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Amanda

I WOKE UP WITH THAT incredible feeling of being completely relaxed, not a trace of tiredness left in my body. I opened my eyes, stretching slowly. I hadn’t closed the curtain all the way, so rays of sunlight streamed through the window, spilling their warmth into the room. I heard birds singing and thought this was a perfect Saturday morning for a bike ride around the lake. I looked to the side, expecting to find Luca tangled in the sheets, but saw I was alone... Huh, where’s Luca? HOLYSHITAMANDA, IT’S STILL FRIDAY!

I grabbed my phone and checked the time in disbelief: 9 a.m.! Where the hell is my alarm? Jumping out of bed, I tossed my shirt onto the bathroom counter and was in the shower in under two seconds. The icy water sent a shiver through me and I wanted to recoil, but there was no time to waste.

On the very last week of classes, and I’m running late like this, like some high school teenager! Some things never change...

I got out of the shower with my hair sopping wet, dried off haphazardly, pulled on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, and grabbed my bag. I ran down the apartment stairs—no time to wait for the elevator!—hopped on my bike, and between pedals, tried to finger-comb the tangles out of my hair. After nearly crashing about three times, I reached campus, locked up my bike, and finally found the courage to check my watch: 9:25. Phew, I still had 5 minutes until Creative Writing III.

Even so, I couldn’t mess around; the campus was huge and I needed to hurry. Walking as fast as my short legs would allow—not running, since I didn’t want to embarrass myself further—I crossed the college grounds, cursing myself endlessly for oversleeping of all days.

Just this one week of college left. I’d already finished all my assignments and only had one more exam—a final that was starting in 5 minutes. And now I was arriving completely disheveled and unfocused. I felt a pain in my heel and realized that, in my rush, I’d forgotten to put on one of my socks, and the sneaker was rubbing my skin raw.

How pathetic.

Finally, I entered the hallway leading to room three, and just as I was almost there, the door began to close. Nooooo, I thought, forgetting all my pride and sprinting those last few meters. At last, my hand reached the doorknob and I pushed the door open forcefully, immediately colliding with him.

“Miss Amanda. Good morning.”

I took a deep breath, trying to catch my wind, and caught that scent that did something to my whole body. I’d never been this close to him before and I stared at his shirt for a few more moments before lifting my gaze to those honey-colored eyes.

“I... Good morning, Professor. Forgive me,” I managed to stammer.

Mortified, I realized that in our collision, I’d thrown a hand forward and it was now resting right there on his stomach.

“Uh, forgive me,” I said again, pulling my hand away as fast as I could and heading for the back of the room.

What a disaster, I thought, unable to lift my eyes from the desk. Thank God none of my friends are in this class, because that entrance was definitely one of the most ridiculous moments I’ve ever starred in.

“The question is on the board. Please answer in two pages. Before you leave, come up here and I’ll return the final assignment you did last week,” announced Professor Marco, sitting down in the chair behind a large wooden desk at the front of the room.

I read the question on the board, trying not to let my stubborn gaze be drawn to the man behind the desk. But, unfortunately, mid-sentence, I ended up noticing that Professor Marco hadn’t shaved, and I always preferred him like that... Now he was reading a book whose cover I couldn’t see, as it was propped on the desk. He wore a white linen shirt and I remembered that just minutes ago I had touched that stomach and hadn’t even taken the chance to see if it was how I’d imagined...

You can’t take a test like this, Amanda! I thought, desperate, opening my bag. Pen and paper, pen and paper... I found my wallet. I found my house key. A book, a piece of gum. Digging deeper, I felt a piece of paper and pulled it out hopefully, only to discover it was a campus election flyer...

I can’t believe this...

“Is something wrong, Miss Amanda?”

The professor’s deep voice crossed the room and I lifted my head to see him staring at me over his glasses.

Shit.

Trying not to blush, I got up and went to the professor. I swallowed my pride and said, “Professor, forgive me, but I don’t have any paper...”

He gave a little laugh, opened a folder, and handed me two sheets.

“Thank you...” I said, nervous, taking the sheets, but I didn’t turn away.

He was still watching me with that amused look, and I was so mortified that, for a moment, all I could think about was the damn alarm that didn’t go off.

“Something else, Miss Amanda?”

“Uh... Maybe, a pen...”

“Maybe? You don’t have a pen?”

I felt every eye in the room turn in my direction, but I answered, “No...”

“So, you need one, correct?” he said, opening a case and taking out a pen. When I reached for it, he pulled it back and added, “I see you prepared very thoroughly for this exam. I’m curious about your grade.”

Then he laughed—and the whole class laughed with him—and handed me the pen. Feeling my face burn, I sat down at the desk and tried, really tried, to focus on that damn test, but I know I was a disaster. My hair was still soaking wet and dripped incessantly, wetting the entire classroom floor. The windows were open and a cold wind blew in. I started to feel cold and, obviously, didn’t have a jacket. My hands were shaking and all I could think was that this pen belonged to Professor Marco. And, every now and then, I couldn’t resist, I confess!, and I’d glance to the other side of the room, and there he was, right leg over left, posture relaxed behind the desk, reading that book I didn’t know the title of, his fingers slowly stroking his beard... What would it feel like?

Focus, Amanda! I ordered myself, when the first student turned in their test. I hadn’t even written a single miserable paragraph yet and the answer needed to be two pages long. Little by little, other students finished and I fell further behind until I was the last one. And every five minutes I felt Professor Marco’s gaze on me. He must be dying to leave, to start his vacation, and here I am dragging along like a snail, I thought.

Suddenly, I realized this was the last time I would see Professor Marco. Ever since I’d entered the Literature program, he’d been like a haunting presence. I remembered perfectly the first class I had with him, when I was still an 18-year-old freshman. I walked into the room chatting with my friends and didn’t even notice the professor was already there. I got called on right away, but I couldn’t even answer, because he was simply the most beautiful man I had ever seen in my entire life.

As if that weren’t enough, after that first class, Samantha told me he wasn’t just a literature professor. That was Marco Gallo, the bestselling author. I remember arguing with her that it wasn’t possible, my registration said the professor was Marco Rossi, but in the end, she was right. He was Marco Rossi, but wrote under the pseudonym Marco Gallo. And I was a complete fan of Marco Gallo. My dad and I had read all his books, those police mysteries you can’t put down for a second. How many sleepless nights had I lost to the words of Marco Gallo? Countless.

But, from that first day on, I started losing my nights to Marco Rossi. It wasn’t his fault, of course. But no matter how hard I fought it, as soon as my head hit the pillow, the craziest dreams would pop into my mind and they all featured the damn Professor Marco. I don’t think even with that writer’s imaginative mind he could possibly imagine how much I’ve dreamed about him...

I reread the exam, feeling once again the weight of Marco’s gaze on me. I was practically frozen by now, that test wasn’t going to get much better than this, so, determined to end this terrible morning, I put everything in my bag, stood up hurriedly, and deposited my test on the desk.

I think I crossed the room too fast, because Professor Marco was startled, but I was too embarrassed. I blurted out, heading for the door: “Thank you very much, Professor. Sorry for the commotion this morning, it was an honor to be in your class. Have a good break!”

And I left.

Phew, I sighed in relief and took my first steps down the hall when I heard the professor’s voice again.

“Miss Amanda, could you come back here, please?”

OhmygodwhatdidIdonow, I thought, but I turned around and, pushing the door open, found Professor Marco leaning against the desk, his legs crossed in a casual way.

“Don’t you want to know what you got on the final assignment?”

“Oh. That’s right...” I replied.

“It’s here,” he said, his fingers drumming on top of a thick stack of papers on the desk. I thought he would pick up the papers and hand them to me, but he didn’t. He just kept staring at me with an intrigued look.

What was he thinking?

I approached him, but he kept watching me without saying anything. Confused, I reached out to take the papers from the desk, but he slid them back out of reach. I lost my balance forward and missed bumping into him again by less than an inch. What is happening with this day?

“I heard you’re a fan of police suspense,” he said, his voice low.

“Yes, sir,” I replied, feeling again that intoxicating scent that was uniquely his.

“Next Thursday, I’m launching a new book. It’s a small event, at that Italian restaurant, Enrico’s. Do you know where it is?”

“Yes, sir, I do,” I answered, confused.

“Would you like to go?”

“Me?”

“Is there anyone else here?” he asked, smiling with just the left corner of his mouth. I got lost in that smile for a moment and didn’t even notice he was now picking up the pages of my assignment. “I took the liberty of showing your short story to my editor.”

“My short story?” I repeated.

“Yes, Amanda. Your work is excellent.”

“But... It’s a children’s story.”

“I noticed,” he said, letting out a resonant laugh. “It’s good work. And the publishing house does children’s books too. Come on Thursday night. He wants to meet you.”

“I... Professor, I have no words to thank you. I really didn’t expect...”

“No need to thank me. Give me your phone.”

Without understanding, I rummaged through my bag looking for my phone and handed it to him without asking any questions.

“You need to unlock it,” he pointed out.

“Uh... 1234,” I said.

Laughing even more, the professor unlocked my phone and saved his number. Then he went to WhatsApp, typed something, raising his left eyebrow slightly, and handed it back to me.

“I’ll send you a message with the details for Thursday.”

“I... Thank you so much, Professor,” I said, taking the papers from the desk.

“You can call me Marco, Amanda.”

“Yes, Professor,” I replied automatically. “Uh... I mean, see you Thursday, then...”

He laughed and I scurried out of the room, completely stunned by everything that had just happened.

“Amanda,” I heard his voice one more time and turned around. He was leaning against the doorframe, his glasses dangling from one hand. “Give my regards to Samantha.”

He laughed and closed the door in my face. I only understood that later, when I opened my WhatsApp and the first message right after the simple ‘Hi’ he’d sent me was from Sam: Where are you? Still in Hottie Prof’s class? <3
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Marco

I SAT IN MY CHAIR AND checked the clock. Still half an hour until the next class. I looked toward the back of the room and saw the puddle of water Amanda had left right behind her desk. Did she have any idea what the last two hours had been like for me? Torture! If I was being honest with myself, it wasn’t two hours. It was four years. Four years of intense self-control.

Of course I wasn’t going to get involved with a student. I would never do that. Not a chance. I needed this job. Most people wouldn’t understand—it wasn’t about the money, but the routine. The university routine is what keeps me sane. Having a place to go, at a set time, commitments to meet, people who know me and are willing to have coffee with me in the cafeteria. I need that. The university was my refuge, my safe harbor.

But ever since that girl walked into my classroom four years ago, everything changed. She came in with such a carefree air, wearing a floral dress I’ve never forgotten: a grayish blue with tiny white flowers... Her blonde hair falling in waves to her waist, a leather bag slung over her shoulder... She was chattering away happily, but I quickly cut her off. After all, you have to establish authority in the first class. She turned around, saying, “Sorry, Professor,” and my heart stopped when I saw her face—those enormous brown eyes, her pink mouth, the neckline of her dress... I felt such a sharp pang that I was even a little rude. “Take a seat, class has already started,” I said.

For the next six months, I kept trying to control myself, to not stare at Amanda during class, to not lose my train of thought, but it was useless. She had this habit of twirling the ends of her hair with her fingers. She’d jiggle her foot anxiously when she didn’t understand the material. She’d get nervous when I spoke to her. She’d stammer and bite her lower lip. In those moments, I thought I’d lose my mind.

Last night, I went to bed satisfied. Today would be the last day Amanda was my student. I’d been looking forward to this day for months. For the last time, we’d be in a classroom together. She wouldn’t torture me anymore. At least not here, because I’m not at all willing to let her go like this, without trying anything. But apparently, this long-awaited day meant nothing to her. She’d completely forgotten about it. She arrived at the last minute, dressed any old way—of course I noticed she was missing a sock! I felt a little ridiculous remembering I’d chosen a nice shirt to look presentable today.

Meanwhile, Amanda showed up in that t-shirt, jeans, no socks, hair a mess, and without even trying, managed to throw me even further off balance. That hair dripping onto her shirt, the obvious chill she was feeling, the top going transparent... I couldn’t stop looking at her. No wonder I noticed the sock.

When she came in and bumped into me, I could have moved away, but I was busy thinking that this was how tall she’d be next to me and that I’d have to lean down if I wanted to...

A knock at the door snapped me out of my daydream. I saw Lucila walking in. I’m like a pubescent boy! Wake up, Marco!

“Good morning, Marco!” Lucila greeted me, handing me a cup of coffee. I sighed. I knew exactly what Lucila was doing there. She was the dean of the college and, thank God, my best friend. During the semester, Lucila didn’t worry about me, but when vacations rolled around, she got nervous, like a mother about to be separated from her child. It’s annoying to feel how much I made her apprehensive, but I have to admit I gave her reason for it.

“Morning, Lu,” I replied. “Can I count on you and Antonio on Thursday?”

“Oh, Marco, don’t be ridiculous! You talk as if you won’t have a restaurant full of fans! But even so, of course you can count on me. You know how I love your events. And Antonio won’t miss the chance to debate who the killer in the book is before he’s even read a page.”

I laughed and took a sip of coffee.

“Actually, I came to make my own invitation, Marco,” Lucila announced. “You know I’m always going to try...”

“Here you go again...”

“It’s a good trip, Marco. And Professor Bianca will be there...”

“Lu, I already told you...”

“You need some company, Marco... Even if it’s just to distract you.”

“Are you sure you want to do that to poor Bianca?”

“Oh, Marco, you’re a pleasant man... Don’t try to be something you’re not.”

“Haven’t you heard the rumors, Lucila? Beware of me...”

“Don’t even joke about that, Marco! What nonsense!”

I laughed, running a hand through my hair. Every year, after graduation, Lucila and Antonio threw a big party at Antonio’s family farm. It was a huge estate, which I’d visited many times, but never for that occasion. At the end of the term, Lucila and Antonio invited the professors and graduating students for a weekend at the farm. For Antonio, it was a good opportunity, since the farm was actually a hotel. That way, he got a lot of free publicity from the young people on social media right at the start of the vacation period.

“Go on, go on... Make the pitch.”

“Come on the graduates’ trip, alright?”

For a moment I thought that maybe Amanda would be there... But then I remembered it was impossible. I knew Amanda had a boyfriend. She wouldn’t go without her boyfriend, and the trip wasn’t open to plus-ones. I would need, first, for her to break up with this guy, and then, to make my move... Although, come to think of it, I’d see her on Thursday... The trip was on Friday. Was I capable of convincing her in one day?

Easy, Marco, you’ve prepared a lot for this, don’t rush in...

“Look, Lu... Alright, I’ll think about it, but no promises, okay?”

“Oh, Marco... Fine, but if you do come, I’ll ask Pietra to make your favorite pie.”

“Well now, that changes everything!” I said, laughing, as a student walked into the room. Lucila said goodbye and left me to my last class of the term. I looked again at the puddle Amanda had left. I still had a week until the trip. And I’m better with words than I am in real life... Looking at my phone, I started thinking about what message I would send later.
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Amanda

I GOT HOME AND COLLAPSED onto the sofa. I turned on the TV and spent half an hour trying to pick a new series on Netflix, with no luck. In the end, my list had over ten new titles and I didn’t know where to start. Paralyzed by indecision, I kept scrolling until a suggestion popped up that wasn’t new: “The Obedient,” a series based on the book by Marco Gallo. Of course I’d already watched that series with Dad, but I was already starting to miss Professor Marco. I wouldn’t have any more classes with Professor Marco; that easy excuse to stare at him nonstop was gone... And Professor Marco had no social media... It was absurd, really, since he wasn’t some old professor! In fact, even my dad had Facebook and Instagram! And Professor Marco was only thirty-five. What did he have against social networks?

But he was on WhatsApp... Getting nervous, I remembered the “Hunk” message and nearly died.

He saw it, for sure. How mortifying.

Grabbing my phone, I opened his WhatsApp profile picture. He was wearing glasses, with that stubble I liked, his brown hair a little messy, a restrained smile. It was a professional headshot, but he looked incredible, as always. I thought that before meeting him on Thursday, I should stare at this photo until I got used to his beauty. Then it would be easier to hold a conversation.

“Amanda, what are you doing sprawled out there? Have you packed your things yet?” my mom asked, coming in with the groceries.

“My things...” I repeated. Oh my God! My things! I checked the clock and saw it was already 5 p.m. Luca was getting off at the hospital at six and coming by the house.

I ran to my room, threw my suitcase on the bed, and started tossing the first clothes I saw inside. It wasn’t a long trip; we were going to Luca’s family’s lake house. And this time, my parents were coming too. My parents and Luca’s parents had known each other for years. They were all doctors at the Morelli Gatti Hospital, the only one in Hazelwood, which belonged to Luca’s family. My parents, Alessandro and Monica, had even been the wedding witnesses for Giovanna and Leonel, Luca’s parents.

Yes, everyone around me was a doctor.

E-ver-y-one.

I was still facing the pressure for not choosing that career when, by some stroke of luck, Luca and I bumped into each other at a party on his campus. Back then, he was in his final year of residency and I was in the middle of my Literature degree.

We were already completely drunk when he challenged me to a game of pool. We always played pool together on family trips. Always! He was great and I was even better, so it was a good match. But at that time, he was really busy with med school and we hadn’t seen each other in over a year, and I ended up noticing that Luca had gotten hot... The blond hair, the tanned skin, those green eyes... The game was pretty even, but we were the only ones in that room and he came up behind me, wanting to show me a new way to shoot... I’ll admit, when he put his hands over mine and said I could take the shot from that position, I leaned down just a little, a tiny bit, but I ended up brushing against him and, well, what I felt gave me confidence. I took the shot and sank the ball.

Luca stepped back to take his turn, and when it was mine again, I asked—I think I was being a little brazen—but I asked nicely for him to show me again. This time, when he came up behind me, I felt his warm breath right on my ear as he asked, “Can I show you up close?”

I let out a little laugh as he pressed me against the table, his hands gripping mine, which were still holding the pool cue. I felt him right behind me and slid back and forth a little, trying to gauge his size. He moved my hair aside, kissed the nape of my neck, and I felt my legs go weak when his fingers lifted my dress and touched my panties.

That was, without a doubt, the most insane moment of my life. Someone could have walked in at any second and caught us right there. Me with my back to Luca, fighting not to scream his name, while he laughed in my ear and said, “Amanda, our family vacations could have been so much better...”

I laughed so hard at that, and after that, Luca suddenly had a lot more time for trips to the lake house. And of course, whenever I saw those green eyes on me, I knew what they were doing there and what they wanted to see.

At the farm, Luca would pursue me. I started to like this game, which is why I never told him where I was going. I’d be alone in some corner, perfectly calm with my book, just waiting for him to show up. He always did.

Of course, at first we didn’t tell our parents anything, but little by little our relationship evolved. After all, we’d known each other since we were kids, we’d always gotten along great, and now we had even more reasons to be together. Luca is fun and really smart. He only got serious when he had to study for some med school exam, but now that he’s in residency, we spend more time together. Since his whole family are doctors and own the hospital, he takes the profession very seriously. Even at just twenty-five, he’s about to start seeing patients in one of his father’s offices.

Bzzzt.

I felt my phone vibrate in my pants pocket and immediately thought it was Luca, but the name on the screen made me sit up straight. Marco.

Ohmygodthehunkprofessor sent me a WhatsApp!!!

I unlocked my phone, already sweating, to read the message:

“Hi.”

“Hi,” I typed back.

He’ll probably send the address and time for Thursday, I thought, excited. I’m going to have a unique opportunity! A chance to talk about my work with someone!

And all thanks to Professor Marco. I didn’t even have the words to describe how happy I was. I ran to tell Samantha. An editor was going to read my story! But I only told her, really. My parents and Luca didn’t know yet... I was wondering if I should share it with them. With nothing guaranteed... My parents never really understood my career choice. Even though he’s a fan of Marco Gallo, my dad pointed out a thousand times that being a published author was a one-in-a-million thing, that writing was a hobby, not a profession.

After so many unbearable lectures, I lost any desire to show them my stories. I don’t think they’ll ever understand.

Stuffing one last dress into the suitcase, I quickly pulled the clothes back out and jumped in the shower. Half an hour later, I was next to Luca in the car, my parents following behind in theirs. It was already evening when we reached the lake house. It was a big farmhouse, all white, with beautiful blue doors.

We went to our usual room on the second floor and dropped off the suitcase. I changed and we soon went down to the living room, where my in-laws already were, and they invited us for a game of cards while we waited for my parents. Taking advantage of Luca still pondering his next move, I checked my phone and saw the professor still hadn’t sent another message. How strange. Just then, Samantha sent me a selfie kissing a beer bottle.

You’re missing the pre-graduation party, she wrote, and I laughed. I looked around and felt like a hundred-year-old woman. Of course I’d rather be at the graduation party, but Luca had planned this trip over a month ago, and it hadn’t even clicked for me that it was right during the last week of college. I’m a little disconnected when it comes to time, dates, and schedules.

My parents came down and Mrs. Rose set the dinner table. The smell of carbonara—my favorite dish!—wafted from the kitchen and my stomach growled. In the center of the table were carpaccio, burrata, and various cheeses. Before I knew it, I had a glass of wine in my hand. I grabbed a piece of warm focaccia and was about to take a bite when I noticed my mom had a strange look on her face. She was looking at me tenderly, her eyes moist.

“You okay, Mom?” I asked, suspicious.

“Yes, sweetie. I’m fine,” she said, taking a sip of wine.

I was about to insist she was acting weird, but my dad asked Luca about the office and they launched into a long conversation about the benefits of having an assistant to help schedule appointments. I was far too preoccupied with the burrata to pay attention and didn’t notice when my phone vibrated on the table.
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Marco

WHY DID YOU SEND THAT ‘Hi,’ Marco? I’d spent the last half hour thinking about what an idiot I was for starting a conversation without knowing what to say. Of course I didn’t just want to send the details about Thursday. I wanted to start a conversation. But right after I hit “send” and that “Hi” appeared on the screen, I realized I had no idea what came next. I don’t know how to make small talk. Especially not over WhatsApp.

How many years had it been since I’d started a conversation with a woman? Usually, I didn’t need to chitchat. Opportunities presented themselves and I—always—made the most of them. This wouldn’t be like that. I had until Thursday to reel Amanda in, until Thursday for her to decide to go on this trip... And then, I’d have a chance. Yeah, I had a plan. I just lacked the words...

I decided I’d think about it later. I took a long shower, put on some sweatpants, opened a bottle of wine, grabbed my book, and went to the sofa. This would be my Friday night and, probably, my entire weekend. I wasn’t in the mood to see anyone, but the moment I opened the book, my phone rang.

“Guido,” I answered. “Long time!”

“Well, well, the great Marco answers my call! Must be a miracle.”

“Don’t be so bitter, Guido. I forgot...”

“It’s fine, I’m used to it. I got your invite for next Thursday. You can count on me.”

“I know suspense isn’t your favorite genre, but I appreciate the support!”

“I’m more of a biography guy... But you know I’ll always be there. I’ll be there!”

“See you then!”

“Marco,” Guido said before I could hang up. “You know you can talk to me, right, man? Anything.”

“I know, Guido. I know.”

After we hung up, I reflected for a moment that I should be warmer with Guido. After all, he’s my only childhood friend. But being with him is always so hard, it brings back so many memories I want to forget...

I took a sip of wine, opened the chat with Amanda, and typed casually:

“You okay?”

Then I set the phone aside, determined to read at least one whole chapter before looking at the screen again.
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Amanda

FINALLY, THE CONVERSATION about appointments, patients, and illnesses had shifted course, but it hadn’t taken a turn that was much better for me. It was time to debate Amanda’s future. Apparently, everyone had high expectations, now that I was about to graduate. The official commencement ceremony was still a few weeks away, and I’d told my parents I’d only think about my next steps after that.

But it seemed they’d either forgotten or just ignored it, because they were all very prepared to discuss my future. I was trying not to say anything, dedicated to playing the enigmatic one, but suddenly, Luca said something that broke me out of my character.

“What’s there to decide? Amanda isn’t going to work at the school?”

Excuse me? I thought. What school?

“What do you mean, Luca?” I asked, already irritated.

“Well, Amanda. Your students, the school where you’re doing your internship...”

“Luca, I left that school two months ago... It was a temporary placement...”

“Oh, right...”

I realized in that moment he had no idea what I was talking about. Of course I’d told him I was leaving the school. Had he forgotten? I was sure I’d posted it on Instagram... I grabbed my phone, scrolled through my profile, and found the photo: me, surrounded by kids and a long farewell caption. But Luca hadn’t liked it. In fact, I don’t think Luca had liked any of my recent photos... I was absorbed in this investigation when a message popped up:

Marco Rossi: “Everything okay?”

“Amanda?” Luca was looking at me, and I realized he’d asked a question I hadn’t heard.

“Sorry?”

“So are you going to look for another school?”

Damn it, Luca. I didn’t want to talk about this with my parents. But now there was no escaping it.

“Actually, I’m sending out some applications to work in publishing.”

“Publishing?”

“Yeah, with books...”

“Amanda, that’s not a profession...”

“Of course it is, Dad!”

“She wants to get paid to read books... Can you believe it!”

“It’s not just that, Dad! There’s a lot of work...”

“Oh, but what’s all the fuss about, Amanda?” asked Leonel, my father-in-law. “Does Amanda need a job? Well, the school’s owner is Marita, Giovanna’s cousin. Consider it done!”

“But...”

“Oh, Leonel! You’re too much!” said Mom.

“Oh, Monica, it’s nothing. Amanda is a wonderful girl, she’ll be an excellent teacher,” added Giovanna, my mother-in-law, my dread growing by the second. “In fact, Marita mentioned to me how much she adored Amanda.”

“Amanda, don’t be rude, thank Leonel and Giovanna,” ordered my father, getting up to hug Leonel.

Suddenly, they were all talking at once, hugging and toasting with wine. I felt suddenly dizzy and took a long sip, trying to recover. At that moment, Luca hugged me and whispered in my ear:

“I’m so happy, Amanda. Our lives are just beginning.”

I was moved by those words, I admit, but at the same time I was angry, because I didn’t want to work at the school. I loved the kids, and I loved teaching, but I wanted to work with books, with stories. But everyone seemed so happy and I didn’t want to ruin the mood. I decided I’d sort this out tomorrow. I smiled politely and took another sip of wine.

Dona Rose arrived carrying an enormous platter of carbonara, giving off the most incredible smell in the world.

“Your favorite, Amanda,” she said gently. I stood up and kissed her cheek. It was just what I needed!

As everyone served themselves, and I waited anxiously, I opened WhatsApp and replied:

“All good. And you?”
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CHAPTER 6
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Marco

IF I WERE A YOUNGER man, I’d answer with a nude, I thought. But I think that ship has sailed. The fact that I even thought ‘that ship has sailed’ means it really has. I took another sip of wine and considered that maybe I could just start a conversation. Like a normal guy... A normal guy who wasn’t her professor until this morning...

“Me too,” I wrote.

I closed the book, took a picture of the cover, and sent it to her: “Have you read this one?”
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CHAPTER 7
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Amanda

I STILL HAD A MOUTHFUL of pasta when Luca stood up out of nowhere. I stared at him, thinking it was really weird, while he thanked our parents for being with us that weekend.

What’s the big deal? I thought.

I served myself another forkful of spaghetti and saw my mother giving me a dirty look, nodding her head toward Luca. I dropped the serving fork and started paying attention to his speech:

“...you have always been present in our lives, mine and my parents’, and it is a great joy to be with you here today. On this special day. As you know, today was Amanda’s last day of classes.”

Aw, how sweet, he remembered, I thought.

“I’d like to propose a toast to Amanda’s graduation and to new beginnings.”

I picked up my glass and stood to toast, but Luca bent down.

Did something fall? I thought.

I looked at him, ready to help, and—to my horror—he was on one knee.

WHAT?

“Amanda, you have always been a part of my life. For as long as I can remember, we’ve been together. And today I feel I am ready for you to truly become part of my family,” he began.

EXCUSE ME?

“I love you.”

“I... I love you too,” I replied.

THIS CANNOT BE HAPPENING, I thought, but it was. Luca put his hand in his pocket and pulled out a little box. My heart started beating so hard it hurt.

“Let’s start a life together. Will you marry me?”

Luca’s eyes were wet. I looked around in a panic and realized everyone was crying. Dona Rose was there, and her daughter Manuela, and her husband José, and even the dogs had shown up. My parents were smiling like two fools, my in-laws were embracing, and I didn’t know what to think. Luca was still on his knee and then I looked from his face to the box and saw a ring with the most beautiful diamond I had ever seen in my entire life, but I couldn’t think straight and my only desire was to run away.

“Amanda?” Luca called me, laughing and crying, and everyone laughed along. Except me. I’m twenty-one, I thought. I haven’t even been to my graduation party yet... What is this?

“Yes,” I replied, automatically. And I smiled. And I kissed Luca. And he put the ring on my finger. And everyone applauded. Afterwards, I hugged everyone, my face red as a tomato, and I felt so hot I took off the sweater I was wearing. I knew what to do. Everyone knows what to do. How many times have I seen this scene? The girl gets proposed to, she says yes, kisses the groom, and everyone lives happily ever after. But I couldn’t stop thinking that I was only twenty-one!

Twenty-one!

And I wasn’t ready to get married! I didn’t even know what I was going to do with my life!

Luca was so happy and my parents were too, and my in-laws, everyone talking at once about bridesmaids, maids of honor, and who to invite. Rose said the reception had to be at the lake house and everyone agreed, and Giovanna started saying the ceremony could be outdoors in the garden. I started sweating even more and thought I was going to be sick, so I asked for a minute to go to the bathroom.

I ran down the hall, slammed the door, and leaned against it as if someone might open it at any moment. It was a huge bathroom, with two sinks, a bathtub, very typical of a country house. I leaned on the sink, looking at myself in the mirror. The redness from my face had spread across my body. I was wearing a red plaid dress with a black bow at the neck and now I felt completely suffocated. I undid the bow, turned on the tap, and ran the cold water over the back of my neck and my face, trying to breathe.

With trembling hands, I unlocked my phone intending to call Samantha urgently, but I saw a message from Professor Marco. A photo of a book... I’d already read that book, it was Pine Forest, an incredible thriller and—what a coincidence—it was set in a lake house exactly like this one! I remembered I’d read that book when I was there, less than a year ago, and the resemblance to the house had scared me to death. And in chapter 10 there was a scary passage where the killer watches the protagonist from a window just like the one in front of me while she took a bath...

“Yes! Have you gotten to chapter 10 yet?” I asked.

Immediately, he replied: “Still on chapter 5...”

I took a picture of the bathtub, with the window in the background, and sent it to him with the message: “Spoiler of what’s to come...”

Then, I opened the chat with Sam, but I called and called and she didn’t answer. Damn it. I tried Natália, our friend since high school, but she didn’t answer either. Hell! At times like these, I wished I had a sister.

Reasoning that I couldn’t stay in this bathroom the rest of the night, I went out and returned to the celebration, feeling like a fraud. Everyone was happy for us, but all I could feel was that I didn’t want any of it, that I was in a strange nightmare, begging to wake up.

When everyone retired, I went to the bedroom and put on my pajamas. Luca came in with a bottle of champagne and two glasses. I thought that wasn’t a good idea, since I’d already filled up on wine just to survive until the end of the night. My head was heavy and I almost tripped taking off my dress. But then, I remembered Sam and Nat, out there living it up, and I thought: you know what? Screw it.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 8
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Marco

WHEN I GOT THAT PICTURE, I couldn’t believe it. I knew kids these days sent nudes for no reason! But in the very first message, I was already getting one? I got nervous, wondering what I should say back. Do I just wait? Do I send one too? As I waited, I imagined maybe she’d send me a photo from the bath. She was in a bathroom and had sent me a picture of the tub, but it was still empty. Was she waiting for it to fill up? When she sent it, I’d have to reply. In a panic, I realized I didn’t have a nude. I’d never even taken one.

Marco, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?

Balancing the wine glass on top of the book, I pointed my phone at myself, but immediately felt like an idiot. There’s nothing here to show. I’m shirtless, fine... But is that enough? Depends on what she sends... Pointing the camera at myself, I gave it a shot. I knew you weren’t supposed to show your face in nudes. Even I wasn’t that dumb. So I took a picture of my abdomen, my left leg slightly apart, with the book on top and the wine glass resting there. I stared at that awkward photo wondering if it was even worth it...

Of course it’s worth it, Marco, don’t be an idiot, I thought. You’ve been pining for this girl like a fool for four years. Ever since you first saw her and then in every damn class, always in a dress shorter than the last. How many times did I curse the university for not having uniforms? It wasn’t the university’s fault. It wasn’t in my profile to get hung up on a student, just this student. There had only been this student in ten years of teaching. In fact, only this woman in over ten years. Since Laura.

Feeling guilty, I got up and went to the fireplace where, up on the mantel, was that photo, the last displayed picture of Laura, the one I couldn’t let go of. She looked so happy. It was our wedding day. She wore a dress dotted with pearls and a very hippie flower crown in her dark hair. We were both dancing barefoot in the grass. It was already the end of the party. Behind us, watching, Guido was roaring with laughter at some joke from my uncle Carlos, who’s since passed away.

Up until then, in that wedding photo, it was always the three of us: me, Laura, and Guido. We’d been inseparable friends since we were kids. Eventually, I fell for Laura, around 17. Back then, we were afraid Guido would be upset, since we were a trio, but no. Never. He was always there. But now, I barely spoke to him. I felt guilty about that, too.

About Laura, I felt guilty for being in love. For four years, I’d felt the weight of liking another woman, wanting to be with another woman the way I wanted to be with Amanda. That, I had to admit, was partly why it took me so long to make a move. It wasn’t just that she was a student. I had to deal with that guilt first.

Then, about Guido, I felt guilty for having drifted so far apart. He wasn’t to blame for anything that had happened. He wasn’t to blame for rekindling so many memories. The blame was mine, only mine.

And finally, about Amanda. She’s young, happy, light. She has so many dreams ahead of her, and here I am, depressed and lonely, wanting to pull her out of the comfort of her life and bring her into mine. I thought about it a lot before doing this. Four years of daily reflection on every single question. But I’m 35. I’m not some 90-year-old man. I have a lot of life ahead of me, and I can say that with confidence because my grandparents are still alive today. I don’t want to live in this loneliness forever.

I can’t stand living in this loneliness anymore.

Determined to shove these ghosts aside and in a moment of clear resolve, I grabbed my phone and sent the photo with the message: “I can’t wait.”
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CHAPTER 9
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Amanda

I WAS IN THE CLASSROOM and Professor Marco was staring at me with those absurdly sensual eyes. I always had this feeling he was looking at me, about to call me out for some foolishness. Suddenly, I realized the room was empty and I was the only one there. I approached him to hand back a test, and he held out a final paper.

“So, the little lady gets married in the end, Miss Amanda?”

“Uh, yes, Professor...” I replied, flustered, as he slowly took off his glasses.

Professor Marco stood up and walked over to me, leaning against the classroom desk.

“Just promise me you won’t get married before you finish your studies, okay?”

“Uh, no way, Professor. I’d never do that... It’s just a story.”

My gaze drifted to Professor Marco’s mouth, those lips, that beard... Breathless, I moved closer, placing my hand on his stomach, sliding my fingers slowly up to the button of his shirt, feeling, at last, what he was like...

I woke up with that awful dry-throat feeling, like I’d swallowed my high school teacher’s chalk.

Oh, Amanda, another dream about Professor Marco. How long is this going to go on?

I staggered out of bed and went to the bathroom, realizing I was naked. I smiled, remembering last night, when Luca came in with that bottle of champagne and did things to me he hadn’t done in a long time... I sat down to pee, still smiling, but when I looked at my hand I saw that ridiculously large ring on my finger.

Nononononono, I’m engaged.

Images from the previous night came flooding back like a movie in my mind. The job at the school. The toast. Luca on his knee. My parents celebrating. My panic kept rising and I decided I needed to get out of that room as fast as possible. Silently, I grabbed a dress and some underwear from my suitcase, my book and my phone, opened the door without a sound, and went downstairs barefoot.

Walking across the grass, I found my favorite tree and leaned against its trunk, trying to decide what to do. I twisted the ring on my finger, admiring its beauty, the sun glinting off its main stone—a huge diamond—and its side stones, two yellow topazes the color of my hair.

I loved Luca, no doubt about that. I’d loved him long before we started dating. We practically grew up together. But I hadn’t expected this gesture. Not now. I wasn’t ready for any of it. And, to be honest, our relationship hadn’t been the same for a while. I’d already been bothered by so many things.

For example, he didn’t touch me like he used to. He didn’t try as hard to please me. I felt that, even though he knew me so well, he didn’t know a lot of things. He didn’t know my dreams, my ambitions. Whenever I tried to talk to him about the future, I’d get a long sermon about the practice, the hospital work, and how he loved saving lives.

I’m the daughter of two doctors. And I’m surrounded by doctors. And there’s no profession I admire more than medicine. But I could never be a doctor. Mainly because I faint at the sight of blood. It’s not like I fainted once. I always faint. It’s pathetic. I faint getting blood drawn, I faint if I hurt myself. I should be thankful, of course, that it doesn’t happen every time I get my period. And I don’t think I could ever get used to someone calling me doctor! Dr. Amanda! I can’t even imagine it. But the problem with doctors is that sometimes they don’t know how to talk about anything else. And that’s a real drag.

Twisting the ring on my finger, I felt a pang of guilt for having dreamed about Professor Marco yet again. Every night it was the same! It got worse when I had class with him, but usually, every night, I’d meet Professor Marco. I think I’m a pervert, it’s the only explanation! I remembered that last night’s dream was actually more of a memory. I felt my face burn, remembering. When I was still in my first semester, he asked us to write a short story. And I wrote a really cute story about a girl who meets a boy and—big surprise—they get married in the end!

It wasn’t the most creative story, but Professor Marco said he was surprised by my dialogue and had a good laugh while reading it. When he handed it back to me, he said exactly the line from the dream: “Just promise me you won’t get married before you finish your studies, okay?”

Well, Professor, I kept that promise. I finished my studies, I thought, still twisting the ring. Is 8 a.m. too early to call Sam? It can’t hurt to try...

I picked up my phone and saw I had a message from Professor Marco. Can’t wait?

When I opened WhatsApp and saw that, I couldn’t believe it. Professor Marco’s stomach! Professor Marco’s stomach in my WhatsApp!!! I looked around, nervous, but the only living creature was a goat over 50 meters away.

Professor Marco had sent me a nude. Well, not totally nude, but still. It had what I wanted to see! What I’d just dreamed about, his stomach, exactly as I’d imagined it, defined, slightly tensed on a sofa, his leg casually spread...

God, what was he thinking?! Where did he get the idea to send me a nude???

Scrolling up a bit, I started rereading our conversation and...

Oh. No. No, no, no... It’s my fault. I sent a pre-nude! I accidentally sent a pre-nude! What an idiot!

My heart was racing and I didn’t know what to do. What should I reply? Professor Marco was expecting a nude from me! I hadn’t meant to send him a nude! And the worst part: when he got to chapter 10, he’d understand my message... Poor guy! Poor man!

He doesn’t know I’m obsessed with him! He has no way of knowing that! He’s going to think he’s the biggest idiot of all men. But what was he thinking? A “Hi, how are you?” and a landscape photo and he just sends a photo like that? I’ll save it to my camera roll before he deletes it, I thought.

Well, it wasn’t exactly a landscape, it was a bathtub with the message: “Spoiler of what’s to come...” In my defense, I wasn’t thinking straight. I sent three dots... It did look like flirting!

Oh, the shame.

And I still had to see him on Thursday...

But then, a crazy idea popped into my head... What if I replied with something else along those lines... Would I get a real nude? And if I played along, I’d actually be doing Professor Marco a favor. It was almost an act of charity. He wouldn’t feel so foolish when he got to chapter 10...

I put the book I was reading between my legs and hiked up my dress as high as it would go without showing anything. You couldn’t see my underwear, but it was close. It didn’t quite qualify as a nude, so it counted. I took the photo and sent it with the message: Reading this today. Have you read it?

The truth was, I wanted a real nude from Professor Marco. For four years, I’d dreamed about that man. Every single night. And now, he was giving me an opportunity... The situation with Luca was complicated. Even though I loved every detail of that ring on my finger, I knew that wasn’t where it belonged. Under the circumstances, why turn Professor Marco away now?
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CHAPTER 10
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Marco

I WOKE UP ON THE SOFA, the first rays of sun slipping through the door. It was about six in the morning, and I knew right away I wouldn’t get back to sleep. My book had fallen to the floor, its pages crumpled, and I realized I’d dozed off at the end of chapter eight. I grabbed my phone and saw it was dead. Stretching, I decided it was a good time for a run.

I plugged the phone in to charge in the kitchen, went up to the second floor, and laced up my sneakers. As soon as I stepped out through the sliding doors, the cold wind hit my bare arms, and I did a little jump to warm up. My feet crunched through the dry leaves scattered on the ground, making that sound I loved. The sun wasn’t warm yet, but there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and it shone over the lake, radiating peace. Usually, I ran later, around ten, after a solid breakfast. It was my favorite meal. But today I had too much energy to burn. I couldn’t stand being in that house, alone, waiting for a reply from Amanda. I needed to fill my day if I wanted to keep it together. The waiting from the night before had wrecked me.

I ran along the left shore of the lake, weaving around trees and stopping only to stretch. When I got back, the sun was already burning my face, and I went straight for the shower, resisting the temptation to sneak a peek at my phone. Afterward, I chose a pair of pants and a t-shirt, determined to get out of the house at all costs. I wouldn’t sit around like a teenager staring at a phone screen. Finally, I went downstairs and faced the screen. No notifications. Disappointed, I went to the cupboard and got the coffee grounds. I was filling the coffee maker when I heard the phone vibrate.

It would be really stupid if you went running to look. Get a grip, Marco, I thought, continuing to fill the coffee maker. Stubbornly, I waited the entire time it took for the coffee to brew without going near the phone. If it’s not her, the disappointment will be a little less bitter if I at least have my hot cup of coffee ready.

When my cup was full, I leaned against the kitchen counter and pressed the side button. It was Amanda. Immediately, a goofy smile spread across my face, and I had to scold myself. Easy, Marco.

“Reading this today. Have you read it?” and there was a picture. I unlocked the screen to see a photo that was everything I wanted. Amanda’s legs, pale against the green grass, the dress with tiny red flowers had ridden up to the tops of her thighs, and resting between them was a book, a thriller that, of course, I’d already read.

Feeling foolish, I breathed a sigh of relief. She’d replied with another photo. And this one was better than the bathtub picture, because now she was in it... It wasn’t exactly a nude, it wasn’t even a sexy photo. It was provocative to me, of course, but it meant something more important, it meant hope.

Amanda was talking to me!

Thinking of how to reply, I picked up my coffee, my book, and sat on the sofa, turning the TV to the news channel. I don’t need to leave the house, I thought. I don’t need to go out and distract myself with anything while I wait for a reply, because it’s okay. Amanda answered me.
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