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Chapter 1: AZALEA
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I don’t know if what I did was the best option for me. I didn’t know any better. I was so naive and young that I believed everything that was laid upon me was good enough for me to survive in the future.

It was my supposed victory celebration after intense training for 5 years. 

I was supposed to be the Chosen One by one of the biggest and most exclusive ballet companies here in New York City. I was supposed to have a contract in my hand tonight.

However, I don’t.

I sighed. As much as I have wanted to do ballet for the rest of my life, I don’t think I can do it any longer, not after what happened tonight. I looked up to the night sky that stretched over my head with stars blinking in the dark as pretty as they were tonight.

“Sweetie?” 

My mother’s voice was coming from my bedroom. I snuggled against my oversized sweater a little as I was on the rooftop, and I didn’t even bother to look in her direction.

“What are you doing out here? It’s cold, you don’t even have your coat on,” she said before getting my big, furry coat from the wardrobe. 

I just let her do it, putting it around my shoulders as she was crawling slowly across the rooftop to get to me. I have no desire to move or to talk about anything right now. 

Then, my mother smiled when she saw that I was wearing my sweater, warming me up against the cold.

“Sweetie?” she asked, brushing her palms on my shoulders as she turned me around to look at my face. 

My face was stoic as ever, my feelings were locked deep inside me. I don’t want my mother to be worrying about silly things, such as when I didn’t get what I wanted after 5 years of vigorous training for the part that I was supposed to get.

But she was my mother, and her maternal instinct was never wrong.

She smiled weakly at me before pulling me into a hug. 

“I’m sorry you’re not chosen for the principal role in the ballet. I thought you’d done it beautifully over the past years when you entered competitions. I could never be prouder than that,” my mother said, holding me close. 

I let her caress my hair down my back as we were in silence, looking at the twinkling diamonds. Finally, I broke the ice between us. 

“I don’t know, mum. I haven’t been crushed like this before. And it all was because of that little—”

“Shh, hush now, sweetie. You know I don’t like you’re blaming Fate. In my eyes, you will always be my little principal dancer,” she said, pulling me closer again. 

My mother was always the kind of person who believed in karma and God’s plan. I, on the other hand, was not like that. I grunted, trying to create some distance between us.

My mother arched her eyebrows. “And if it makes you feel better, I have booked two tickets to visit your father in Sydney,” she said happily as she looked at me. 

I forced a smile at her, after all my mother went through, the dread of booking plane tickets to cheer me up, but I didn’t feel like traveling.

Not right now, when my heart is still shredded because of that little someone.

Seeing her saddened expression, I licked my dried lips, trying to lighten up for her. 

“Are you sure I can make the trip? I mean—” I said as I showed her my cast. She smiled at me before kissing my forehead. Her soft lips touched my skin.

“Don’t worry, sweetie. Your mummy will take care of everything,” she said as we turned to the night skies, just sitting there under the stars in the middle of the night, with the hustle and bustle of New York City.

Yup, it sounded like home.

My home.

*****
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A WEEK AFTER THAT NIGHT, we went to visit my father, who was a marine biologist restoring and conserving the Great Barrier Reef in Sydney. He always comes home whenever he is off duty. 

But this time, it was our turn to visit him as my mother thought it would cheer me up from my devastating rejection.

After we arrived in Sydney, I could see him waving at us from a distance before greeting us.

“How’s my jellyfish?” my father asked, scooping me up from the wheelchair. I giggled, considering that it had been a long time since I heard his laughter. He hasn’t come home for seven months.

Kissing my cheeks and making sure that I felt comfortable again in my seat, he greeted his wife warmly. I could see it in my father’s eyes whenever he saw Emily Johnson, like the sun that shone.

“Hey, baby,” he greeted and kissed my mum. I saw that my father was pulling her by the waist, closing the gap between them. I made a face at their public display of affection, but they just laughed at my reaction.

“Oh, jellyfish. You’ll want to greet your significant other like us when you meet the love of your life,” my father said as he pushed me through the airport to his waiting car. 

Thankfully, my mother told me that he had rented an accessible van that could help me get inside the vehicle easily.

I rolled my eyes. “Sure... but that will be a long time from this moment,” I said as my father pushed me inside the van, securing my wheels so that I would not be rolling around during our drive. 

Then, they loaded the luggage into the boot, and my father took the steering wheel, considering Sydney was his city after all.

“Are you ready for some adventure, mate?” he turned to look at me, asking the question in his fake American accent. I smiled at him before my mother put her hand on his arm.

“Riley,” my mother spoke, her sweet voice filling the van, “come on, we will be late for her next surprise,” she said to him. 

My father turned to look at me, his blue eyes twinkling. Then, he smiled.

“You’re going to love this one, jellyfish,” he said before driving away from the airport. I felt my eyelids getting heavier and heavier. Before I knew it, I drifted to sleep.

There was darkness surrounding me when I opened my eyes. I was in bed, in a room where I didn’t even know how I got there. I panicked for a moment, looking for my parents.

Where was I? What has gone wrong? My thoughts were running around as adrenaline was rushing through my veins for my fight-or-flight reaction.

However, the door opened, and my mother flicked the switch on, blinding me for a moment. I flinched as I shielded my eyes with my hand from the sudden brightness. I blinked my eyes a few times before I looked at my mother.

“Oh! You’re up. Sorry, honey, you must be jet-lagged. I told your father that he can take us to his lab tomorrow if you would like to visit,” she said, putting the tray she carried, containing one bowl of hot soup and warm milk, on the night table. 

My stomach growled at the sight. My mother chuckled before she gave me the milk. I took the glass and drank it.

My throat was parched, and the warm milk helped wash it away. I handed back the empty glass to my mother as I was wiping the milk moustache that I had formed on my upper lip.

“So, what is this surprise that you and Dad want to talk to me about?” I asked her as she put the soup onto my lap. I ate it, scooping it wholeheartedly until I licked the spoon clean. 

Seriously, the food on the plane was plain, and I was starving.

But perhaps it was because of the altitude change that we’re in that made our taste receptors act differently.

My mother smiled weakly, and her hands were fidgeting. I narrowed my eyes. “Well... you see, honey, here’s a thing—”

“Are you getting a divorce?” I said as horror was on my face. My mother turned to look at me, blinking her green eyes in confusion as if I had said something insulting to her.

“What?! Who gave you that idea? Your father and I are happy with each other, Lea, hence you don’t need to worry about us getting a divorce,” she explained with amusement in her voice. I shrugged.

“Well, I thought that was what you were about to say. Imagine the surprise that I’ll get,” I said as I stared at my bowl of soup. It rippled with the movement of my spoon as the awkwardness settled over both of us. Now, I don’t feel like talking at all. My mother sighed before she caressed my cheek.

“Babe, can you get in here? I think our little jellyfish has gotten the wrong idea about the surprise,” she called my father before he came inside with a small chocolate cake in the shape of a coral, my favorite animal. He grinned.

“We were planning to tell you about this tomorrow after you settle in, but I guess we just have to remove that thought of being divorced parents,” my father said, putting the cake on the night table. 

Suddenly, I just wanted to devour the whole cake to avoid this awkward talk with my parents. I arched my eyebrows.

“So, if you’re not getting a divorce, then what?” I asked them as I didn’t know what to say, running out of ideas to develop. 

My parents smiled knowingly at each other before my father took my mother’s small hands into his large ones. Then, my mother spoke.

“You’re going to have another sister,” she said as I smiled with delight. My heart fluttered at the thought of having a sibling. I cannot believe it. I wanted a baby sister, and my wish came true.

“Really?” I said as I put my ear to my mother’s stomach and tried to hear my unborn sister breathing. 

Nothing. My sister didn’t do anything. 

From what I know, an unborn child could kick in their mother’s stomach. I scowled at her stomach before my parents laughed.

“It’s okay, jellyfish. Your sister is sleeping. Now, onto the bed, jellyfish. Time for bed. We talk more in the morning,” my father said as he tucked me in. My eyes were sleepy as they sang my favorite lullaby together.

Hush, my jellyfish, don’t say a word.

Papa’s going to buy you a mockingbird.

And if that mockingbird doesn’t sing

Then, Mama would keep on singing.

“Have a sweet dream, honey,” my mother said, kissing my cheeks. My father did the same.

“I love you guys,” I said, yawning. They both laughed.

“We love you, too, jellyfish. Okay, see you in the morning,” my father said as he kissed my forehead. 

He went to the door with his wife before closing the lights and leaving the room. I smiled as I tossed into a comfortable position on my bed as sleep claimed me.

*****
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THE NEXT DAY, WE HAD the most amazing day ever in Sydney. My father showed me around his lab, where he worked on the migration of the fish in the Great Barrier Reef and other stuff that he did as a marine biologist.

I was fascinated by the aquatic life in the reef headquarters, which was known as the Aquarium.

I asked him so many questions related to aquatic life, mostly about the coral reef, since they were my favorite animals. Still, he just laughed at me and my antics. I smiled for the first time after my rejection to join the New York City ballet company. When my mother contributed some of her explanations to my questions, I was mystified.

I didn’t know that my mother was a scientist as well, right before she decided to resign and take care of me. At the same time, my father continued his research in Australia. He explained a little bit more than my mother would for the questions that I asked. I was fascinated both by the fish and the discovery that my mother was a retired scientist.

But the surprise that got me was the news about my new baby sister.

After spending some time at the Aquarium, I thought the devastating day of rejection had been overcome when I failed to land my position as the principal dancer in the exclusive New York City ballet company. However, today, I have found a new passion.

From that moment forward, I’m going to be an oceanographer.
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Chapter 2: AZALEA
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And of course, that moment was merely 19 years ago. I was a happy 7-year-old kid who knew nothing about real life. However, I had experienced failure once, and I was devastated when I got rejected. But that day taught me so much. I will not just give up my dream of being an oceanographer just because someone said so.

Nothing can stop me now.

Not my parents, not my sister.

Certainly, it was not the funding that wasn’t going to be in my hands to continue my research. If I can do something about it, I will put my best foot forward to make sure that I get it.

Hence, I cannot be tardy on this day.

The alarm beeped loudly, startling me from my dream as I was groaning in my bed. I clicked on the alarm before turning to look at it. 7:30 AM, it stated. 

It was still too early, but I had to get up. I have been waiting for the day ever since I got my offer to study oceanography at one of the most exclusive New York universities that specializes in coral reef research.

I cannot let my pursuit of higher education go down the drain just yet.

I stood up from the bed, staggering backward a bit as the blood rushed to my head. Everything was blurry before I grabbed hold of the bedrail. 

I stopped myself from stumbling ahead. I sat back on the mattress for a while before I stretched my hands and yawned at the same time.

That felt good.

A small silhouette was making its way toward me before I felt his soft fur against my calves. I chuckled softly before scratching my head.

“Well, good morning, River,” I said to my cat as he purred at my feet. 

He looked up, his heterochromatic eyes—hazel and green—were twinkling at me. I chuckled and went to the kitchen as he happily followed me.

I know why he did it.

The River was slinking between my feet as I walked to the kitchen. I almost tripped once before I grabbed the countertop to steady myself. I took River’s food from the cabinet.

“Okay, okay, relax, will you?” I said as I put his food in his bowl. He meowed once at me before eating his food happily in the morning.

Well, glad you had your breakfast then, I thought, moving toward the coffee machine and making myself a coffee, all black. 

The machine ground the coffee beans as I inhaled them. I like the smell of coffee in the morning. It freshened me up.

The summer was finally here in New York City as I opened the window, and the sun was shining against the bright, blue skies. 

I smiled, feeling the summer breeze caress my cheeks. It was nice to be home at last after spending some time abroad, feeling the breeze from the sea, and tanning myself.

But that time was over. It was time for the next step in my journey to becoming an accomplished oceanographer.

The machine beeped, and I went to pour myself a mug. I breathed in the steam before I carried the mug to the window. One leaned against the windowsill for a while as I enjoyed the sunlight. 

River, after finishing his meal, came to my feet before I picked him up and settled him on my lap. He purred as I scratched under his chin. I smiled.

“I hope nothing can get worse than this,” I said, enjoying the morning as if nothing could ruin it.

Oh, how wrong I was about that notion.

*****
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IT SEEMED LIKE EVERYTHING had gotten worse when the rain started after I left the house... without my umbrella.

I mean, it was supposed to be summer, and why was the sky pouring its tears?!

Then, when I wanted to catch a cab... it didn’t stop for me but splashed the dirty water that was on the road against me.

But those weren’t the worst of them all.

I went to the meeting that I was supposed to be attending for my grant funding, but it turned out that I had to wait for another month to get it approved.

I mean, science cannot wait for tomorrow, it has to be done today!

Right?

And that was the reason that I was sitting in my advisor’s office early in the afternoon to find the cause of the delay in my funding.

“What do you mean that my research was similar to someone else’s? Surely, the path of migration of the plankton in the ancient ocean and how it’s deposited at the seabed can tell the prediction of the future ocean was not something that someone has come up with yet,” I said, looking straight ahead at my advisor. She sighed, rubbing her forehead as I crossed my arms.

She was my father’s colleague back in the day when she was up and running, researching something beneficial for society before she got tenure at New York University. 

I called her Aunt Maeve as she was of Scottish heritage.

But right now, she is not my Aunt Maeve. 

She was my advisor, Doctor Maeve McCrowe, an esteemed oceanographer who gave talks about the deep ocean around the world.

“I know, I know, Lea, it is devastating, but it has been claimed by someone else. They have already made some progress on their research as well. Therefore, the community thought you were stealing their idea and delaying your funding,” she said calmly as I was pacing back and forth in her office.

That was the reason why I was frustrated.

Why, Fate, you cunning mistress? I thought.

Not only was I late to the meeting and drenched all over the place, but I was also being denied my grant funding because someone had made progress in their research, which, by the way, was similar to what I was proposing.

Ugh, this was not the summer that I intended in my mind. I turned to look at Aunt Maeve before sighing.

“Are you sure it was not mine that they stole? It could be one of those cases, making progress because of someone else’s intellectual property,” I said as I was sitting on a chair in front of her desk. She sighed. I clenched my jaw.

Hell, I don’t even think that today might be the day that I regret joining graduate school.

Aunt Maeve smiled as she intertwined her hands on the desk.

“Look, I know you want to make your father proud, but I think it will be a solution for you to write another proposal, with a different topic, to the Scientific American Community and National Science Funding. I think this would help to clear your mind as well,” she said as she took my hand. Her wrinkled hands enveloped mine.

I was pissed off beyond the charts, but for Aunt Maeve’s sake, I tried to control it. I nodded.

“Okay, I’ll try, but please don’t tell my father. He would be very disappointed in me for being denied the grant,” I said, looking at her. She smiled at me.

“Lea, your father would never be disappointed in you. You’re his best student,” she said with a laugh. 

I smiled. No doubt about that, since I attended my undergraduate years in Sydney, where he was a professor back then. But now, he was happily back home in New York, where we all belonged, where my family belonged in this world.

“Okay, thanks for the support. I will see you tomorrow then, to help me with the new proposal since my latest one has been claimed,” I said as I took my stuff and stood up from the chair. Aunt Maeve smiled.

“It would please me to help you. Is 10 AM good?” She asked. I nodded, shouldering my backpack as I walked to the door.

“See you tomorrow then. Have a nice day,” I said as I went out of her office. I was so busy looking at my phone that I forgot to see where I was going until I bumped into someone. My files were scattered on the floor. I knelt to pick it up.

“Sorry,” I mumbled, reaching out to take my file before I touched that person’s hand. It was a familiar touch before I looked at who I bumped into.

Shit!

My ex-boyfriend, Silas, was holding my file. I was smiling at him out of politeness, whereas I should have been kicking his groin for cheating on me. We stood up together, and he handed me my file.

“So, I heard you got rejected,” he said, breaking the ice between us. It had been several weeks since I dumped his ass when I realized that he was two-timing me.

So much for humiliation and embarrassment, I thought as I smiled at him, trying to appear strong in front of him about my delayed funding. I cleared my throat, cradling my file to my chest.

“Yeah, I was not feeling great about it either. But, I have another proposal coming to send to the Scientific American Community, and it will be better than the last one,” I said as I put the file into my bag.

Of course, that was a lie.

I didn’t have any idea what topic I should choose for my proposal, and I was running out of time to hold my head and dignity high in front of Silas. He smirked at me.

“Huh, well, good luck with that. I hope you get the funding,” translating to I would like for you to try and beat me at my own game, in Silas’ words.

I stared at him as I smiled, batting my lashes. “Thanks” translates to Challenge accepted.

Game on, Silas.

Silas inclined his head before he checked his wristwatch. “Okay, then. I have to go. Maya would be furious if I were late... again,” he said as he went out of my way. I smiled at him.

“Tell her I said hi,” I said as I went to the exit door. Maya was a chemistry Ph.D. Student and Silas were geotectonic Ph.D. Candidate. 

I felt worse than ever after meeting him after I met with Aunt Maeve. Now, I just wanted to let loose and get out of this reality.

And I knew just the thing to take my mind off it.

*****
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THE ONE THING THAT I liked when I wanted to let loose was swimming. It was a hobby that I got a passion for from my dad, as he would always take me to the ocean near his lab whenever he was free and off duty when I was a child.

Plus, I learned how to swim because he taught me. I smiled at the thought as I went to my locker at the pool facility on campus. 

The students and the faculty can use it whenever they like, but I prefer it in the evening when I am alone, and it helps me to think about my problem right now.

I put all my stuff inside the locker before heading out to the swimming pool. It was an indoor pool and I felt at home. It would have been nice to have a pool back at my apartment, but I was a broken Ph.D. Student, so I failed to move to a luxurious apartment.

A better one than I was currently in.

I put my towel on the bench as I went to stand at the edge of the pool. I stretched as my father always warned me not to go inside the water if I didn’t stretch my muscles for a moment. 

It can cause some muscle cramps, and I don’t want to know the end of it if I am ever in that situation.

Hence, stretching is important before swimming, people!

After I warmed up, I touched the water. It was cold but warm enough for me to jump inside. 

Since summer was just around the corner, I could not help but feel a lot better since summer was my favorite season.

I took my position on the ledge and took a deep breath. Then, I dove inside. 

The warm water was tickling my face as I went stroking my arms, freestyle, and swam laps around the pool. 

I was breathing heavily as the water was covering my face, making it difficult to breathe normally. But, it was exhilarating and I did not stop until I felt tired.

Once I was on the edge of the pool, I held on to it and wiped my face from the water droplets. I took a deep breath. 

The lights were shining on the ceiling as I stared out of the building. The rooftop was covered in glass, making it easier for me to see the night sky. There were stars tonight. 

I smiled, thinking that I might as well get cozy in my apartment, sipping on my hot cocoa, as River napped on my lap.

However, I prefer to be here tonight. I floated on the water using my body buoyancy and just swam around lazily. I closed my eyes as I remembered the day of my sweet memory with my father, my mother, the news about my baby sister, and overcoming my failure as a ballet principal dancer.

That memory shocked my whole body before I sat up straight in the pool. My heart beat faster as I hadn’t thought about it since the day I went to the Aquarium and wanted to be an oceanographer. 

I smiled at the thought of my first failure. I took it pretty hard, and I was only seven years old.

I sighed before I could feel the water dancing around my legs. I felt at ease. I wanted to dance as I knew dancing would take my mind off reality. So, I closed my eyes and danced the night away in the water.

I twisted my feet up as I once did in ballet, but it was easier in the water because of the buoyancy force. I turned around and swayed around the water as I closed my eyes.

I can feel the calmness and eagerness of my seven-year-old self. I turned around and around as if I felt like I was in the air, and for once, I was. I turned and spun to the music that I had created in my mind. I was so close to the peak of the song when suddenly I was underwater.

Shock took over me, and before I knew any better, I was drowning as panic struck me, and I had no one who could come to my rescue.

So much for my best day ever.
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Chapter 3: ALEXANDER
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I gritted my teeth as I looked at my plan. I don’t know if my parents knew about this, but one thing is for sure: I will not follow it. I had had enough of all the people around me to boss me around as if I were a puppet on their strings.

Perhaps, this time, I will be free from those strings for once.

“Come on, Alex. It’s not that bad. She’s not that bad. I’ve seen her,” my friend, Brandon, was talking lightly as I was sighing in my seat. 

Those other two nutcases were nowhere to be found. I suppose they don’t want to deal with this right now. I cleared my throat before he continued.

“Look, Alex, you just think it like that. If the girl was willing enough to marry you, for God knows what reason, you still get laid, and she is sated. It’s a win-win situation,” Brandon said as he took another sip of his brandy.

I sighed loudly, taking a sip of my beer. I needed something strong. Hell, I needed to get drunk just to forget what my parents had suggested earlier. I turned to look at one of my best friends since childhood.

“And why are you always so positive about everything?” I asked Brandon as he chuckled softly before taking another sip of his brandy.

“Well, I’m supposed to be the reasonable one, Cam has to be the aggressive one, and Dylan was supposed to be the daydreaming one. And you, my friend, have to be the one who just follows with the flow if you get my joke,” he said, smiling at me before winking.

I grunted as I didn’t have a better comeback to his statement. Nothing to say, only to agree that he was right, and I hated it when I admitted Brandon was right. I took another sip of my beer.

“Well, I suppose your parents haven’t told you to find a girl yet?” I asked him before chugging my beer down. I slammed the empty mug on the counter as Brandon chuckled at me before sipping his brandy.

“Hmm... I told my parents that if the firstborn of our noble families was not married yet, do not put the pressure on me,” he replied, looking at me, chuckling with amusement. I rolled my eyes.

“Then, I appreciate that you took me as your example and escape plan,” I mumbled at him before pushing my mug away and paying the bill. I had enough on my plate at that moment. I needed to get out of here and ponder them.

And I knew just the place for that.

“Alright, I will see you later then, buddy,” I said as I was about to leave him alone. I know how much he loved to be alone in a bar that was full of beautiful women everywhere. For me, I was not interested in them.

Not after what my parents dumped on me hours earlier.

“Woah... where do you think you’re going?” Brandon stopped me as I was trying to get to the exit door. I sighed, pushing his hand on my arm away. I shook my head.

“I need to think. Alone,” I added when Brandon was about to protest that I should be with him. I patted his shoulder.

“I will talk to you later. Bye,” I said, pushing Brandon to the side and going out through the exit. I don’t think I can have another breath inside that crowded pub. 

Yes, it was the most famous one in New York City, but I have to get away, away from all of these... messes.

I walked down a few blocks from the bar before spotting my car and unlocking it. I got inside and turned on the ignition. I waited for a moment as my engine warmed up, getting ready for my speed afterward.

I sighed, rubbing my face with my hands. All I can see now is water. Lots and lots of water. I needed to go for a swim. After a few minutes, I sped off the road and went to the one place that I always called home.

*****
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“GOOD EVENING, MR. MACWATTERS. Are you working late again tonight?” The guard asked me as I showed him my ID badge. I laughed at his joke before nodding at him.

“Something like that,” I replied, shifting the stick as the gate moved. 

More than you ever know, I thought, but I kept it from escaping my mouth.

“Well, have a good one then, I suppose,” the guard said as he raised the gate and allowed my car to go in. 

I waved at him before I drove my sleek black Tesla to the faculty parking lot. I haven’t done much, but I think my research on water bondage and chemistry has made me somewhat of a popular professor on this campus.

Plus, my drop-dead gorgeous appearance made the female students go wild.

I parked my car and got out. I locked my car before I went to my office. The building has been closed, but since I have the key to the building, I can access it whenever I want. 

First, I fetched my swimming trunk from my office locker and got inside the car again. I drove off to the recreation center on the campus. 

It has all the facilities that students can think of. But my main concern was the pool facility. I was excited at the thought that I would be swimming alone for the rest of the night, getting lost in its flow. And do something that people did not think existed anymore.

Something that has been a sacred gift to the noble family of MacWatters: water magic.

Yes, I have been keeping a secret. It’s not that my best friends did not know it; we just have different kinds of sacred magic based on our noble family’s lineage. 

My surname was MacWatters. Of course, it would be water magic. I couldn’t have done anything but roll my eyes at the thought of my great-grandparents deciding to take that family name just for obvious reasons.

I reached the recreation center and got out of my car, locking it before I went inside. My senses have been tingling whenever I was close to water. It’s like they can’t wait to be commanded by me. I went into the men’s changing room and changed into my suit with my swimming trunks.

I put all my stuff inside the locker except for a towel that I will be using before I close it. I went to the indoor swimming pool, whistling lowly as happiness enveloped me. 

It has been one of my sanctuaries since I got the job as one of the Chemistry professors here. I smiled, my senses tingling as I walked down the hallway.

However, when I entered the pool, someone was already beating me to it. I gritted my teeth as I saw a figure swimming in the pool. I was about to get out of that place before I saw the woman’s figure from behind.

Her porcelain complexion was a contrast with her long, silky black hair. It clung to her body as she rubbed water droplets away from her face. She was looking outside the building, particularly the rooftop. She was closing her eyes as she was floating in the center of the pool.

Something stirred in me as I was about to leave her in peace before she moved again. She was trying to move around the pool, stretching her arms this way and that. 

Dancing, perhaps? I thought. I stood at a distance from the pool ledge to get a closer look at her without announcing my presence.

She was graceful, and she wore a smile that I could see she was enjoying. Instantly, I smiled as well. I don’t know what took over my face, but I smiled as she danced around the pool.

I could see that she was pretending to be on a stage, in front of spectators who were looking at her graceful dancing. 

Suddenly, she disappeared below. I was looking around the pool. I don’t see her anywhere.

Was it all my imagination? Was she a part of my imagination? I thought. Before I knew what was happening, she was holding her hands high up in the sky, and she was flapping for air. 

Panic struck me, and before I knew it, I dropped my towel and dove to save her.

“Help! Help! Help me!” the female shouted as she was going up and down in the water. I didn’t think that she would drown, given the fact that she swam in a 10 10-foot-deep pool. I dove in to pull her up as she was struggling in my arms.

I held her and commanded the water to pull us both up to the surface. She happily obliged. Then, I swam with her in my arms to the edge of the pool. She was unconscious as I pulled her up from the water.

I checked her pulse, as she could be dead, for all I knew. Her pulse was weak, and without hesitation, I gave her CPR, considering that I earned my CPR knowledge when I was an undergraduate, a very long time ago. But I still remembered it, thinking it could save lives, like this drowning damsel in my arms.

“Come on, come on! Wake up,” I whispered to her as I breathed some air into her mouth and pushed her chest to pump her blood. 

I checked her pulse. It was weakening, still. I looked around the pool to see if there was someone inside or around who would look at me.

“Here goes nothing,” I whispered, praying that she lived as I went to put my hand over her mouth and commanded the water inside her body to come out.

“Leave this body if you’re foreign to the body’s system,” I said, trying to feel the chlorine water. 

At first, I feared that this woman had died in my arms, but at last, the water came out of her mouth, a blob of floating water in my hand. I threw it across the pool and it splashed on the floor. 

The woman gained consciousness as she coughed. She opened her eyes— her very wide, bright blue eyes—as she looked at me for a moment. She blinked.

“What the—?” she whispered briefly before she was unconscious again. 

I sighed as I checked her pulse, and it was beating normally. I sat on the floor, exhaling loudly, and looked at the woman. 

She was... nice, alright, with all the right curves in the right places.

Blood rushed to a part of my anatomy that I hadn’t thought of for a long time, but that would not be good for now, since I was the one who rescued her just minutes ago.

I don’t even know her name yet!

“Lord, help me,” I whispered, carrying her up in my arms, and got out of the room since I just could not leave her alone here after hours. 

And the most shocking thing I discovered about myself that night was that I cared for her... deeply.

As far as I’m concerned, I don’t care what people might think when they see me with an unconscious woman, but she would be freezing out here if I left her alone. 

I know it’s almost summer, but you would still be freezing to your bones if you stayed outside long enough, and after having some laps in the pool.

I went to the changing room to change my swimming trunks. Then, I tried to find some clothing that might fit the woman, the unconscious, drowning damsel, in the LOST and FOUND box. 

I took out a robe that people left and wrapped it around her, making sure that she was decent enough.

I needed to get medical attention for this woman, so I put her in my passenger seat and drove off to the nearest hospital. I was sure she would be fine once she gained consciousness, and I hoped I was doing the right thing, considering the bomb that was on my plate tonight.
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Chapter 4: AZALEA
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So, the last thing that I remember was drowning to my death in the indoor pool at the recreational center. I should have known that I wasn’t a good swimmer, but I dared to swim in the 10-foot-deep pool anyway.

I stirred in my sleep as I still wasn’t aware that I was not in the water. But something felt smooth underneath my hands. Something soft and fluffy. 

Also, there was something under my cheek as I turned and tossed around.

Unlike underwater, this thing was solid and pressed underneath my weight.

I opened my eyes as panic started to take over before seeing that I was in a bed—white, soft, and fluffy bed—in a strange room where I didn’t know where I was.

Am I getting kidnapped? Has someone abducted me? Where am I?!!! My thoughts were jumbling up as I got out of bed, looked around the bed, and I knew that I was dead.

D-E-A-D. Dead. I knew it!

The bed was so much nicer than the one I used to sleep in. I looked around. The window was streaming with sunlight. The walk-in wardrobe was on the other side of the room. There was a door that led to an en-suite bathroom, I assumed. I sat up on the bed and looked down at myself.

Thankfully, I was fully clothed, but unfortunately, I didn’t even know when I had changed or whose pajamas those were. Panic rose inside my gut as I tried to think about what to do next.

I hoped something or someone would help clear my mind, but apparently, nothing came up at all.

I gritted my teeth before I noticed the doorknob was rattling. I was scared that someone had kidnapped me, and when the door opened, I knew that I was staring at a male for far too long. His body was lean and muscular, not too bulky if you asked me.

His hair was as black as midnight, staring into the depths of the deep ocean. I cannot tell which one was which. Then, when he looked at me, I inhaled sharply. His eyes were so deep like the ocean that I could not help but be mesmerized by them.

It took everything in me not to go to where he stood and brush my fingertips against his high cheekbones that stood out like an aristocrat, his straight nose, and his pink, full, kissable lips.

I involuntarily licked my lower lips. Alexander cleared his throat, and I blushed as he caught me ogling him.

“I brought you breakfast. I don’t know what you like, but I have sausages, bacon, omelet, and hash browns. Do you take orange juice or coffee in the morning?” the stranger asked me as he set the tray on the night table. 

My mouth watered at the sight of the food that he brought. I looked away from the temptation as I replied to his question.

“Coffee, please, if it’s not too much to ask you,” I said timidly, as I didn’t know who he was. I needed to be careful. I woke up in an unfamiliar situation with a man who looked like a heartthrob.

He might be a serial killer, for all I know!

“Alright then, coffee it is. Coming right up,” Alexander said, pouring some black coffee into a mug. He handed it to me and I took it. My fingertips brushed his, and instantly, sparks flew. I nodded at him.

“Thank you,” I said, gripping the mug. While I was so distracted by Alexander’s beautiful presence compared to my messy appearance, I drank coffee and instantly burned my tongue.

Can I humiliate myself even more? I thought as I closed my eyes and held my tongue out for the air to cool it down.

“Ow!” I said as I was staggering in my seat, as the hot coffee trickled through my hands.

“Shit,” I hissed before the stranger took my cup and put it down on the table. Then, he dragged me to the door beside the bed. 

Bingo! I knew it; it was the bathroom—not just any bathroom, but the en-suite bathroom after all. He went to the sink and opened the faucet. He put my hands under the water as he held them still there.

The silence engulfed us like a blanket. Alexander cleared his throat before I turned to look at his face when he spoke to me.

“Are you always this clumsy?” he asked, amusement in his voice. I stared at him, not knowing what to say. Therefore, I just stayed quiet. 

I could feel my face was heated as I blushed at his comment. A few moments later, he broke the ice between us again.

“There you go, all better,” he said as he was applying some ailment after we got out of the bathroom. I was sitting on the bed as he wrapped my hands with bandages.

“Does it hurt? Thank God it wasn’t a third-degree burn. You’re a lucky one,” he said as he wrapped the bandage. I looked up briefly at his face. 

He was staring at me before I looked at my hands again. I stayed quiet as I didn’t want to look at his face again.

Not so subtle anyway.

“What’s your name?” the stranger asked me. 

I blinked, looking at my bandaged hands. Then, I looked up to look at Alexander’s face again, even though I said I wouldn’t.

Such a lie, I know.

“Huh?” I asked him, focusing on his beautiful, twinkling deep blue eyes. He was looking at my face, searching for what? I don’t know.

“What’s your name?” he repeated his question. I blinked for a moment before I answered him.

“Azalea Johnson,” I mumbled, my voice a whisper against my ears. I don’t know if the stranger heard me.

He had very acute hearing when he introduced himself.

“My name is Alexander. You can just call me Alex if you like. My friends do,” he said as he gave me his hand to shake. I bit my lower lip before I extended my hand and took his hand.

Instantaneously, sparks flew everywhere. The handshake didn’t last long, as I withdrew my hands as quickly as I shook Alexander’s hand. He chuckled at my reaction.

“So... what did you do inside the pool so late at night?” He asked me as he was clearing the first aid kit. 

I was too stunned to deny him instantly about that. I stammered with my answer as I came up with a good lie.

“I... I thought it would be a good... time to go swimming?” I replied. Alexander looked at me briefly, his blue eyes snared my soul deep in my heart before he smiled. Something stirred inside me.

“Well, consider yourself lucky. You almost drowned, if you must know. Thank God I saw you and went inside the pool immediately,” he said as he went to the bathroom to store the first aid kit. 

I released the breath that I didn’t even know I was holding. Silence settled between us before Alexander popped his head out of the bathroom.

“So... can I drop you somewhere, Azalea?” he said as he emerged fully from the bathroom. 

I stood up from his bed since it had just dawned upon me that I was sleeping in his bedroom. 

I tried to answer him before Alexander stood in front of me, pushing me gently on my shoulders so that I could sit on the bed again, and told me to eat the breakfast that he had made.

“Eat your breakfast. Then, we can go to your house,” Alexander said, smiling, and left me inside the bedroom again. Alone. 

For the first time in my life, I just wanted the floor to swallow me whole and never to walk in there again.

*****
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AFTER I ATE MY BREAKFAST and Alexander gave me some spare clothes—which I concluded belonged to him—I took a shower inside his en-suite bathroom. I felt like I had been living there for quite some time, familiarizing myself with the stuff available there.

The shampoo and the body wash were inside the bathtub, sitting on the ledge as I showered in it. I just stood there, under the warm water that was trickling down against my skin. I sighed. 

It felt nice, considering that I must have gone to bed with chlorine water sticking to my body.

Ugh! So much for being graceful in front of one of the gorgeous things that I was lucky enough to meet in my lifetime.

After I showered, I got dressed in the spare clothes. Alexander gave me an oversized sweater and black denim. It looked big on me, but I guessed I couldn’t complain about my current situation. 

I was rather lucky—as Alexander put it—to be alive rather than drowning at the bottom of the pool.

I walked out of the bathroom and wasn’t sure where to put the pajamas. Alexander was nowhere to be found. I sighed softly. Before I got out of the bedroom, he emerged from across the room that led to the hallway. “You’re reading?” he asked before he saw the dirty laundry in my hands. “

“Oh, let me take those from you,” he said, taking the pajamas and disappearing from the bedroom again. 

I went out as well, following his pursuit, and was shocked to see that I was in a penthouse.

Everything was spotless as the theme of his house was mostly, well... water. I can see some paintings of water that were glistening in their glory as if they were very precious, adding to the serenity of the penthouse’s decorations.

There was a big white piano in the corner of the living room. Across from where I was standing, I saw the kitchen, but it was hidden, so I didn’t dare to venture out more than I should.”

“Read?” Alexander emerged from behind, and that startled me. I turned around, looking at his handsome face.”

“Jesus! Can you not scare me like that?” I said as I was holding my hands to my chest. He smiled shyly.”

“Sorry. Didn’t know you were easily startled. Come on, let’s get you home, I’ll drive,” Alexander said as he dragged me out of his spotless penthouse and went down the elevator to the garage where his car was waiting for us.
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Chapter 5: ALEXANDER
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“Hello, mum,” I said unenthusiastically as I was preparing breakfast for my guest in my bedroom.

“Alex,” my mother’s high-pitched voice filled my eardrum as I flinched slightly. “Have you given your answer to McAllen?” she asked.

Not about this again, I thought as I rolled my eyes. I put the sausages onto the plate beside the bacon and French toast that I had cooked. I sighed at her question.

“I don’t know, mum. Don’t you think I deserve to be happy with my own choice of bride?” I asked her as I set the coffee in the pot onto the tray. I hoped she liked coffee.

“You’ve been searching for her since you were 21 years old, Alex. You’re almost thirty. Don’t you think it’s time for a desperate measure?” My mother said as I was holding the phone and leaning against the countertop.

What to do? What excuse to use? Think of something, you idiot!

“I’ve found someone,” I blurted out without thinking. I closed my eyes, regretting the decision that I had taken—putting Azalea under the bus with my mother’s pestering.

Seriously, I should be the one under the bus, not the drowning damsel that I saved.

“Really? Who is she? Is she nice? Please tell me in detail, Alex. We need the details, dear,” my mother said, her high-pitched voice screeching against the phone. I squeezed my eyes shut, pinching my nose bridge as I brought this upon myself.

You’ve done it, MacWatters. Now deal with it like the man that you are!

“She’s... um... she’s shy and she said that she wasn’t ready to meet you guys. You know me, I just want to give her more time to familiarize herself with me, and I know that she would need more time convincing her that I am the right choice for her, Mum.

“You know how it is. We don’t want a jilted lady as my wife, not when she is under the spotlight constantly, given my status as a rising star scientist and the heir to MacWatters Empire,” I said, trying to get out of this dreadful conversation as soon as possible.

“Oh my... she’s shy. That’s not your type, Alex. Not since I have seen you with countless women that aren’t shy to stake their claims on you when you guys are out in public,” my mum said slyly. 

I rubbed my temples, cursing myself for slipping up before I looked at the cold breakfast.

Shit, I have to send them to her right away.

“I need to go now, Mum. I have classes to prepare for. I will talk to you soon. Love you till the depths of the Mariana Trench. Bye,” I said.

“But, what about—” she protested before I ended the call and put the phone down on the countertop. I was drumming my fingers, looking at the cold breakfast. 

An idea struck my mind as I looked at the door of my bedroom. Then, I thought it was better to use Azalea as my escape plan from my mother’s matchmaking.

“I found someone,” I mumbled, shaking my head as I straightened up. I smirked before picking up the breakfast tray.
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