

It was an old building, but impeccably maintained.

I had a very obvious reason for wanting to live in that place so badly, but... it wasn’t just because of him.

Okay, who was I trying to fool? It was solely and exclusively because of him.

I walked up the stairs, letting out a broken sigh of satisfaction. The hallway was narrow and smelled strongly of pine, the scent drifting across the floor. The beige paint was flawless, proof of the care and attention they put into the building.

I reached the floor I wanted and stopped in front of the arched doorway. My heart was pounding frantically, and I briefly considered the possibility that two flights of stairs were giving me a heart attack.

Being a couch potato wasn’t always so great. It only seemed like it when I stood at the window, mug of cereal in hand, watching the lunatics jogging at the crack of dawn.

The front door was open, just like Ms. Alzira had said it would be, while she waited for me inside the apartment.

I straightened myself, pushing a strand of hair over my shoulder and trying to steady my breathing. I spotted door 202, better known as my future home.

Smiling like a kid who’d just been handed candy, I marched forward with determined steps toward the apartment I’d always wanted.

I stepped inside hesitantly, not wanting to seem too eager. I needed to make a good impression on Ms. Alzira. Even over the phone, she sounded like a woman with... very firm opinions. She didn’t seem to like noisy, messy young people, so I was the perfect tenant. My only friend was my cat, and I spent my days glued to my computer, devouring my stories. I was quiet, young, but with the soul of an eighty-year-old woman.

I closed my hand and knocked on the door.

The living room and kitchen were connected, separated by a narrow counter with tall brown stools. The laminate flooring seemed to shine, showing off Ms. Alzira’s care and attention to detail. At the far end, there was a brown window with a blue sofa underneath. A sideboard with a simple TV and a bookshelf. I spotted two doors: one that must lead to the bedroom, and the other to the bathroom. The place was simple, but well-lit and airy.

The white paint on the walls gave off a strong smell, proof that it had been recently done.

I stepped inside, spinning around and taking it all in, even more enchanted than before.

Someone cleared their throat.

I froze, straightened my posture immediately, and turned toward the sound.

My mouth opened and closed in shock.

I recognized those eyes from so many years ago, but I couldn’t believe they were real.

Right in front of me, taller than I remembered, with a body sculpted by lean, well-defined muscles, messy brown hair, and an arrogant look on his face, stood Jonathan Schneider.

“What?” I heard myself say, though my voice sounded far away.

Jonathan raised a suggestive eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest.

“Lorelai?” he asked, recognizing me too.

“Jonathan?!”

We stood there, frozen, completely shocked by the sudden encounter after so many years. The last time I’d seen him was at my mother’s wake, days before my father quit his job at the Schneiders’ house because he couldn’t handle taking care of the flowers my mother had loved so much without her constant presence. We ended up moving when Jonathan was in college, and we hadn’t seen each other since.

He uncrossed his arms and ran a hand through his hair, pushing it back.

“What are you doing here?”

It was strange talking to him after all this time. Even though we’d had a brief conversation back then, it shook me. He was the first real-life guy I’d ever felt a tiny connection with.

Time had been good to him. He’d lost his boyish features. Stubble, blue-green eyes, a muscular body from an intense training routine, dark curls still present in a beautiful mess. He was wearing casual clothes: jeans, a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and brown shoes.

“I... I came to see the apartment. And you?”

He rubbed the stubble on his jaw, thinking.

“What if I told you I’m doing the same?”

Almost immediately, I pulled my attention away from his looks.

He was looking at the apartment? MY apartment?

I thought Ms. Alzira had liked me enough on the phone to give me preference and turn away other interested parties, but... that didn’t seem to be the case anymore.

I clenched my jaw.

“There must have been a scheduling mix-up. They usually don’t book two people for the same time. At least, Ms. Alzira didn’t mention anything about you.”

He let out an annoyed laugh.

“Believe me, I’m just as surprised as you are. I thought the deal was already done.”

God, he wasn’t going to take the apartment from me. I’d spent months idealizing living in that place and... I had plans to live out the great love of my life. Who did Jonathan Schneider think he was to screw that up for me?

I started rethinking my entire conversation with Ms. Alzira. I’d have to seem way more interesting than him if I wanted to win this battle.

“What’s your interest in the apartment?” I asked, changing the subject.

He shrugged dismissively.

“It’s close to my CrossFit gym and the hospital where I work. It’s the perfect place for me. And yours?”

Being the neighbor of the avatar of one of my books and the great love of my life is the perfect opportunity to live the romance I’ve always dreamed of in real life.

“The building is great. I’ll do really well here.” I omitted almost the entire truth.

“That’s it?” he asked, laughing and shaking his head.

“Does there need to be more? I thought the place being great was enough for someone to be interested.”

He snorted.

“How about you find another ‘great’ place to live and leave this one for me?” He made air quotes with his fingers. “My reasons for keeping the apartment are way more understandable than yours.”

No fucking way.

“I feel the opposite, Mr. Schneider. Everyone has their reasons, and that doesn’t make mine any less important than yours.”

He bit his lower lip.

“How’s your dad, Lorelai?” He changed the subject so abruptly it startled me.

I knew exactly what he was doing, trying to distract me from the real fight. He wanted the apartment, and so did I. Jonathan was smart enough to see that I wasn’t backing down, and neither was he.

I played along.

“My dad’s great, retired. And your parents, how are they?”

“Good, too.”

The conversation died without going any deeper than that. It was just a distraction, a way to throw me off.

Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine I’d find a competitor for the apartment I already considered mine, let alone that it would be Jonathan Schneider. Life was a mystery, a box of surprises.

Jonathan had more to offer than I did, unfortunately. He was a doctor, and that alone boosted his points. He was also young, handsome, and knew how to be convincing. Ms. Alzira would fall for him the second she laid eyes on his face.

I let out an exasperated sigh and shrugged.

I’d spent months scouring listings for a vacancy in this building. I didn’t want to lose what I’d finally gotten after chasing it for so long, dreaming about it.

“Oh, you’re both already here!” A soft, matronly voice came from the door beside me. “Sorry I’m late, I got stuck in traffic.”

Ms. Alzira was exactly as I’d imagined. A seventy-year-old woman, vain and friendly. Her white hair was short and neat. Her wrinkled face was covered in a thick layer of colorful makeup, and she wore flashy clothes. She was short, and she seemed like someone I’d love to be close to, given how laid-back she appeared.

“Hello, Ms. Alzira. I’m Lorelai, it’s a pleasure to finally meet you,” I introduced myself, smiling widely, trying to seem as friendly as possible.

I heard a low snort from Jonathan.

“Ah, of course! And you must be her partner,” she said, sliding her eyes to the doctor behind me. I opened my mouth to protest, but she spoke first, cutting me off: “It’s good to finally meet a young, interesting couple like you. Most of the tenants who come to me are single partiers. I don’t rent my apartment to single people, I’ve told the agency, but it seems impossible for them to understand my requirements.”

It felt like I’d been hit by something invisible. I gasped, slowly deflating as my dream slipped further away.

“I didn’t see anything about that in the listing,” I muttered.

She waved her hand, gesturing. The gold bracelets on her arm jingled with the movement.

“That’s exactly what I’m talking about. They don’t respect my requirements, which is why I come in person to meet the tenants and give my approval. I don’t care about your age or profession. If you don’t pay the rent, you’ll be kicked out. So, I don’t see it as all that important. I know you’ll have to pay me one way or another if you want to keep living here.” She cast a glance around. “I accept pets, but you’ll cover any damage the little furball causes. Parties are strictly forbidden. The neighbors like peace and quiet, and so do I. I don’t want trouble with anyone.”

Jonathan took a few steps and stopped beside me.

“Why do you dislike so many single young people?” he asked, staring at her.

Ms. Alzira ran her eyes over the doctor, her bright eyebrows raised and forehead creased, as if the answer were obvious.

“I’ve never rented to a single young person I didn’t have trouble with. The last tenant used my window to grow marijuana! The smoke smell spread through the whole floor, annoying the neighbors and disturbing my peace. The one before him threw parties all night long. That’s why my preference will always be for couples. Of everyone I’ve rented to, I only had trouble with one. The others were perfect.”

“As for that, you don’t have to worry. I work online, and I’m home all the time. I don’t like mess or noise,” I said, trying to sound convincing.

Everyone probably said that, but in my case, it was the honest truth. At least mine.

“I work at the hospital nearby. I have a healthy routine. Even though I go out drinking with my friends sometimes, I consider my home a sacred temple. I’d never throw parties or make a ruckus in a place that should mean peace and quiet,” Jonathan added.

Damn it! He was trying to be more persuasive than me.

“That’s why I only rent to couples. Your plans are different, your views on home are more meaningful.” She sighed. “This apartment was the source of many of my life’s joys. It was my husband’s and my first home. We had intense, happy moments here. I don’t want to tarnish the image I have of it by renting it to immoral, foolish young people. I want to make couples happy here, the way I was once.”

Shit, she wouldn’t accept me no matter what. She already had her mind made up. I let the sadness wash over me, the frustration of not being able to get something I really wanted.

I’d spend the next few months trying to find an apartment in the building, hoping one would open up.

“I... I’d really love a chance to live here. I’ve idealized this for a long time. The building is incredible,” I said quietly, feeling crestfallen.

She studied me for a second, her deep, shrewd brown eyes never leaving mine.

“I see truth in both of you. I believe we can have a good partnership. You fit my requirements, and you seem like decent people to live in the place that was once my home.”

I opened my mouth, about to tell the truth, but Jonathan interrupted me, sliding his arm around my shoulders and pulling me into him. I choked on my own spit.

His scent drifted toward me, overwhelming me.

“Then we’ll make a great partnership. My fiancée and I are looking forward to enjoying good times in the apartment that’s so dear to you.”

Fiancée?

Had Jonathan hit his head when I wasn’t looking, or was he just that reckless?

He squeezed me tighter, a silent but insistent gesture for me to speak up. Ms. Alzira stared at us, her eyes gleaming, looking more excited than before.

“What do you think, Lorelai?” he asked, tilting his head. “Your fiancé is eager, but we all know the final word is always yours. Can we close the deal?”

I bit the inside of my cheeks hard, trying to swallow the shock consuming me. This wasn’t some casual little lie. It was something far more serious.

I would share an apartment with Jonathan? With a near stranger? How were we supposed to live under the same roof? And what if Ms. Alzira found out everything?

Jonathan squeezed me even tighter, nudging me.

“It’s... of course,” I stammered, not thinking coherently about what I was doing.

She clapped her hands together, excited.

“Ah, what wonderful news! It’s not every day a couple as pleasant as you two shows up at my door.”

The lady had no idea.
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CHAPTER 2
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Lorelai Pazzi

MS. ALZIRA WAS CHATTING with Jonathan so animatedly that I couldn’t control the weight of the lie pressing down on my shoulders.

She led the doctor through the apartment, showing him every room and explaining how everything worked. I was supposed to follow them, but I couldn’t move from where I stood or focus on anything else.

I still wanted to figure out how that equation was supposed to work. The apartment had only one bedroom, and Jonathan didn’t seem like the kind of guy who did charity for a girl. He’d want the apartment for himself, just like I did.

It was pretty simple: if he didn’t agree to let me stay, or if I didn’t agree to let him stay, all I had to do was go to Ms. Alzira and tell her the truth. She’d tear up the contract, and we’d both lose the apartment. That’s why I was trying to find the most obvious solution to the problem.

There wasn’t one.

It simply didn’t exist, because we’d cooked up a lie that was way too complicated for something so obvious.

Ms. Alzira smiled at me before saying goodbye and leaving us alone in the place. I noticed her and Jonathan scheduling a day to sign the contract at the real estate office.

We stood in silence, ears pricked. The elevator beeped, the doors opened, then closed. We stayed quiet a little longer, making sure we were really alone.

I let out an exasperated sigh.

“Are you out of your goddamn mind?” I hissed, tossing my hair over my shoulders.

Jonathan rolled his eyes.

“Maybe, but you went along with it. You could’ve called me out, but you didn’t.”

“Because I was too shocked to react?” I shot back.

I started tapping my foot on the floor, an involuntary reaction of my nervous body.

“Either way, it’s done now! We need to decide who’s getting the apartment. I seriously doubt Ms. Alzira’s going to come check that we’re both living here.”

I pointed a finger straight at him.

“I’m the one who’s keeping the apartment!”

He let out a laugh.

“And who said I’m going to agree to that? I’m the one who found a solution for both our problems.”

“For both our problems? For your problems! You dragged me into this, got the apartment, and now you want to dump me.”

“That’s not how it is. I’ll be eternally grateful for your totally voluntary help,” he mocked, his sea-colored eyes gleaming with amusement.

I put my hands on my hips, my foot still beating insistently against the floor.

“I’m not leaving this apartment, Jonathan.”

“Like hell you aren’t!”

“No, I’m not. If you try to kick me out, I’ll run straight to Ms. Alzira and blow the whole story. If I can’t stay, neither can you.”

He stepped closer slowly, like a predator, his eyes locked on mine. He leaned in, bringing our faces level.

“Is that a war?” he whispered.

“Take it however you want. You didn’t get the apartment alone—you had my help. I want it, and I’m keeping it.”

“Well, I’m keeping it too,” he protested.

I wet my lips.

“Fine, then we’ll be roommates.”

“Perfect!” he shouted, exasperated. “Let’s keep our little lie alive and share the same roof.”

Things weren’t going exactly the way I’d imagined. Living with someone else had never been in my plans, least of all with Jonathan Schneider. What would I tell my dad when he came to visit and found the son of his old boss?

Jesus.

But I wouldn’t bend, and I wouldn’t let him take one of my dreams, especially not after he’d used my help to get it.

I had a much better idea. If I couldn’t get rid of him nicely, I’d do it dirty. I’d make his life a living hell until he gave up and left for good.

I reached out and snatched the keys from his hand, holding them tight.

“I’m moving in tomorrow. I don’t know when you’re planning yours, but just know I’ll already be here.”

“I have a shift at the hospital tomorrow. I’ll come the day after.” He looked around. “There’s only one bedroom. We can split the days for who gets it.”

I gave him my best smile.

“Of course, a nice schedule aligned with each person’s days.”

I’d never do that. I’d take the bedroom for myself and leave him with the couch. Eventually, he’d get tired and leave for good.

He slid his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, relaxing his shoulders.

“I think this could work for a while. We’ve known each other for years, Lorelai. We’re not total strangers, even if we lost touch.”

“Yeah...”

“As soon as another property opens up in the area, either I move or you do.”

Now that I’d finally gotten the apartment of my dreams, in the same building where the love of my life lived? I’d only move out if it was to move in with him.

“Certainly.” I kept my answers short and fake.

“You said you work online. You’ll be here a lot more than me. I have shift schedules, so I doubt we’ll run into each other much.”

“As for parties, I prefer to keep the place quiet and respect Ms. Alzira on that front.”

He nodded in agreement.

“I told the truth when I said a home should be a place of peace. I’d never throw a party here.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“As I recall, you used to love throwing them at your parents’ house when we were teenagers.”

His parents didn’t mind. Mine... well, he loved Jonathan’s reckless friends, who loved pissing on his flowers. I had to take twice as much care of them so they wouldn’t die.

“That was in the past.”

“Glad to hear it. I won’t tolerate any racket in the place I’m living. I value silence and my privacy.”

I didn’t even know why we were having this conversation. Living with Jonathan was out of the question. At the first chance, I’d make him leave the apartment and let me live my reader’s dream in peace.

This was definitely the craziest thing I’d ever done.

He rubbed the back of his neck, looking as confused as I felt.

“Well... I guess that’s it...” He bit his lip. “We’ve got a little lie to keep up while we get our lives in order and figure out what to do.”

I nodded silently.

I’d left home with sky-high expectations, absolutely convinced I’d return to my current apartment with the keys to my dream home in my pocket. I’d grab my cat and my things, move in at the first opportunity, and finally live the life I’d always wanted.

Running into Jonathan along the way, getting caught up in a lie with him, and having to share the same roof—that was nowhere near what I’d had in mind.

At least I’d have to secure the bedroom. I needed to work, and I had a pseudonym to keep anonymous.

He reached out, raising his hand toward me. I looked at his palm, still unsure what I was supposed to do.

It was a war, one way or another. Jonathan wanted the same thing I did, and neither of us was willing to give in. I was absolutely certain he’d make my life hell, just like I intended to do to his.

I took his hand, ready to do whatever it took to get what I wanted.

He smiled, full of disdain and treacherous promises. I swallowed hard, but I didn’t look away.

War is war.
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Jonathan Schneider

THE LIGHTS BLAZED BRIGHT over the surgical table, focusing on the small operative field in my patient’s chest, where the heart, exposed and still, waited for repair. The monitor showed a flat line—the silence of a pulse I had temporarily stopped. It was a delicate procedure: repairing the mitral valve without needing a prosthetic, preserving the organ’s structure as much as possible.

The room was immaculately organized, just the way I liked it. Instruments gleamed on stainless steel trays, sorted by function. Forceps, retractors, scalpels, ultrafine suture threads... each piece waiting for its turn to be used.

I was wearing the usual surgical gear: a long-sleeved sterile gown, latex gloves that I barely remembered were on after hours of use, and a mask that muffled my voice a little, but not enough to keep me from chatting with anyone willing to listen.

To my left, the perfusionist monitored the heart-lung machine, keeping the patient’s blood oxygenated while the heart was stopped. To my right, Alex, the assistant, held the retractor steady, keeping the view clear while I worked. The air had that peculiar smell of antiseptic mixed with the faint heat of the equipment—something I barely noticed anymore.

It was meticulous work, almost artistic. Under the surgical microscope, the mitral valve looked fragile and delicate. Every stitch I made in the tissue had to be firm but precise, ensuring the repair could withstand the pressure of blood when the heart started beating again.

That’s what I loved about surgery: the absolute control over life, the challenge of rebuilding something so essential and vulnerable.

“Have you completely lost your mind?” Sebastian broke the silence, staring at me with a furrowed brow above the mask covering his face.

I shrugged, focused on my work.

“It’s not as bad as it sounds...”

He laughed.

“Not as bad as it sounds? You’re going to live with a complete stranger, just for an apartment that’s not even all that? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

I snorted.

“She’s not a complete stranger. We grew up together, even if we didn’t have much contact. Her parents were really important to my family. We only drifted apart after her mom died early.”

“Still doesn’t make it better. Why the hell did you agree to this?”

“Because the apartment’s really good. And I know Lorelai—she likes being alone. She won’t last long.”

The truth was, I didn’t even know why I’d done it. It was a good apartment, sure, but not so amazing that I’d share it with the only girl who ever rejected me.

I didn’t know what “no” meant until I ran into her. And to make it worse, I actually liked her back then. She was beautiful, sweet, and so smart. We could’ve had good times if she hadn’t preferred her nerdy boyfriend, or whoever he was.

Nothing had prepared me for running into the girl from my past. I knew who she was the moment I saw her.

I could tell she really wanted that apartment—even more than I did. Even if she wasn’t totally clear about her reasons, it was obvious there was something important behind all that interest.

“No, that’s not it,” he protested, crossing his arms over his chest. “There’s way more to it than what you’re saying.”

I looked up and stared at him, meeting his honey-colored eyes. Sebastian was a few inches taller and broader than me. The defined muscles of his arms were highlighted by his tense posture and tight white coat. His short brown hair was covered by the blue surgical cap.

He’d been my best friend since the first semester of med school, and he could read between the lines so easily that his ability shocked me most of the time.

I let out a heavy breath.

“She’ll leave the apartment. I know she will,” I said with conviction.

I hadn’t really thought about what I was doing when I blatantly lied to Ms. Alzira. Neither had Lorelai. She acted on impulse, just like me. It would’ve been a lot easier to go to the real estate office and say we changed our minds, but I wasn’t going to do that. I wanted to see how far she’d go to keep the place.

The girl vanished from my life in the blink of an eye. During a semester packed with exams, when I spent more time away from home, by the time I came back, they weren’t working for my parents anymore, and the little house at the back of the property—where her family had lived for so many years—was already occupied by someone else.

I pushed the thoughts of Lorelai and her family aside and focused on my work.

“Forceps,” I said without looking away from the surgical field.

I gripped the instrument firmly, carefully pulling back the tissue around the mitral valve. With microvascular scissors, I precisely removed the degenerated portion of the tissue, careful not to damage the chordae tendineae, which looked like silk threads attached to the ventricle walls. The next step was the repair. I used a 5-0 suture thread, as thin as a human hair, passing the needle carefully through the fibrous ring of the valve. Each stitch was firm enough but without putting unnecessary tension on the tissue.

The heart-lung machine did its job, keeping the patient alive while the heart rested in my hands. In the background, the soft hum of the oxygenator was a melody I’d grown used to hearing.

“Spatula,” I requested, adjusting the retractor for a better view.

The motion was repetitive and meticulous. Pass the suture, tie it, cut it, and repeat the process. With every stitch, the valve took on its functional shape again.

When I finished the last stitch, I gave it a final inspection. Everything was in place.

“We can release the cross-clamp,” I announced, watching the blood fill the heart again. “Charge the defibrillator,” I ordered.

Seconds later, the shock traveled through the organ, making it shudder. A weak beat. Then another. Until the rhythm gained strength again. With the organ coming back to life, the monitor beside me displayed the most anticipated sound: the rhythmic beep of a heart beating on its own.

My work was done, and it was a success.

“It’s all yours!” I told Alex, stepping back as he began closing the sternum with steel wires.

With a careful motion, I peeled off my gloves, feeling the slight snap of latex as they came off. The feeling of freedom in my hands was always strange after so many hours of surgical precision, like they were still connected to the work they’d just finished.

I walked to the sink in the corner of the room, where warm water was running, and washed my hands carefully, scrubbing each finger as if I were getting rid of not just invisible residue but accumulated tension. The antiseptic soap had a strong, clean smell.

As the water ran down my arms, I felt the weight of exhaustion start to creep in, but also the mild satisfaction of knowing that, for today, someone’s heart would keep beating outside that room.

Sebastian leaned against the counter beside me.

“I still think this whole thing is ridiculous,” he said.

“Well... it kind of is, but it’s done.”

“What the hell were you thinking? Were you thinking with the wrong head?” He raised an eyebrow.

I gave him a sly smile.

“Maybe...” I placed my hands on the countertop and flexed my muscles, trying to shake off the tension that had settled in them after so many hours of work. “It’ll be... a different experience. I know Lorelai. She’s not a total stranger.”

Sebastian let out a heavy sigh.

“You like the girl. You’re into her.” He chuckled softly. “That’s why you’re doing this crazy shit.”

I could deny it, but I wasn’t going to.

“I’m just looking out for my own interests.”

“Your dick’s interests, you mean.”

“Great reputation I’ve got with you, my friend,” I mocked.

Sebastian pulled the mask off his face, freeing his mouth.

“Why didn’t I notice this before? You’re splitting the apartment because you’re interested in the girl.”

I dried my hands and pushed open the side door, leaving the operating room. Sebastian followed me.

“Lorelai is an... unfinished situation. She rejected me in the past.”

“So it’s revenge.”

“Not exactly. I don’t even know what it is. It’ll only last a few weeks, a few months at most. It’s going to be a fun experience.”

I was hungry and exhausted after so many hours in the surgical block. Sebastian’s relentless questions weren’t doing anything to ease my tired mind.

“I still think this is insane, and that you’ve completely lost your mind, but I can’t wait to watch this saga unfold.”

It wouldn’t last long. I’d find a way to make Lorelai give up and leave the apartment, leaving it all to me.

“She’ll quit.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“She wants the apartment and wouldn’t back down, but... depending on how things go living together, she’ll realize it’s better to live somewhere else and give in.”

He waved a dismissive hand.

“Does Genevieve know yet?”

“Not yet.”

“Well... I think she’ll feel the same way I do—that you’ve completely lost your mind.”

I laughed.

“Genevieve’s a lot more fun than you. She’ll think it’s iconic and reckless.”

“You’ve got a point there.”

Genevieve rounded out our trio from med school. When we graduated, the best part was that we all ended up at the same hospital, staying close. There were no secrets among the three of us.

I glanced at my watch and let out a tired sigh.

“My shift’s over. I’m going home to finish packing the boxes for my move tomorrow.”

“Good luck with this madness. Genevieve and I will meet you at your new place.”

“See you later,” I said, waving to the team through the window and walking out at a brisk pace.

​
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CHAPTER 3
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Lorelai Pazzi

I SURVEYED THE APARTMENT with my hands on my hips, satisfied with my work. My things were already properly in their places, everything arranged according to my preferences.

Since I wasn’t a selfish person, I’d left some space for Jonathan. Whatever was left, of course.

I stretched out my arm and checked the time on my watch. After a whole day focused on moving, it was time to put L. L. Paige into action. My Amazon author CNPJ for erotic romance novels—something only Pen knew about, and no one else.

Staying anonymous was a wise decision, one I’d made before I even wrote the first book. I’ve always liked staying in the shadows, keeping far away from the spotlight. If I used my real name, that would never happen.

That’s how I created social media accounts for my pseudonym and started promoting my work. Four releases later, I had my own audience and was established as an author.

To anyone who knew me, I worked in marketing at Amazon. A quiet job, one I could do from home. And best of all, no one to bother me or get in my way.

I chose my own writing schedule, letting it follow my creativity. Some days were more productive than others. Even though I set goals, sometimes it was hard to reach them.

I looked to the side and watched Pen rub against the corner of the sofa, his tail bristled, the little feline looking happy with the new home. With every rub, a trail of long gray fur floated through the air.

He stopped and sat on his hind legs, lifting his face toward me. He let out a soft meow.

I snorted.

“I know, I need to work. Don’t worry, your treat money is guaranteed,” I said, as if he could understand me.

I liked to joke around, treating Pen like he was my boss. When people asked what my boss was like, I’d usually say he was absurdly stubborn and very strict. It wasn’t a lie, though. Right now, he was staring at me through those big yellow eyes, like he was judging me for slacking off instead of writing and making money to maintain his good life.

I let out a heavy breath.

“I get it already, Mr. Bossy! You want the good treats, and for that, I need to write.” I threw my arms up, exasperated. “Your cabinets are stocked, don’t worry.”

I bit the inside of my cheeks and shot a look at the closed door, anxious to get out into the hallway.

I needed to find the real reason I was interested in this apartment, the reason I’d agreed to the madness of living with Jonathan without thinking much about the consequences.

I left Pen behind and walked on light steps to the door, opening it. The hallway was empty and silent. I slipped out of the apartment, careful to close the door so my cat wouldn’t escape.

I wandered, looking around, trying to figure out which door was his. I went up the stairs to the third floor, then to the fourth, then the fifth and final floor.

Besides clean hallways and closed doors, there was nothing to indicate which place I truly wanted to find.

I could hear whispers behind some of the doors, from others, the low murmur of a television. The neighbors were calm, valuing good coexistence with each other, just like Ms. Alzira had said.

Even though I had ulterior motives for moving into the building, it would be an essential place to live. With my work, I needed silence to execute certain scenes well, to focus on them better.

I went back to the apartment, finding Pen on the sofa, taking his usual beautiful bath and shedding fur everywhere.

“Behave, Pen! We need to at least seem friendly when Jonathan gets here. We’ll get him to leave soon, but let’s not be too obvious from the start.”

I chewed on my thumbnail and started pacing back and forth, trying to find a solution to the problem I’d created myself.

First, I needed to figure out how to get Jonathan the hell out of the apartment without causing any friction between us, or I’d risk him going to Ms. Alzira and telling her the truth. Then both of us would be left without a place to live.

While I solved the first problem, I’d need to focus on the second, which was basically finding out where the man of my dreams lived. On which floor, behind which of those countless doors I’d seen.

Okay, one thing at a time.

I just had to focus on not leaving the apartment looking like a mess and getting caught off guard by him, and on kicking Jonathan out of my life. Also, on keeping my sanity, or I wouldn’t be able to write a single book and would end up getting kicked out for not paying the rent.

I threw myself onto the sofa next to Pen, feeling frustrated. The cat got startled, his fur bristling and his eyes wide as he stared at me.

“It’s not about you, it’s about me and the mess I’ve gotten myself into. Too many problems with no solutions, and it stresses me out. And, you know, getting stressed isn’t good for me, it can cause a creative block.” There was only silence, but I kept going with my rant: “Anyway, sooner or later things will sort themselves out, I just need to stop being anxious and let time do its thing.”

I got up and walked to the bedroom, beckoning Pen with my fingers. He ignored me, as usual, but followed me as soon as he saw I’d picked up his treat pouch.

The room was small but well laid out. A spacious queen bed, a huge wardrobe that covered the entire side wall, and a desk under the window with a view of the street, where I would create many stories.

I set Pen’s bowl down next to the desk, pulled out the chair, and got ready to start typing without stopping. My life might be a mess, but I was the creator of a story that would flow however I wanted. And in my books, the happy ending was always the priority.
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Jonathan Schneider

I SHOOK MY HEAD, CLEARING a little of the deep fog of sleep that had me drunk.

Something was pressing on my chest, and I started to consider the possibility that I was discovering a new symptom of some kind of heart attack.

It felt like something warm and fluffy was on top of me, watching over my sleep.

I felt the hot, noisy breath on the tip of my nose. I sighed, confused.

I turned my face to the side, squeezing my eyes shut. Something purred, like the sound of a slow, precise motor.

I was too tired to open my eyes and find out the truth. After so many hours on shift, resting was crucial to get me fresh as a daisy and ready for the next one.
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