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Chapter 1

Verónica





Verónica lingered in front of the mirror, tilting her head as though searching for a version of herself she might finally recognize. The soft glow of the vanity lights highlighted the sharp lines of her cheekbones and the curve of her lips, painted a shade of rose she rarely wore. She looked elegant, almost glamorous, but she couldn’t shake the gnawing thought that it was all costume—fabric and makeup covering a truth she couldn’t quite erase. Tonight, of all nights, she wished she could disappear. Thessaly’s wedding was supposed to be a celebration, but Verónica carried too many ghosts to feel at ease. Eleven months had passed since she signed her divorce papers, yet the memory of Gregory’s betrayal still clung to her like smoke after a fire. 

She tried to smooth her dress, but her hands trembled slightly. For eight years, she had been someone’s wife. Gregory’s wife. His college sweetheart. His safe, steady choice. She had believed in forever, had staked her youth on it. These were her prime years throughout her twenties. And then, without warning, it was gone—shattered by whispered rumors that became proof: his young secretary, bright-eyed, with the confidence Verónica had never mustered. The revelation had hollowed her. It wasn’t just the affair. It was the confirmation of every private fear she had carried since girlhood—that she wasn’t enough. Gregory never called her beautiful. Never told her she lit up a room, or that he was proud she was his. Instead, there were criticisms left unsaid but etched in silence, the kind that eroded her piece by piece. The memory surfaced uninvited—Gregory’s cousin’s engagement party—and with it came the familiar ache of disappointment. Verónica had bought a new dress for the occasion, one she had been genuinely excited to wear. She remembered putting it on, slipping into her heels, and standing before the bedroom mirror, taking herself in. The black fabric fell just above her knees, hugging her in a way that felt elegant and confident, accentuating the curves she rarely acknowledged she had. For a moment, she felt beautiful, certain that Gregory would see her the same way.

When she stepped into the living room, ready to leave, she waited for his eyes to light up, for a word of praise or even a smile. Instead, he glanced at her and frowned. “That’s what you’re wearing?” he asked, his tone flat. “Don’t you think it’s a little too revealing for a family function?” The words hit her like a physical blow, her chest tightening as if the air had been knocked from her lungs. Before she could respond, he waved it off with a dismissive shrug. “Oh well—you’re already dressed, and we’re late. Let’s go.” And just like that, the confidence she had felt moments earlier drained away, leaving her to follow him out the door in silence.

Her friends tried to convince her otherwise. Her mother, her confidants, Thessaly herself—they told her she was radiant, that she deserved more. But this afternoon, staring into that very mirror, all she could hear was Gregory’s absence and negativity.

Verónica swallowed and forced herself to breathe, anchoring her emotions before they could betray her. At twenty-nine, she felt an unsettling truth settle into her chest—at times, it seemed as though she had never truly lived at all. Marriage had come too early, before she had explored who she was beyond the role of wife, before she had learned what it felt like to be admired without question or wanted without apology. Gregory was her first and only. And now she was left with the unbearable thought that maybe she had wasted the best years of her life on a man who never truly saw her.

The sound of tires crunching against pavement pulled her back from the spiral. The limo had arrived. Her stomach clenched. For a fleeting moment, she considered pretending to be sick, calling Thessaly with some excuse. But she couldn’t—she wouldn’t. Thessaly was not only her friend but also one of her anchors through the divorce, someone who had repeatedly reminded her that there was life after Gregory. Backing out now would be a betrayal, not just of her friend, but of the promise she had made to herself to face the world again, no matter how fragile she felt inside.

Verónica had always wished she could be more like Thessaly or Susan—women who seemed born knowing how to live out loud. Thessaly, even back in college, had walked through life as if she belonged in every room she entered. Men always seemed to gravitate toward her, confident men with polished shoes and plans for the future. They wined her, dazzled her, gave her tastes of love that shimmered like crystal under candlelight. Verónica, meanwhile, had been hidden away in Gregory’s shadow, watching her friend sparkle from a distance and wondering what it might feel like to be chosen so easily, so effortlessly.

And then there was Susan—the wildfire. To Verónica, it seemed as though Susan never hesitated, never even considered second-guessing herself. She burned through experiences and lovers with a hunger that both terrified and fascinated Verónica. A one-night stand for Susan was as casual as changing clothes. She would come back from nights out with stories that made Verónica blush—reckless, unthinkable things—and always with that mischievous grin. “You only live once, Verónica,” she’d tease. “What if you never get another chance?” Verónica used to laugh it off, but secretly she wondered—what would it feel like to let go? To step outside her carefully drawn lines? She had never dared, not even once.

Now, looking back, she wished she had been braver. She wished she had said yes to more. Yet, even in her regret, Susan and Thessaly had never let her feel alone. They had been there through Gregory’s betrayal, through the nights she sobbed until her chest ached, through the endless questions of why wasn’t I enough? They caught her when she fell apart, and in their own ways, they stitched her back together.

And now, Thessaly had found something lasting. Verónica believed in it—because Thessaly wasn’t the type to leap without certainty. Verónica was certain that if her friend was walking down the aisle, it was because she had finally found a man and a choice that felt undeniably right.

Verónica envied her. She had never had that kind of certainty. She had married Gregory not out of conviction, but out of fear—fear of being invisible, fear of never being wanted again. He was the first man who ever seemed to see her, or at least pretended to. She had wrapped her fragile self-esteem around him like ivy, desperate for something to hold onto. But Gregory never truly held her. He never made her feel like she mattered. No romantic dinners. No late-night surprises. No flowers. No moments of worship that said, "You are mine—you are enough." Instead, there was only his cold distance, his quiet criticisms, and her own reflection whispering that maybe he was right. That maybe she had never been enough at all.

Gregory used to whisper promises in the dark, words spun like fairy tales just for her. "Once I make it big, we’ll finally enjoy life," he’d murmur against her skin. Verónica had clung to those promises like lifelines, fragile threads binding her to a future that never came. Now, she could only imagine him whispering the same rehearsed vows to his young secretary, weaving the same illusions he once wove for her.

Gathering her clutch, Verónica stepped out of the apartment. The late afternoon air pressed cool against her skin as her heels clicked against the cracked cement. The driver tipped his cap, smiling warmly as he opened the door. "Good evening, Ms." His courtesy only deepened the hollowness in her chest, a reminder that this was all performance, that tonight she was an actress in someone else’s joy.

She slid into the waiting limo. Two bridesmaids were already inside, chatting animatedly, their laughter bubbling bright and effortless. It should have been contagious, but it only made her own silence feel sharper. She smiled politely, exchanged the expected pleasantries, then settled back with a posture just a little too composed, the kind one adopts when the armor is invisible but necessary.

How she wished Susan were here. Thessaly was the bride, the source of so much joy, but Susan had always been the one to read Verónica without words. She would have known how to shield her from awkward questions, how to fill the silences before they swallowed her whole. But Susan was half a world away, in Italy, chasing light and fabric through the lens of her camera. And so, Verónica sat alone among the chatter, smoothing the folds of her dress again and again, silently rehearsing the answers she dreaded giving—about Gregory, about the divorce, about why she had come without a date. She prayed the questions wouldn’t come, and if they did, that her practiced smile would be enough to hide the rawness still pulsing underneath.








  
  

Chapter 2

Michael 





Michael usually found weddings long and tedious—an endless parade of small talk with distant relatives and acquaintances who treated the reception like the grandest night of their lives. He had become skilled at dodging such obligations, often slipping out entirely with little more than a polite note and a generous check tucked into a card. But this time, there was no escape. This was his cousin Thessaly’s wedding, and his father had made it clear that Michael’s absence would not go unnoticed. Although he wasn’t especially close to Thessaly and hadn’t seen her much since childhood, disappointing his father was never an option. 

Michael had invited Olivia to accompany him. She wasn’t his girlfriend—he had made that clear more than once—but she had accompanied him to family gatherings before. Olivia moved easily in these settings, charming enough to deflect questions from nosy aunts and watchful uncles. To them, she seemed more than just a friend, which suited Michael perfectly. It made the night easier to navigate.

He lived a life free from attachments, and he liked it that way. At six feet tall, with athletic arms, a defined frame, and a face that turned heads the moment he entered a room, he had little trouble attracting women. They often sighed. There was something almost electric about his presence—the sharp lines of his jaw, the careless sweep of his dark black hair, the confidence in his stride. Yet it was his smile, warm and disarming, that drew people in completely. Women gravitated toward him, often faster than he could send them away.

Michael had no interest in being tied down. His energy went into his business. He was consumed with building his real estate empire, approaching it with the same discipline he applied to everything else in his life. His mornings began in the gym at six, the clang of iron and steady rhythm of his breath fueling him for the day ahead. By seven-thirty, he was at his desk, fully immersed in the grind, rarely leaving before seven. His schedule was relentless, his drive unshakable, his vision uncompromising.

Friday and Saturday nights were his reprieve, when he indulged, stepping away from contracts and deals into the bright pulse of the social world. Rarely did he spend those nights alone. If it wasn’t Olivia, it was someone else. There was always someone else.

The morning of the wedding, Olivia woke with stabbing cramps twisting her stomach and a cold sweat running down her temples. She barely had the strength to pick up the phone. When Michael answered, she whispered an apology—she couldn’t make it. Her voice cracked with guilt, but Michael took it in stride, his tone warm and steady.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Rest. I’ll go, stay long enough for Dad to be happy, and call you tomorrow. Just take care of yourself.”

Relieved yet unsettled, she hung up. Michael moved on with the quiet decisiveness of a man used to adapting without fuss.

By late afternoon, he was dressed and ready, every detail flawless. His Ermenegildo Zegna bespoke suit hugged his frame perfectly, the fabric crisp under the warm light of his room. He studied himself in the mirror, adjusted his tie, and allowed himself the quiet satisfaction of knowing exactly the effect he had on people—especially women. Then he drove to the reception, stepping into the elegant hall where the scent of roses mingled with faint traces of expensive cologne and champagne.

At the seating table, Michael scanned the rows of neatly printed cards until his eyes landed on his name: Table Four. He followed the line of chairs and found his place among the family. His father was there, along with his sister Beverly and her husband, Nick. Beverly—Bev to those who knew her—had carved out her own reputation as a sharp and relentless federal prosecutor in the Southern District of Florida. Beside them sat his brother, Anthony, and his wife, Angela. Anthony, as impeccably dressed as Michael, ran the investment banking division of the Stratus Meridian Group, while Michael focused on the commercial real estate division. Together, they were equal partners in the private firm. Then there was Vincent, the eldest, seated with his girlfriend, Cheryl. To Michael, Vincent carried an aura of shadow—his dealings whispered about but never openly discussed.

At the head of it all sat Dominic, their father. Once a figure in New York’s mafia circles, Dominic had served five years in prison for income tax evasion—a sentence that ended more than just his freedom. It ended his ties to that life. When the family moved to Florida, Michael was fifteen, caught between adolescence and a storm of change. Dominic walked away from the old world, but its presence still clung to him, a ghost lingering in the silence around certain conversations.

The table was full—every seat claimed by family and their chosen companions. As Michael slid into his chair, he felt Bev’s eyes on him. His older sister arched an eyebrow—half curiosity, half interrogation, as if preparing her next cross-examination.

“Where’s your date?” she asked, suspicion lacing the question.

“Olivia was supposed to come, but she’s sick,” Michael answered easily.

Beverly gave him the kind of look only an older sister could—a look that said she wasn’t sure whether to believe him. Michael smiled, unbothered. He hadn’t lied, and that was enough. Beverly pestered him as she always did with her famous question, “When are you going to settle down?” His answer was the same as always: “Maybe never,” he said with a smile, half-believing it himself.

The house lights dimmed, and the MC’s voice boomed over the speakers, cutting through the chatter to announce the bridal party. Michael leaned back, watching with a detached sort of boredom as pairs of men and women he barely recognized paraded into the room arm-in-arm. It was a large party, a blur of rented tuxedos and shimmering dresses that did little to hold his attention.

That changed the moment the MC announced Charles and Verónica.

Michael straightened, his gaze snapping to the door. When she stepped into the light, it felt like the air in the room shifted. She was compact and athletic; her dress, a wash of pale green that moved against her skin like liquid silk. Every time she took a step, the high slit revealed a glimpse of toned, elegant legs balanced perfectly in her heels.

He found himself tracing the curve of her shoulders and the way her dark hair framed a face that was both delicate and strikingly strong. It was a face that demanded a second look—and a third. As if sensing his weight on her, she glanced his way. Michael let a subtle smile tug at his lips, and for a heartbeat, her deep brown eyes locked onto his.

She looked startled, almost breathless, before she jerked her gaze away, a vivid pink flush blooming across her cheeks. Michael didn't look away; he followed her all the way to the dais, unable to shake the sudden, sharp interest that hummed in his chest.

He kept watching, wondering if she was with the groomsman she had walked in with. There was no ring on her finger, but there was something about her—beyond curves and beauty—that pulled at him. Something different. Something real. She walked toward the dais, her heels clicking like soft percussion against the polished floor. Words formed in his mind as he watched her: stunning, sexy, classy. And the question lingered, unshakable: Who was she?

Throughout dinner, he caught her gaze more than once. Each time, she looked away too quickly, flushing with that soft, unmistakable shyness that intrigued him more. And each time, he smiled back, a subtle acknowledgment that he noticed, that he enjoyed being noticed.

When the music began, couples filled the dance floor. He observed the groomsman who had walked in with Verónica rise to dance with someone else. He knew then that they were not a couple. His siblings twirled with their partners, laughter rising above the band's steady rhythm. Michael’s father leaned over with a half-smile.

“Not like you to just sit there, son. Find someone to dance with.”

Michael grinned. He wasn’t in a rush. He already knew who he wanted to dance with.

He waited, watching the bridesmaids swirl with their partners—all except her. Verónica sat alone on the dais, her expression a mix of practiced composure and quiet loneliness. After a few songs, Michael rose, straightened his jacket, and made his way across the floor with the calm confidence of a man who belonged anywhere he chose to be.

“Hi,” he said when he reached her, voice warm, eyes locked on hers. “I’m Michael. I couldn’t help but notice you sitting here, engaged with your phone. Would you like to dance?”

She flinched. He’d caught her off guard. He watched the heat climb as her face blushed. She looked him over, her eyes lingering on his broad shoulders as if she were seeing the kind of man women gasped about. Her mouth twitched. A small, shaky smile. She was terrified. She was hooked.

“My feet are killing me,” she admitted softly.

Michael glanced down at her heels, then back up with a disarming smile. “They might be, but you look incredible in them. Come on—we’ll go slow.”

He watched the color rise in her cheeks, his gaze clearly unsettling her in a way she hadn't expected. It was as if he’d stirred something deep inside her that had been quiet for years. After a moment of visible hesitation, she found her resolve and gave a small nod. "Okay."

He offered his hand, steady and strong, and she let him guide her down from the dais.

On the dance floor, the band’s upbeat song faded, giving way to a slow, velvety rhythm. Michael took her right hand in his left, his other hand settling carefully at the small of her back where the fabric dipped low. She tensed just for a moment. Leaning closer, he whispered, “Relax. I’ll be gentle.”

He spoke softly, keeping his voice steady. He saw the resistance fade from her. She leaned closer, drawn by his warmth. The wedding scene faded into the background, and the noise slipped away. He leaned in, his breath close to her ear. She trembled, and he felt it. She was his now.

“You look amazing tonight,” he murmured, breath brushing her skin. “Thessaly looks beautiful in her white gown, but trust me—you’re the one stealing the show. How’s a gorgeous woman like you here alone?”

His words hit home. He saw her take them in. Something changed. The shy girl was gone. She met his gaze and spoke up. Her voice was steady, full of warmth. She was playing by new rules now, bold ones. He hadn’t seen this fire coming, but he liked it.

“How’s a man like you here alone?”

Michael chuckled softly, delighted. “I like that spunk. Truth is, I wasn’t supposed to be alone. My date got sick. Guess I’m the lucky one—it brought me here, dancing with you.”

 He watched the way she moved, sensing a shift in her—the guardedness was gone, replaced by a raw, visible sense of being wanted. He could feel her pulse racing where his hand rested on her waist. It felt like more than just chemistry; there was a flicker of recognition in her eyes that mirrored his own. She seemed almost drunk on the moment; her edges softening under his steady gaze. He didn't look away, and he saw the exact second she stopped fighting it and simply let herself believe in the heat between them. 

After a few dances, Michael leaned in, lips brushing close to her ear. “Want to get some fresh air?”

She hesitated. “Do you think it’s rude to sneak outside?”

Michael’s grin was quick, boyish. “Somehow, I don’t think they’ll miss me. You, though—you might break a few hearts. Who’s going to distract all the men drooling over you?”

She laughed, cheeks flushed, whispering back, “Let’s walk.”

Michael offered his hand again as they stepped off the dance floor, weaving through clusters of guests laughing and clinking glasses. The night air awaited beyond the double doors—cool, fragrant with roses from the garden framing the reception hall. She took a sharp breath. The breeze hit her, and the daze in her eyes faded. She looked around as if seeing the world for the first time, as though she had just emerged from a long, dark sleep. She was finally awake. He watched as the fog lifted. She was back.

Beyond the glow of the terrace, long shadows stretched like ink across the manicured lawns, which seemed to roll endlessly into the dark. The heavy scent of damp grass and blooming jasmine hung in the cooling air, a sharp contrast to the perfume and champagne they had left behind.

The transition of sound was subtle at first, then absolute. The brassy, rhythmic pulse of the live band began to dissolve into a hazy echo, losing its battle against the night's natural symphony. In its place, the steady, rhythmic chirping of crickets rose from the tall grass—a primal, ancient chant that filled the silence. Each step they took further muffled the party's festive noise until the only sounds left were their shoes beneath their feet and the steady beat of their own breathing.

A sudden, sharp breeze picked up, causing the fine hairs on Verónica’s arms to stand on end. Before she could shiver, he was there. He moved with quiet grace, lifting his jacket and draping it carefully over her shoulders. He heard the catch in her throat as the heavy fabric, still holding the heat of his body, settled over her. She huddled into the cedar-scented wool as if seeking a hiding place, her world narrowing down to the two of them. As her fingers brushed the silk lining of his lapels, she looked up, finally noticing just how close he was standing—close enough that there was nowhere else for her to look. 

“Better?” he asked, his voice lower now, intimate against the stillness.

She nodded, avoiding his eyes at first. “Yes, thank you.”

Michael stepped closer, not crowding her, but enough that she felt the pull of his presence—the warmth radiating from him, the gravity of his confidence, the scent of his cologne. “I have to say,” he murmured, “I wasn’t expecting tonight to be memorable. I figured I’d show my face, make my dad happy, and leave early. But then I saw you.”

A sudden stillness came over her. Michael could see her struggling to believe him, even as a desperate hope took hold. The lights glinted in her eyes as she turned her head. “You don’t even know me,” she whispered, the words hanging in the air like something fragile that might break if he moved too quickly.

Michael’s gaze held hers, steady and unwavering. “That’s the thing. I want to.”








  
  

Chapter 3

Verónica 





For a moment, silence hung between them—charged, delicate, trembling with possibilities. Verónica could hear the faint hum of cicadas in the distance, the muffled laughter spilling from inside. But here, outside, it felt as though the world had narrowed to just the two of them. 

“You’re dangerous,” she said finally, though there was a smile tugging at her lips.

“Why’s that?”

“Because men like you don’t notice women like me.”

Michael tilted his head, studying her with a sharpness that made her pulse quicken. “That’s where you’re wrong. I noticed you the second you walked in—and I haven’t looked away since.”

Her breath caught. The vulnerability inside her, the years of feeling less-than, flickered against the sheer weight of his attention. She wanted to deflect, to laugh it off, but instead, she held his gaze, letting herself believe him—just this once.

Somewhere deep down, Verónica knew this moment would change her. Maybe it was temporary, maybe it was fleeting, but standing under the glow of string lights with Michael’s eyes fixed on her, she felt something she hadn’t in years—seen, wanted, alive.

Verónica had spent eight years tethered to a man who never truly saw her. Not in the way that mattered. Desire, intimacy, fulfillment—those were foreign lands she’d only read about, never visited. Sex had been a one-sided ritual: his release, his silence, his back turned before she could even exhale. Her own needs were ghosts in the room, unacknowledged and uninvited.

Now, standing before Michael, she felt a flicker of something unfamiliar—possibility, maybe even hope. But doubt crept in just as quickly. Would he be any different? Or was this just another prelude to disappointment? For the first time, the question echoed louder than her longing: Were all men the same?

And that thought unsettled her more than she expected.

Michael leaned against the railing, casual yet commanding, his tailored shirt exposing his athletic physique. He looked at her, really looked, with a focus that made her chest tighten.

“You know,” he said with a small smile, “I rarely enjoy weddings. But tonight feels… different.”

Verónica lowered her eyes, feeling heat rise in her cheeks. “Different how?”

“Because of you.”

The words hung between them, impossibly simple yet heavy enough to tilt her world. He reached out and brushed his fingers against her hand, where it rested on the railing. The contact was fleeting, almost cautious—but it sent a jolt through her. Before she could think, she let her hand stay there, her palm trembling slightly beneath his warmth.

Her mind spun, questioning her own impulses. She had never been reckless, never the type to fall into a man’s arms on a whim. For years, Gregory’s voice had lived inside her—cutting, cold, telling her she wasn’t enough. And yet here was Michael, the kind of man other women whispered about, standing inches from her, looking at her as if she were the only person alive.

He intertwined his fingers with hers, firm but gentle, and her breath caught. Every part of her wanted to pull away, to retreat into the safety of what she knew. But another part—a part long buried—was begging to lean in, to taste the danger of desire.

Michael’s voice dropped low, velvet against the night air. “You feel this too, don’t you?”

She swallowed hard, her heart racing. She did, and with that realization came a thought that both thrilled and terrified her: Could she allow herself to let go just once, to experience something wild and unforgettable—even if only for a single night?

The question lingered, unspoken but alive, as she met his gaze.

Michael’s hand was still clasped around hers, steady, certain, while her own pulse hammered in her wrist. He didn’t pull, didn’t rush, just held her—as if giving her the choice. His restraint only made the tension coil tighter inside her.

“I can feel your heart racing,” he whispered, leaning just close enough that his scent brushed her nose. “Tell me if I’m wrong.”

She laughed softly, nervous, a little breathless. “You’re not wrong.”

Her body betrayed her with every signal: the warmth spreading through her chest, the way her lips parted, the sudden ache low in her stomach. She hadn’t felt this alive in years. And yet, a voice in her head screamed for caution. Don’t do this. Don’t be that woman. Don’t ruin the fragile balance you’ve rebuilt.

But another voice, louder now, rose from somewhere deeper: Why not? Why not feel wanted, even just once? Why not let go of the years of being invisible?

Michael leaned in and asked, “Would you like to find someplace to sit and talk?”

She met his gaze, a small smile curving her lips. “That sounds nice,” she said, surprised by how easily the words came.

Michael, still holding her hand, his touch confident yet unassuming, turned, and together they wandered along the terrace. Warm air drifted around them as their footsteps slowed, the noise of the evening fading behind them until they reached a cluster of tables tucked just outside the terrace restaurant’s entrance. Only one was occupied—a trio leaning close in quiet conversation, their laughter subdued.

Without a word, Michael guided her to a table set far enough away to offer privacy. He pulled out her chair before taking his own, his attention focused entirely on her, as though the rest of the night had narrowed to this single space between them.

Verónica wasn’t accustomed to that kind of care. Men rarely paused to consider her thoughts, her feelings, or what she might want to say next. Yet something about Michael made her feel noticed—valued in a way that went beyond appearance. Sitting across from him, she felt unexpectedly at ease, as if opening up were not a risk but a natural response.

She began talking about her ex-husband, Gregory. How she’d married him so young while still in college, believing it would last forever. How she’d always dreamed of having children and raising a family. Her sister used to reassure her, “He’ll come around. Give him time.” It was easy for her to say—she had three kids. “Of course I adore them,” Verónica added softly.

Gregory would always say, “We’re not ready for kids.” What he really meant was he wasn’t ready—too busy running around with his secretary. Verónica’s voice tightened as she muttered sarcastically, “I hope he’s happy with her now.”

Michael didn’t interrupt. He just listened, eyes locked on hers—something Verónica wasn’t accustomed to. Something Gregory would never do. Finally, he smiled and said, “From what I’m hearing, the only conclusion I can draw is that Gregory’s a complete moron.” Then, with a playful grin, he added, “I have no clue what his secretary looks like, but I can tell you from where I sit—she’s got nothing on you.”

Verónica’s eyes widened, her heart racing. Could this gorgeous, sexy god of a man really see her that way, or was he merely saying things to make someone like her feel better?

Michael leaned back and said, “Let’s get a nice bottle of champagne and enjoy this beautiful evening as we talk.” She smiled. “I’m not a big drinker, and I’ve already had two, but what the hell—tonight’s a celebration.”

The terrace belonged to the hotel hosting the reception. Michael nodded to a server, who approached promptly. “Yes, sir. What can I get you?” Michael replied. “How about a vintage bottle of Veuve Clicquot La Grande Dame Rosé?” “Yes, sir. Let me check.”

Verónica, who lived paycheck to paycheck and rarely drank, had no idea what Michael had just ordered—but it sounded expensive. The server returned with an ice bucket and set everything up. Verónica took a sip, marveling at the champagne—spectacular, unlike anything she had tasted before. She was always happy with a fifteen-dollar bottle of champagne.

Verónica leaned in slightly, her voice gentle but curious. “Was the woman who got sick tonight… your girlfriend?”

Michael laughed softly, the sound low and warm. “No, not at all. If I had a girlfriend, I wouldn’t be sitting here, enjoying your company as much as I am.”

The words settled between them like a quiet breeze, brushing against something tender in her chest. She smiled, a little caught off guard by the sincerity in his tone. “Still… how does a man like you not have a girlfriend?”

He gave a slow, thoughtful smile. “Maybe because I lose track of time chasing deadlines and projects. My sister keeps telling me I need to slow down, find someone who makes me want to stay still for a while. But I guess the right person hasn’t come along yet. Or maybe…” He paused, eyes meeting hers with a flicker of something unspoken. “Maybe I just enjoy being in the moment and not looking for tomorrow.”

Verónica felt her breath catch. There was something in the way he said it—not rehearsed, not careless. Just honest.

Michael leaned forward slightly, his voice low and thoughtful. “Haven’t you ever just… let yourself enjoy the moment with someone? Without worrying about tomorrow?”

Verónica paused, her gaze drifting to the flicker of candlelight between them. She searched the question, then answered quietly, “No.”

Michael blinked, surprised. “Wow.”

She hesitated, then added, almost in a whisper, “I’ve never been with another man besides Gregory. I’m sure that sounds ridiculous to someone like you.”

His expression softened, the teasing charm replaced by something gentler. “No,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “It doesn’t sound ridiculous. It sounds… precious.”

Verónica’s breath caught at the word. Precious. It wrapped around her like a warm blanket she hadn’t realized she needed. Gregory had spent years convincing her she wasn’t enough—too quiet, too needy, too forgettable.

And yet here was Michael, looking at her as if she were something rare. Something very special.

“Have you ever been married?” Verónica asked, her voice casual but her eyes searching.

Michael shook his head. “No. Never felt the urge.”

“Have you ever come close?” she pressed.

Michael seemed to consider the question for a moment. “I guess I have—once. But I quickly realized it wasn't going to work.” 

“Can I ask why not?” she said softly.

Michael’s lips curved into a smile. “Did my sister put you up to this?”

Verónica blinked, caught off guard. “No, of course not.”

He chuckled, the sound warm and teasing. “It just sounds like the questions my sister always asks me. She never misses a chance.” Then, more seriously, he added, “I guess the truth is, I’ve been focused on work—on building something that will last. I haven't had much time for relationships.”

Verónica studied him in silence for a moment. He was gorgeous, sexy, and sweet—everything one could want. And yet here he was, talking to her. She tried to steady herself, reminding her heart of what her mind already knew: this had to remain a one-night encounter.

Michael tilted his head, his gaze holding hers. “Do you focus on work? What do you do?”

“I’m an attorney,” she replied. “I just started a new job six months ago. I’d given up my career before that—to support Gregory in his business. I was his gofer, really. I stayed home, did all the support work, while he spent his time in the office with his secretary.” Her voice tightened. “I had no idea how much of a fool I was being.”

Michael shook his head firmly. “That’s one way to see it. But not how I see it.”

Verónica narrowed her eyes, intrigued despite herself. “Then how do you see it?”

“As I said before,” Michael replied, his tone steady, almost protective. “Gregory must be a complete moron. He lost you—and he’s too dumb to realize what he gave up. One thing I learned a long time ago: when you find something of value, you hold on to it. Because value,” he leaned in slightly, his eyes never leaving hers, “always increases.”

Verónica’s heart skipped as she struggled to believe his words. Could a man who looked like he stepped out of a sculptor's dream really mean this? Was she being a fool, or was he sincere?

They talked until 1:00 a.m., losing track of time. Minutes turned into hours, and before they realized it, the music from the wedding had faded into silence. They stood and walked a few steps back toward the reception doors, stopping at the railing again.

Michael reached up and brushed a stray lock of hair from her face, his fingertips grazing her skin with deliberate care. She closed her eyes at the touch, then opened them to find him watching her with that dangerous, devastating focus—the look that stripped away all pretense.

“If I kiss you right now,” he murmured, “would you stop me?”

Verónica’s breath hitched. Her mind screamed a dozen reasons to step back, to laugh it off, to retreat into safety. But her body, her heart, every fragile piece of her that had been starving for this kind of attention, whispered just one word: No.

She shook her head—barely, but enough.

Michael didn’t move right away. He gave her a chance to change her mind, to pull away. Instead, she leaned closer, her hand tightening in his as though her body had already decided for her.

The kiss, when it came, was slow, unhurried, but it ignited something raw and consuming. Verónica clung to him, stunned by her own boldness. Inside, her thoughts raced: Am I really doing this? Am I really about to step into something I’ve never dared before?

The answer pulsed in every shiver that ran through her body. She hadn’t felt this alive, this desired, in years. For the first time, the thought surfaced that one night of surrender might not be a mistake—but a salvation.

The kiss lingered, deepened, and when it finally broke, Verónica felt her entire body trembling. She had never been kissed like that before. She searched his eyes, half-expecting to see amusement or pity, but instead there was only raw want—and something steadier, something that told her he wasn’t playing a game.

Her lips parted, but words failed her. She wanted to ask what they were doing, where this was leading, but she already knew. The answer pulsed between them like electricity.

Michael brushed his thumb across her hand, still holding it as though anchoring her to the moment. “We don’t have to,” he said quietly, his voice low, controlled. “But if you want to get out of here…” He left it hanging, no pressure, no rush—just an invitation.

Her chest tightened. Every rational thought screamed for her to smile politely, thank him, and go back inside. She was a divorcee still bleeding from betrayal, a woman who had built walls so high she had nearly forgotten how to feel. But here she was, standing in the cool night air with a man who made those walls crumble with nothing more than a look.

“I shouldn’t,” she whispered.

Michael leaned closer, close enough that his lips brushed her ear. “Sometimes the things we shouldn’t do are the ones we need most.”

The words stole her breath. Her fingers tightened around his instinctively, and she realized she wasn’t letting go.

She remembered Susan saying to her, “You only live once, Verónica. What if you never get another chance?”

“Your place or mine?” she heard herself ask, the boldness shocking her even as she said it.

Michael’s slow, captivating smile sealed it. He didn’t answer right away—just pulled her closer, pressing a soft kiss against her lips. Then, with his arm slipping firmly around her waist, Michael guided her toward the row of gleaming cars waiting at the hotel’s curb. Headlights shimmered like jewels against the night, but one in particular made Verónica’s breath hitch—a brand-new, fire-red Ferrari, top down, saddle leather interior, that seemed to glow under the streetlamps.

As they approached, the valet was moving before they even reached the curb, grabbing a key and swinging open the passenger door. Verónica froze, staring at the sleek machine in disbelief. She had only ever seen cars like this streaking down the highway or gracing the glossy pages of a magazine. Now, impossibly, she was about to slide into one—Michael’s Ferrari.

Each step away from the reception hall felt like stepping out of her old life—out of the shadows of Gregory’s betrayal, out of the years of invisibility—and into something frightening, reckless, and thrillingly alive.

She knew it was madness. She knew she might regret it come morning. And yet, as she slid into the soft leather seat beside him, she also knew one truth with absolute clarity: for tonight, she wanted to be his, and his alone.







OEBPS/images/2176a98e-5188-406a-b7f1-13f24fd1ac6a.png
LD

R\~
Stratus
Publishing







