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      I push away the creeping tendrils of doubt and insecurity, forcing myself to dive headfirst into my morning routine. Today, there’s no room for doubt or insecurity, absolutely none. I sit up, turn off the alarm, and head into the bathroom to prepare for the day ahead. The lukewarm water of the shower works wonders. I rinse away my lack of sleep and by the time I step out, I feel almost human again. I tackle my long brown hair with a brush and blow-dryer, waging the same battle I fight every morning. The result is manageable, which is enough. As always, I go for a little bit of makeup and a neutral lip gloss. Less is more.

      Thank God I already picked out my outfit yesterday. I’m obsessed with my pantsuit, especially for workdays like today, so the choice was easy. The pants are a dark cobalt blue and fit perfectly. I put them on and shamelessly admire my own backside in the mirror. My curves look great in this kind of suit, and I appear professional. I am professional. What I’m not is slim, and my fitness has seen better days. Still, I look good. At least, that’s what I repeat to myself every morning, hoping one day I’ll actually believe it.

      Beautiful clothes have always been my armor. They hide flaws, or at least make me feel like they do, and sometimes they even let me feel... sexy. Every now and then, there’s a flicker of confidence, a moment when I catch myself thinking: Maybe someone will find this body, this version of me, beautiful someday. I run my hands over the soft fabric along my thighs, pull in my stomach, and experiment with a few flattering poses in the mirror. After a few turns, I give up. I let my stomach relax and let out a deep sigh. Who am I kidding? I remind myself that Prince Charming probably doesn’t even exist for women like me. My limited experiences with men certainly haven’t been promising. Still... I wouldn’t say no to a little fun. It’s been far too long since I’ve had someone in my bed.

      I see myself sighing in the mirror. I’m not even like that, and I’m not supposed to be thinking about sex! Not now! I shake off the distracting thoughts and put on the cream-colored satin blouse that pairs perfectly with these pants. I take the blazer with me just in case. It might get a lot cooler today than it was yesterday. Just in time, I remember to grab an extra shirt. A flash of horror crosses my mind: attending the most important meeting of my career, blouse ruined by a streak of red spaghetti sauce from lunch with Anna. So much for being sexy and professional. Heels? Maybe today is the day to go for it. Hopefully my feet agree. I look at myself in the mirror from head to toe and decide that I look good. Good enough, that is.

      I head downstairs and pour myself a strong coffee. I haven’t lived here very long, and sometimes I still can’t quite believe that all of this—albeit on credit—is mine. But every brick, every corner of this townhouse and my little real estate office fills me with pride. I worked hard, so very hard, saved every penny, and even tackled a big part of the renovations myself. The results speak for themselves. Starting my own business was a leap into the unknown, but I already know I’d never want to or be able to give this up. My house-slash-office is everything I’ve ever dreamed of. A smile spontaneously appears on my face. I genuinely enjoy my little pile of bricks.

      When I was studying interior architecture, I never imagined I’d end up becoming a real estate agent, but I’m thrilled with the choices I made. During my previous job at a trendy architecture firm, I had great colleagues and a nice salary, but the work itself was so boring. I couldn’t express my own creativity and was more focused on billing and calculating projects than on creating a vision for a home. Houses have always fascinated me. Each with its own story and style. What was once a cozy family home for five might soon become a residence for two dentists with a practice and a rental apartment. That process, matching the right house to the right person, selling a vision, is exactly what I love to do. I could have started as a freelance interior architect, but I followed my instincts and completed training to become a real estate agent.

      Deep down, I know it was the right choice, but it hasn’t been easy so far. Loans are expensive, and potential buyers are postponing their purchases. Being new in this world, I have to fight for every opportunity. I face off against seasoned agencies and cunning agents who wouldn’t hesitate to reach out to your children about selling your property, long before you’re dead and buried. Sorry, but that’s just not how I operate. I, Eleonora—Nora to my friends—twenty-seven years old, believe it can be done differently. Moral compass? Check! I’ve already had some successes, but they were rather modest. I really have to watch my finances because I can’t pay myself a full salary yet. Every beginning is difficult—I knew and know this—but I hope I won’t have to rely on my savings for too long. Today, everything could change. Today, everything must change.

      As I stare out of the window, I go over my schedule in my head. Two property viewings in the morning—potential listings I hope to secure—and then lunch with Anna. It’s always a joy to see her. She’s my best friend, my sounding board, and my confidante for years now. We met at college, and since then I honestly couldn’t imagine life without her. Nobody knows me better than Anna does. After lunch, the source of my nerves and greatest pride awaits: the potential sale of a million-euro villa. Okay, I admit, “sale” might be jumping the gun, but as of Friday, I’ve got a stunning villa in my portfolio, asking price: four million euros, and who knows, I might sell it this afternoon. Opportunities like this are rare for a newbie like me. I’d love to think I earned this opportunity, but honestly, it was mainly being in the right place at the right time and having a ton of luck.

      My cousin, Dennis, threw a party last Friday, just a few days ago, for his thirty-fifth birthday. Important detail: his extensive, fun, and particularly well-off circle of doctor friends was also there. Although it was Dennis’s birthday, I got the gift of a lifetime. His colleague, Ibrahim, was recently offered a new job abroad as head of the cardiology department at a prestigious London hospital. He’s eager to take this opportunity, but it also means selling his posh villa in Bruges. Living and working in London is apparently expensive. Plus, he was already spending more time at the hospital than in his own bed. Downsizing seemed like the smarter move anyway. I can’t blame him for that. He told Dennis all this at the party, and Dennis took the opportunity to recommend me, his favorite cousin, of course.

      When I arrived, he had just convinced his colleague that I was the best real estate agent in town to do business with. Et voilà, the rest is history. Since Ibrahim didn’t have much time to waste, our deal was sealed that very evening. I don’t think he realized or realizes how little experience I still have, let alone with properties in this price range. This only motivates me even more to prove what I’m capable of. If I can sell this villa, I’ll have a solid reference under my belt, and my competitor colleagues will have to respect me. My self-confidence could thrive on this for a year, not to mention how many months I could live off such a sale financially. Finally having financial security would be a welcome change. I’m eternally grateful to Dennis. He knows what this could mean for me.

      I drink the last sip of my coffee, place the empty mug on the counter, grab my laptop bag, and head downstairs to my office space. I search my desk for the right documents I’ll need today and put them in my bag. I straighten the chairs in the seating area, water the plants, and turn on the LED lights in the display window. I check my calendar for the thousandth time to see what I already know. At 3 p.m., my once-in-a-lifetime appointment with Bertrand, the agent of the potential buyer. He mentioned that his client is very interested in the villa and has been looking for a new property in the suburbs of Bruges for a while. I’ve never worked with Bertrand before, but he came across as friendly and enthusiastic in his emails. He couldn’t say for sure whether his client would be able to join us on such short notice, but he’d try to arrange it. If the buyer can’t make it, the decision to make an offer or not will likely be based on Bertrand’s judgment. It must be wonderful as an agent to have so much trust from your client. A villa like this doesn’t come along every day. It will indeed come down to those quick to decide. I close the door behind me, lock up, and hope the stars align today.

      

      It’s noon when I’m sitting with Anna on a cozy terrace, overlooking the canals in the center of Bruges. A breeze provides some coolness while the sun occasionally peeks through the clouds. Choosing our meal doesn’t take long. We order two plates of spaghetti, a cola, and for me, a glass of rosé. A little bit of alcohol to calm the nerves, that should be fine. The perks of being your own boss: having lunch with your best friend in the middle of the day and drinking during work hours. Anna and I don’t see each other as much as we used to, but we make sure to keep our meetups regular. We met at college and have been besties ever since, even though our lives look pretty different. Anna has been with her high school sweetheart, Melvin, forever. They’re still disgustingly in love. They live together in a cute little house with a garden in Assebroek. They got married last year and even have a golden retriever. You get the picture. I envy them, but also not really. I don’t know. What I do know is that I’m super happy for her. She’s glowing and looks so happy as she chatters away about their next weekend getaway to the Ardennes. I tell her about my morning. Anna listens, but her mind seems to be somewhere else.

      “I have something important to tell you, Nora,” she interrupts.

      “You can tell me anything, Anna. What’s up? Did Melvin buy another beat-up moped to fix up?” I joke.

      “No, haha, he still hasn’t managed to get the other two running. Honestly, he should probably look for a new hobby, and he knows it!”

      “Okay, what is it then? Hopefully nothing serious?”

      “Only good news, exciting but good.”

      “Spill it, Anna!”

      “Melvin and I are expecting a baby. I’m pregnant!” she whispers as loudly as she can.

      Whaaaat? Really? No! Why? I mean, amazing! Already? Was it an accident? Or no, you’ve been together so long, a baby is fantastic! When I finally manage to think clearly, I hear myself exclaim: “I’m so happy for you! This is the best news of the day!” Unless I sell the villa later, of course, sorry Anna. No, really, I’m genuinely happy, but wow, I didn’t see this coming. She seems to read my mind.

      “We didn’t see it coming either. We’d talked about it, and I’d even stopped taking the pill, but we were going to take it slow. You know, play it safe until all the hormones were out of my system. After that, we figured we’d try for a year. This little bean had other plans though. I’m so happy and scared at the same time, Nora.”

      She strokes her belly and looks both scared and happy at the same time.

      “Me too, I get how you feel. It’s amazing, but also so crazy. A first baby, now it’s all real!” We’re officially adults now, I think. Well, she is.

      “No turning back now, huh?” she laughs weakly and a little desperately.

      Time for a pep talk—that’s what friends are for. I take her hand and dive in. “You and Melvin are going to be amazing parents! Anna, you were born to be a mom. This is what you’ve always wanted, and whether it’s a little earlier or later, what does it matter? You’ve been with Melvin for so long, why would you have waited anyway? You’re as ready as you’ll ever be, and you’re going to do an incredible job. The doubts you’re having now are proof that you’ll be a great mom. That kid is already the luckiest little thing on earth.”

      I’m proud of my response, and I mean every word. I wish I’d been that lucky. I’d sign up for Anna and Melvin as parents in a heartbeat. Not that my parents are terrible people, it’s just a shame they were never around. My arrival was completely unexpected, and my parents had no intention of adjusting their lifestyle to accommodate my existence. I was raised by relatives or hastily arranged babysitters. By the time I was seven, they decided I was old enough to stay home alone, make my own meals, and get myself to school. That I didn’t end up a teen mom, a drug addict, or a dropout is no thanks to them. Materially, I never lacked anything, but I missed out on everything else. I didn’t have siblings either—it was me against the world. Sometimes it still feels that way. Now, I see my parents maybe once or twice a year. Nothing has really changed. I don’t think they even know I’ve changed jobs. I’m proud of who I am today, despite—or maybe because of—my difficult childhood, but I still wish it had been different. I still carry the scars of that insecurity and lack of love with me. I can’t wait to shower Anna’s baby with all the love in the world, as it should be.

      For the next hour, we talk about baby clothes, daycare, and parenting techniques. She’s clearly done her research. I listen, chime in, and enjoy her happy mood and pregnancy glow all over again. And yet, I can’t deny it—I hadn’t expected we’d spend the entire lunch talking about babies. It’s such a distant reality for me, and I wonder if Anna and I will still have the same bond once the baby arrives. It’s selfish of me to think this way, but I can’t help it. She’s my best friend, and I want the world for her. I’d give my life for that unborn baby in a heartbeat, and I’ve only known about its existence for an hour, but I also know that everything is about to change. Maybe I’m just jealous because I want what she has?

      A house, a garden, maybe even a dog—not that long ago this was also in the cards for me. I wanted it so badly. It’s a shame David decided, after three years into our relationship, to regularly take his intern to our bedroom. We were together for four years, in the end. I only discovered his affair by chance when a different pair of panties suddenly showed up in the laundry. David was almost relieved when I confronted him. After that, he couldn’t pack his moving boxes fast enough. The coward hadn’t even had the guts to end our relationship himself—for a whole year! The bimbo claimed she had no idea he already had a girlfriend. As if David had tastefully decorated that apartment himself… Yeah, right, bitch. Four years of my life wasted on a man. Just thinking about it makes me furious again. David was my first serious relationship. He took my virginity, for heaven’s sake, and I thought I was happy, that he loved me, and that we’d grow old together. Going from everything to nothing was a hard blow. I had hoped to do better than my parents, to one day create a warm and loving home, just like Anna is doing now. Along with my heart, David also shattered my belief that that fairy tale was meant for me. There was only one thing left to do: focus on myself and my career. Men can wait.

      I shake off the unpleasant thoughts as my phone reminds me of my next appointment. We ask for the bill and promise to meet again soon. As we say goodbye, Anna asks if I’ll help them decorate the nursery. I’d be offended if she didn’t ask! Of course, I’ll take on that task! I’m genuinely honored to be asked.

      

      I arrive at Ibrahim’s beautiful villa. The driveway is already a perfect preview for the exclusivity that defines this property. A majestic wrought-iron gate opens. Classic cobblestones, flanked by stately trees, lead me to the expansive modern facade. How many cobblestones am I driving over? Thousands, tens of thousands? I park my little Fiat under the carport for guests. There’s easily room for five more cars. I’m not usually a big fan of modern homes. I prefer a classic townhouse with molding, paneling, bookshelves, and a fireplace. This contemporary villa, however, has won me over. It’s truly a gem, and every time I visit, it looks even more beautiful. I can’t wait to show it to Bertrand. I’ve done my homework and am completely ready.

      Speak of the devil—as I’m grabbing my papers from the car, another car pulls up and parks next to mine. Early, just how I like it. Bertrand has clearly been a real estate agent for a while and, by the looks of it, is doing quite well with his BMW iX. Typical, already sizing him up and forming an opinion. Nice model, though—brown leather, custom rims, fully electric, lovely. I do love a beautiful car.

      I quickly wipe my clammy hands on my pants so it’s not too obvious that I’m incredibly nervous. I shouldn’t be this nervous, this house sells itself. I quickly check my blouse—no spaghetti stains, thank God.

      Just as I think I’ve got myself under control, the door of the BMW opens. I can’t possibly look away as a first classic, brown leather shoe touches the ground. In my mind, I lose all sense of time, and the next few seconds go by in slow motion. Bertrand steps out of the car and clearly has all the time in the world. When he finally stands up straight, it’s clear that he’s more than a foot taller than me, and at five foot eight, I’m not exactly short. He’s standing with his back to me. My gaze instinctively travels up his broad shoulders, and I see a lightly tanned neck that contrasts with his crisp white shirt and a mane of dark, wavy hair. I was prepared for everything except this. Selling a house, I can do. Explaining technical details? No problem. But keeping my eyes off this man? That’s going to be difficult. The sleeves of his shirt are rolled up halfway. I see his arm muscles move as he tucks his keychain into his pants pocket. My eyes follow his movements. He’s clearly wearing a tailored suit and a fitted designer shirt that hugs his body in all the right places. He’s in shape and takes care of himself. He casually tosses his jacket over his shoulder. Before he fully turns to face me, he bends down again toward the car to grab his phone from the holder and slip it into his pants pocket. I can’t take my eyes off his backside and nearly die from the sight. This is undoubtedly the first time a man has literally taken my breath away like this. The image is seared into my brain. I’m thinking naughty thoughts. I can’t help it—the moment our eyes meet for the first time, I momentarily forget what I’m even doing here. His dark eyes hold mine with an intensity that seems to reach straight into my soul, igniting a warmth that spreads through me. A cascade of tingles dances in my stomach, leaving me breathless and yearning for more of his unspoken connection. I didn’t know a physical presence could have such an impact on me, but this is undoubtedly the most attractive man I’ve ever seen.

      Is it suddenly hot here? Should I put my blazer back? I can’t get my thoughts in order, so my mouth opens and closes, but no words come out. Nervously, I avert my gaze, tuck my hair behind my ear, and unnecessarily check my perfectly organized papers again. Act normal, Nora. Focus!

      “Good afternoon, Bertrand. I’m Nora. I’m glad we could arrange this meeting on such short notice. Shall we head inside so I can show you the property?”

      Well done, Nora, no big deal. Straight to the point. I forgot to shake hands. Handshakes are outdated, right? This definitely isn’t weird. I’m really not weird.

      “Sure, after you,” he says calmly and composedly.

      He’s clearly more at ease than I am. His voice intrigues me. It fits this man perfectly—deep, dark, a bit husky, authoritative, yet kind. Can you really deduce so much from a three-word sentence? I think so. Focus, Nora!

      I take the keys from my pocket and open the front door. The entryway is more than spacious enough for the two of us. I take a few large steps to maintain some distance between us. I don’t know why, but I feel like I should keep some space between us before I launch into my presentation.

      “This entryway clearly showcases the vision of the entire property. The design centers around three materials: oak, marble, and concrete. It’s a recurring theme throughout the house, but the ratio of these materials varies in each room. You can see that this is a large, modern home, but thanks to the material choices and layout, it’s still exceptionally warm and inviting.”

      Now that I’m talking about the house, I’m in my element. As long as I’m not looking at my colleague, I can string together proper sentences. The nerves start to ease now that I’m in the flow. This is going well.

      “In this entryway, you’ll see a white marble floor with brown and gray veins. The ceiling is exposed concrete, which you’ll find in most of the house. Beautiful custom-made oak cabinets are the focal point of this space. They’re not only visually stunning but also super practical. Coats, shoes, handbags, scarves, hats… everything can be neatly stored here. A mirror and console table in the same light oak finish complete the space.”

      I open the cabinets to show the storage spaces and provide some additional information about the security system and the automatic gate. I’m glad I tested all of this on Saturday, so I can smoothly explain all the technical details. I also demonstrate the home automation system, which allows you to control the entire house remotely. The control panels are seamlessly integrated into the walls. Bertrand watches attentively. He doesn’t ask any questions but taps on the screen and nods approvingly.

      One of the cabinet doors is actually a hidden passage that leads to the rest of the house. I open it and gesture politely. “Please, go ahead. The kitchen is right ahead.” I hold the door open. Bertrand steps toward the kitchen but suddenly stops in the doorway. Right next to me. We’re not quite touching. Five centimeters at most. He’s looking at the kitchen; I’m looking up at him. My body feels simultaneously on fire and covered in chills. Does he feel this too? Is he standing this close to me on purpose, or am I imagining it?

      Suddenly, he looks me straight in the eyes. “Beautiful,” he says in a husky voice.

      “What?” I ask, startled.

      “Beautiful,” he repeats, “the kitchen, truly beautiful.”

      The kitchen, of course, is beautiful indeed. I take a few steps forward until I’m standing at the counter. Talk, Nora, talk about the kitchen.

      “Here, you’ll see that the materials are used in a different way. The floor is polished concrete, extremely user-friendly. The cabinets and long table are made from the same pale oak, and the countertop is the same gorgeous marble as the floor in the entryway. Black modern faucets and appliances complete the look. You truly have everything you could possibly need: dishwasher, oven, steam oven, built-in fridge, freezer, coffee machine. Do you like to cook?”

      What am I even asking? I feel my cheeks instantly flush. Bertrand’s cooking skills are completely irrelevant.

      “When I have the time, I like to experiment, but to be honest, I often end up ordering something. It’s the nature of the job—we’re always so busy, right?” Bertrand winks.

      I blush even harder.
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      After a busy morning of back-to-back meetings, a shower was exactly what I needed. I’m in the walk-in closet choosing a suit and a matching shirt. I pick a white Italian shirt. While I’m buttoning it up, I relish the luxurious feel of crisp, freshly ironed cotton. I hesitate but decide against a tie, my next appointment is a personal one. If all goes well, I’ll soon be four million euros poorer but a house richer—or rather, a home. While buying a house is a natural milestone in life, it’s never been that way for me. I’ve never truly known a permanent home. It took me this long to even consider settling down. I have an apartment in the heart of Bruges, and it’s beautiful, but it was never meant to be a permanent place. It doesn’t feel like home. The thought of buying a pile of bricks for myself never appealed to me—until now.

      Recently, I’ve found myself craving a place of my own, somewhere far from the bustle of work and the world. It’s probably tied to what happened over the past six months, but my story begins much earlier than that. I was twelve when our family fell apart completely. Max was ten, and Levi was nine. Life wasn’t idyllic before, but when my mother unexpectedly died in a car accident, everything crumbled. My father turned to liquid comfort, drowning his grief in alcohol. Our house became anything but a home. The household and parenting duties for Levi and Max became my responsibility, because my father couldn’t handle raising three sons. He was never satisfied, and when he’d had too much to drink, he wasn’t shy about showing his frustrations with his hands.

      Being the oldest, I bore the brunt of it. I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way, because it meant Max and Levi were somewhat spared. Though “spared” is relative. After two years of living in that hell, we were removed from our father’s custody. Not that we had a choice, but I still don’t know which would have been worse: staying or leaving. Three boys, three teenagers between eleven and fourteen years old—what foster family wants that?

      More than you’d think, but just as many suddenly didn’t want us shortly after. Maybe we were truly a bunch of troublemakers, or maybe we just had bad luck. Either way, we were forced to move from one foster family to another, much to our frustration. That lasted until I turned eighteen. From then on, we were on our own.

      I found a job, rented a small apartment, and took custody of Max and Levi. I didn’t exactly earn my computer science degree by attending classes religiously. Instead, I relied on other students’ notes and online resources. Levi was fifteen at the time, a teenager who adapted quickly to everything. Thanks to the stability I managed to provide, he turned out well. He’s now a thriving landscape contractor with a flourishing landscaping company and living life to the fullest. If I’ve done one thing right in my life, it’s raising that kid. You wouldn’t think he’d been through anything. As for me, taking responsibility at such a young age taught me ironclad self-discipline and determination, which proved invaluable in my career. At twenty-five, I founded B-Tech, my very own, very successful tech company.

      B-Tech develops software solutions for businesses. Our systems are now fully optimized and sell themselves. Anyone who buys our software packages can automate their entire accounting. In five years, I’ve turned it into a multimillion-euro company with fifty employees. Professionally, I’ve always kept a firm grip on the business, but outside of work I indulged in everything success seemed to demand: power, women, alcohol, and the occasional drugs. After a life of poverty and sorrow, it was finally our time. Our time, because my brother Max shared the same hedonistic lifestyle as me since he joined B-Tech about three years ago. Max had a rebellious adolescence but eventually followed the same studies as I did and also became a computer scientist. Working together, partying together—we were finally free together. At first, it was like a fairy tale, but Max got too caught up in the temptations of success, met my bad influences which ultimately cost him his life. A cocaine overdose on a wild night about six months ago, and I lost my brilliant brother. Dad’s still alive; Max is dead. It’s hard not to be terribly angry at the world and at myself. This should never have happened. I lost all control, made the wrong decisions, and Max’s death was the result. I should have seen it coming, but I did nothing. Worse, I just went along with it. That’s done now, back to work and self-discipline.

      Since my brother’s death, I’ve become a radical workaholic. It helps me avoid having to think. Aside from the ongoing lawsuit against one of those bad influences, I’m now solely focused on the future. Professionally, with the ever-increasing demand for new software solutions, it looks very promising. The growth of the company is my top priority. A clear, controllable goal gives me something to hold onto. Temptations of any kind are not welcome.

      When Bertrand sent me the listing for this house, I was sold immediately. Villas like this in Bruges don’t come on the market very often. The materials are exclusive yet warm, the location ideal. It boasts plenty of rooms and bathrooms. A pool with a wellness area and a gym. The entire house is built in one large L-shape so that every room, with floor-to-ceiling windows, overlooks the garden. A garden with a wide view, several football fields of grass, and partially bordered by shrubs and trees at the back. Where the trees end, the garden opens up to the Bruges polders. The view is unobstructed, and in the distance, you can see the city’s iconic towers. It’s a place where I can breathe. Unless the photos are wildly deceptive, this house is about to be mine.

      I’m twenty minutes early for the house viewing, but apparently, I’m not the only one who’s punctual. Typical of female real estate agents to drive around in a brightly colored Fiat. I don’t want to think in stereotypes, but they’re not making it easy for me. My preconceived thoughts come to an abrupt halt when I see the female real estate agent in question standing there. I only have a view of her backside, as she’s clearly still fetching various items from her car. Her tailored suit accentuates her delightful curves. Seeing a woman in that bent-over position, including high heels that give her backside just that extra lift, I can’t remain indifferent to that. My crotch lets me know that my primal instincts are still working. After months of self-imposed abstinence, this is the first time I fear I might have to walk around with a certain… discomfort. I park next to her and step out of the car. I quickly grab my phone from its holder and turn around. The moment I look her straight in the eyes, I know my fear was justified. She’s so fucking beautiful. This is going to be a long, physically uncomfortable tour.

      She addresses me as Bertrand. For her, I’d be whoever she wants me to be. She looks momentarily thrown off. That’s nothing new; I know the effect I have on others. On women. She tries to hide her reaction. This is going to be fun. I can’t help it; she makes me smile for the first time in a long while. My facial muscles need time to adjust.

      I follow her to the house. Nora maintains a professional, almost distant demeanor. She’s well-prepared and gives me all the details of the house. She does her real estate agent thing as it should be done. However, you can’t fool me; her body is also reacting to me, and she’s doing everything she can to hide it. It’s not working. Her voice quickens, her breathing is shallow, and a faint blush colors her cheeks from the moment we locked eyes. I know the effect I have on women, and Nora is no exception. Still, I can’t resist pushing her buttons a little, testing her. I position myself in the doorway, close enough to catch her scent—a mix of fresh shampoo and light floral perfume. I never miss a scent. She smells divine. As I lean in slightly, I notice goosebumps trailing along her skin, her nipples subtly visible beneath her white blouse. Bingo.

      She shakes off the discomfort, wriggles free from her “precarious” position, and positions herself a few steps away by the counter. After I admit I hardly ever cook, she smoothly resumes her pitch about the house.

      “So much love and attention to detail went into this house that it absolutely deserves to be lived in. The previous owner couldn’t make much use of it, and that’s a shame for a house like this. It’s not just an investment piece or a collector’s item,” she says. As if that’s for her to decide.

      “Is that a warning?” I ask sternly.

      “Not at all! That wasn’t my intention. Whoever decides to buy this house is, of course, free to do with it as they please.” I notice her hesitation.

      “I sense a ‘but’,” I interject.

      “It’s just, when I see this house, I see what a privilege it is to be able to live here. The idea of it not being used for what it was meant for feels like such a waste. Imagine waking up with the sunrise flooding this kitchen with light, sipping coffee at the breakfast bar. Or working from home in the library, it’s secluded enough to focus but still connected to the rest of the house. I’ll show you in a bit. And for entertaining? This house is perfect. The pool and bar area practically beg for parties. But it’s also ideal for quiet evenings, curling up by the fireplace in the living room or reading a book in the back lounge while the sun sets. For a family with kids, this house is a dream. Despite the luxury finishes, it’s incredibly practical and child-friendly. There are no dangerous stairs or railings, and the materials are durable and low maintenance. Plenty of bedrooms and bathrooms, too, for a typical family.”

      As she speaks, vivid images form in my mind: summer evenings, parties, children running across the lawn. Nora knows how to weave a compelling story, selling not just a house but a vision of a life. And yet, I sense there’s something more behind her words. It’s as though she’s painting a picture of a life she’s imagined but doesn’t have. There’s a faint trace of sadness when she talks about the family with kids.

      “Is your client someone with a family or single?” she asks.

      “My client is single.” And determined not to change that anytime soon. I add that thought spontaneously.

      I can’t picture myself with children. What I can vividly imagine, though, is Nora in this house. I could step up to her right now and trap her between the kitchen counter and myself. She’d widen her eyes in shock and surprise, but she wouldn’t push me away. She’d be too caught up in the moment, too overwhelmed by excitement and desire to say a word as I undo the buttons of her blouse one by one, letting it slide off her shoulders to the floor. With a longing, intense gaze and a soft moan, she’d give silent permission to go further. She wants this as much as I do. I place my hands on her neck and let them glide gently over her shoulders. As I move downward, I take the delicate straps of her white balconette bra with me. I kiss her bare neck and take in her intoxicating scent as if it’s the last time I’ll ever have my sense of smell. I place one hand on her exposed lower back while the other cups her breasts. My hips press firmly against her, my arousal unmistakable against her abdomen. I can feel the rapid thrum of her heartbeat and the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest as her breathing quickens. My fingers tease the smooth curve of her breast, coaxing another soft moan from her lips as I let them graze her nipple through the lace. Her reaction ignites a fire in me so intense I have to stifle my own groan. My arousal grows unbearable, the need for release overpowering, and she’s the only one who can grant it. Her body arches into mine, seeking her own satisfaction as fervently as I seek mine.

      “Please follow me to the living room,” Nora says kindly.

      What? My inappropriate fantasies are mercilessly interrupted. Fortunately, Nora is unaware of my illicit thoughts and continues the tour as if I hadn’t almost taken her against the counter. She walks a few steps ahead of me, and I immediately feel the distance she’s created. Trying to close the gap—both physical and otherwise—I hasten to catch up, battling an erection that’s determined to bridge the divide between my daydreams and reality. Nora is beautiful, and no matter how much I might want to deny it, she stirs something in me. I don’t know what it is exactly, but she’s the first woman in a long time who reminds me that I’m a human being of flesh and blood. She reminds me that I, too, have desires and needs beyond work. As if her presence anchors me in the present moment. Still, she’s not my type. She’s too real, too pure, maybe too normal. If I’m in the mood for a quick fling, it wouldn’t—couldn’t—be Nora. I may have a reputation, but you don’t ruin innocence like hers. Along with needs, I also have boundaries.

      “The living space is exceptionally warm and inviting. Here, you see the fireplace framed by a marble column reaching up to the ceiling, and next to it, custom-made, open wooden shelves. In this room, textiles were key to creating the intimate atmosphere—a thick, plush, cream-colored rug anchors the space, complemented by a large dark-gray L-shaped sofa. Light-green wool throw pillows and soft, dusty-pink cushions add just the right touch of color. The furniture and decor aren’t included in the price, but that’s negotiable. Your client is bound to fall in love with this unique space,” she says enthusiastically. Her eyes sparkle.

      Should I tell her? It’s not like I did it on purpose. She immediately assumed I was Bertrand. She could have asked my name, or maybe she didn’t know I was tagging along as the buyer? I could have introduced myself, of course… but I didn’t. This is too much fun, a rare distraction in an otherwise monotonous day. I haven’t felt this inner grin in so long. I’m allowing myself this little pleasure, though guilt creeps in right behind it. I shouldn’t feel this good, and I shouldn’t be teasing Nora. Max was reduced to ashes, and here I am, laughing. That can’t be right.
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