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	For those who hold on to the potential of someone meant to be just a passing chapter in their lives.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 




	The ‘Just Another Holiday Romance’ Playlist

	These are the songs that played softly in the background of Lia’s time in Bali—through the flights, the waiting, and the kind of goodbyes that never felt final. 

	

	🎧 Listen to the playlist here: https://tinyurl.com/JAHRPlaylist

	

	
		lift me from the ground - San Holo, Sofie Winterson

		Diet Pepsi - Addison Rae

		I Wanna Be Yours - Arctic Monkeys

		Heatstroke - Khalid

		Cruel Summer - Taylor Swift

		False God - Taylor Swift

		right where you left me - Taylor Swift

		About You - The 1975

		Guilty as Sin? - Taylor Swift

		Chasing Fire - Lauv

		I Like Me Better - Lauv

		Fortnight (feat. Post Malone) - Taylor Swift

		Colors - Halsey

		Call It What You Want - Taylor Swift

		One of the Girls (with JENNIE, Lily Rose Depp) - The Weeknd

		So High - Doja Cat

		Track 10 - Charli xcx

		Is There Someone Else? - The Weeknd

		My Boy Only Breaks His Favorite Toys - Taylor Swift

		party 4 u - Charli xcx

		Often - The Weeknd

		Why - Bazzi

		
See Her Out (Thats Just Life) - Francis and the Lights






	
Chapter 1: Dating in Bali

	I’ve been in Bali for the last 12 days, and I’ve already gone on seven dates. I know, it’s gruesome. It’s exhausting, really. The constant small talk, the hopeful introductions, the letdowns are exhausting. It’s draining me in ways I didn’t expect. Emotionally, mentally—I feel depleted. Before I even got here, I was too hopeful. 

	I expected Bali, the so-called Island of the Gods, to feel a little more divine. 

	But now, I just feel... foolish.

	You’d think that in a place as dreamy as Bali with its luxury villas, flower-filled bathtubs, breakfast by the pool, and those postcard-worthy sunsets, you’d meet someone who wants the same things. Someone who believes in romance. Someone who’s a little broken, sure, but still hopeful. I blame all the Reddit posts and TikToks romanticizing Bali as this love-filled paradise. I swear, the reality is the complete opposite.

	The men here? They're all just craving sex. That’s their not-so-hidden agenda. And I know how that sounds—harsh, but I’ve lived it. What was once my dream destination now feels tainted.

	Last year, I came here with a friend, and those nine days were pure bliss. I remember thinking back then that I wanted to come back, maybe even live here one day. There’s always been a magnetic pull between me and Bali. Something spiritual, almost. I fell in love with the place. It felt like my soul aligned with the sea breeze and sunsets.

	But now? After meeting these men? 

	That illusion has shattered.

	The guys here fall into two categories: travelers passing through for a few days or weeks and long-term expats who’ve made Bali their playground. And strangely, the ones who live here are often worse. You’d think stability meant maturity. It doesn’t. If anything, they’re the ones who’ve mastered the game. They know the script. They invented the script.

	They’ve probably slept with dozens of girls who came here looking for that so-called “magic.” And they’ve said goodbye to each one of them, pretending that they’re gonna miss them for the rest of their lives when, in reality, it was just another Monday for them. They use Bali’s romantic aura like it’s part of their strategy.

	It makes you wonder: is it the place that makes people behave this way? Or is it the type of people the place attracts?

	Maybe it’s because Bali is a holiday escape. Maybe it’s because everyone here is chasing their own version of Eat, Pray, Love. Or maybe everyone here is just so damn lost in their lives that they think paradise will fix them or at least distract them for a while. Honestly, it’s probably all of the above.

	And that’s what makes falling in love in Bali feel like a fucking curse.

	Still, unfortunately or maybe fortunately, I’m not someone who gives up easily. It’s only been 12 days, Lia, I told myself. Foolishly. I still have eight more days here. And tonight? I have date number eight.

	Lucky number eight, right?

	Eight is the infinity symbol. Maybe there’s something poetic about that. Maybe the universe still has a little hope for me. Maybe I shouldn’t let these men, these failed dates, dim my light. I’ve always loved love. That shouldn't be something I’m ashamed of.

	I reminded myself of that while slipping into my white skirt, twirling slightly in front of the mirror. It was 5:15 p.m., and no, I wasn’t dressing up early to wait for my 7 p.m. date.

	I was heading out to see a tarot card reader.

	Yup. That’s where I’m at now. Rock bottom meets spiritual curiosity. If I’m already this lost, I might as well get a cosmic roadmap, right?

	I figured I had nothing to lose. Or so I thought.

	The anxiety kicked in as soon as I arrived at the restaurant. My stomach started twitching tight andknotted. It's been a while since I had a full-blown episode. Usually, it starts in my hands. They shake. Then I get that painful jolt in my stomach like a lightning bolt right in my gut.

	But I told myself, This is it. This is the day I’ve been waiting for.

	I’d been researching tarot card readers in Canggu for days. The really good ones are usually in Ubud, but I couldn’t make the trip. I’d been too busy swiping right, saying yes to dates, and then getting disappointed.

	That’s why meeting this woman tonight meant something to me. I needed some clarity before I went home to the Philippines. She was hard to reach and only replied once a day, if that. I took it as a good sign. Maybe she was swamped with clients because she was that good.

	Now, I’m sitting at a corner table, feeling awkward with only a glass of orange juice in front of me. Thirty minutes pass. Still no sign of her. Panic starts to bubble up. What if she forgot? I reach for my phone, ready to send a message, when suddenly—

	A woman stumbles through the door.

	And falls flat on her face.

	The restaurant goes quiet. Heads turn. Conversations stop. The loud thud echoes in the room. And when I finally get a good look at her, I freeze.

	Jet-black hair. Wide black trousers. A fitted purple top that hugs her figure without screaming for attention. Two bags: a vibrant tote and a small black backpack.

	She looks... familiar.

	And then it hits me. That’s her. Sasha. My tarot card reader.

	And she just face-planted on her way in.

	If that’s not a bad omen, I don’t know what is.

	“I’m so sorry I’m late! My phone got stolen, and I had to buy a new one on the way here. Everything’s a mess, and I couldn’t contact you or any of my other clients…” She rambles as she approaches my table. She doesn’t even need to ask who I am. She just knows.

	I’m not sure if that’s comforting or unsettling.

	Five minutes later, after she’s settled down and caught her breath, she tells me today is a portal day. I don’t know what that means, exactly, but she insists it’s the final portal for letting go of bad luck, for soul renewal. Apparently, I need to be cleansed after reading. Of course, I say yes. What do I have to lose?

	She lays a bunch of cards out and tells me to pick three.

	“In your past life, you were a writer,” she says. “That’s why you’re so romantic, and why expressing yourself can feel difficult. Writing is your voice. You were fated to become a blogger, someone who shows vulnerability to the world and helps others connect to their own emotions. You were also a traveler. That’s why you feel pulled to move from island to island.”

	She pauses, then adds: “You were also an emotional healer. In your past lives, you were a psychologist. That’s why people always come to you for advice.”

	I stared at her, stunned.

	Because everything she said was true.

	I’ve loved writing since high school. I used to write fan fiction constantly—stories no one knew about. When I got to college and took up Accountancy (because my parents said so), I stopped. My words dried up. But even now, I still find comfort in writing. I still express myself better in texts or journals than in actual conversation.

	I film and romanticize everything. I capture feelings in frames. I love traveling. I feel most like myself when I’m on the move, chasing sunsets, and discovering new places. And yes, my friends always come to me for advice as if I’m some kind of relationship guru, despite never holding onto a relationship for more than a year.

	Every single relationship I’ve had has lasted exactly one year. Nevermore. It’s heartbreaking sometimes, but I’ve never begged anyone to stay. I walk away the second I feel disrespected or betrayed. I don’t believe in second chances. I believe in self-respect.

	“How do you know all of this?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

	She looks at me with calm certainty. “The cards are telling me everything I need to know about you. And we’re not done yet. We’re going to look at your future too. Take three more cards.”

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 


Chapter 2: London Boy

	“Am I being punked? Are you telling me that my date just came from a tarot card reading?” he said, his voice filled with excitement. I told him on the way to the bar that I had just had a tarot card reading, and I might seem a little spaced out because of all the intense information I had just received. 

	He texted me that he would only forgive me for being late if I told him everything about the reading. 

	His text message made me feel instantly comfortable. It reminded me of my girlfriends back home who would’ve been just as excited to know what happened during the reading.

	He’s British, six feet tall, with curly hair and a prominent jawline. He isn’t overly buff, but it’s obvious even from a mile away that he works out and takes care of himself. What stood out the most, aside from his sexy accent, are his deep-set black eyes. He’s from London but currently lives in Singapore, as I found out through our casual texts. He said he visits Bali every year.

	Great, another passport, bro, I thought to myself.

	I struggled to climb onto the bar stool, so I held onto his arm as he offered it to me.

	“You can’t even reach the stool,” he said, clearly amused. “What’s your height again?”

	I looked up at him. Even sitting across from him, he still looked so tall. “4'11. You?”

	I already knew he was 6’2. I mean, that’s one of the first things I check on a dating profile.

	His eyes widened before he burst into soft laughter. Damn. The way his deep-set black eyes crinkled, his clean-shaven jaw, how good he smelled, and how his hair curled in just at the right length—he was perfect. He looked like a real-life Ken.

	I could be his Barbie if he wants to…

	Blushing a little, I crossed my arms over my chest and pouted. “Just because you’re taller than me doesn’t mean I can’t hit you, you know!”

	He laughed even harder, holding his stomach like a madman. “I'd actually like to see you try!”

	“You keep that up and I won’t tell you anything about my reading.” 

	“Okay, okay, I’m sorry...” He wiped tears from his eyes, still chuckling.

	“Now, you better tell me,” he said, “but first—what would you like to drink?”

	“Espresso martini, please.”

	I hadn’t even finished my first drink, as I was talking the whole time, while he was already on his second beer. Even he had goosebumps when Sasha (my tarot reader) accurately guessed the year my dad cheated on my mom. 

	His reactions? Top-notch. It felt like I was talking to one of my girlfriends.

	“She figured out the exact year that happened?!”

	“Are you sure she didn’t stalk you before you met her?” he asked, tilting his head while sipping his beer, clearly baffled.

	I’d never told anyone about my family issues.

	“She only knew my first name and has no access to my social media, so I think it’s safe to say she didn’t stalk me.”

	His reactions were so entertaining, I almost forgot this was a serious matter we’re talking about. 

	He made this whole tarot card experience lighter. 

	“She also told me to be careful with the guys I date until November because they’re all either emotionally unavailable or not ready for commitment.” Yeah… it's only July. So that means four more months of dating disasters.

	He choked on his beer, and I instantly knew that he’s one of those types.

	“So you’re one of them, huh?” I teased, sipping my drink.

	“It’s not like that. I mean, I’m open to a long-term relationship. I just want to find the right person, and I don’t put too much pressure on it. I just enjoy what’s happening in the present.”

	Ahhh... One of those guys. The type who makes a girl wait months or forever for commitment, who settles for a situationship and never makes things official.

	Been there. Done that. Got traumatized.

	Situationships messed with my head and heart so badly that I went from secure to anxious-avoidant.

	After finishing our drinks, he suggested we grab dinner. We took a walk and ended up at a restaurant because he got distracted by the rabbits outside. It was cute. His childlike wonder made me feel at ease.

	“So tell me, what’s your worst date experience in Bali?”

	The restaurant turned out to be a bit romantic. Dim lights, al fresco setup, and candles on the table.

	I coughed, a little caught off guard. I mean, talking about other dates on a first date is weird, but... kind of fun?

	“Come on, we’re both adults. We’re traveling solo. We’re on Bumble. Of course we’re seeing other people. Don’t be shy.”

	“Okay, fine. The guy wouldn’t stop talking about Europe, and when I mentioned I had a work call, he said he’d wait at the restaurant until I finished. Then he kept asking if he did well and if we’d see each other again...”

	“Oh god, he sounds creepy.”

	Our food arrived. I thanked the waiter, and to my surprise, he did too. I smiled. Politeness goes a long way.

	“Well, it gets worse. I met with him again because I felt bad. And then he asked if he could book a room in my accommodation.”

	“WHAT?!”

	Everyone turned to look. I panicked, hoping they wouldn’t think we were fighting. I laughed loudly to break the tension.

	“He really asked that after just two dates? I’m impressed by his confidence.”

	“Okay, your turn. Worst date experience in Bali?”

	He swallowed his food and leaned forward. The dim light made his eyes gleam.

	“Well, now that I think about it, mine’s worse than yours.”

	He laughed, shaking his head.

	“I met this Russian girl at FINNS. Turns out, she works there as a promoter. I had no idea!”

	I gasped. “No way!”

	“Yes way. But that’s not even the bad part.” He covered his mouth with the back of his hand, trying not to laugh.

	“What is it, then?”

	“You know the joke about Russians being cold because they come from a cold place?”

	I nodded, curious.

	“She was completely cold to me the whole time.”

	He said she answered everything with one word. His last attempt to break the ice? He asked her if she had ever been in love. She said, “Yes.” So he stood up, paid the bill, and never returned to FINNS.

	I couldn’t decide what was funnier—her coldness or him trying so hard to crack her. Probably the latter.

	We laughed so much. I felt a little sorry for him, but he shrugged it off.

	“I mean, it’s my fault for going after Russian girls like that.”

	Sounds so racist. But he was clearly scared, so I let it slide.

	He’d told me he had a 10 PM meeting and asked if I felt comfortable going to his place, or he could drop me off at my place and pick me up again to continue the night together. But, I said yes to go to his place because I felt safe around him.

	I was in awe of the villa he booked. The pool was huge, and his room was just outside of the pool area, which had such a great view for the morning. He even told me that I could take a dip into the pool while waiting for him, but I just waited for him inside his room while charging my phone and scrolling through social media.

	An hour had passed, and he got up from his chair, stretched his arms, and then propped himself down on the couch beside me.

	“Are you ready to go for an adventure?” He grinned sheepishly.

	 “Never been ready in my entire life, sir.”

	We rode his bike with nowhere to go in mind. He told me that we’d stop somewhere when we both felt like it. We both wanted to be in a much less crowded place, which is crazy because we’re in Canggu on a Friday night, where everyone is getting wasted.

	I told him it was impossible, but he told me he doesn’t give up easily. Hmm, interesting. And so, when we saw a bar-restaurant that only had like six people sitting outside, we took the chance to get off the bike and finally settled down there.

	I was almost done with my last cocktail (that I promised myself and him because I know I’ll get too drunk if I drink one more). We were sitting next to each other, and I was facing him while we were laughing at how he managed to stink up their kitchen with his vomit just after going on vacation with his parents for a week.

	Then, suddenly, our eyes met and lingered on each other. We were silent for a few seconds. His gaze went down to my lips before he reached his palm out to caress my cheek and pulled me in for a kiss. I sighed in relief as our lips touched, closing my eyes shut as I moved my body closer against his.

	It felt so right.

	We were turning our heads side to side as we kissed each other with so much passion and power, our tongues grazing each other before I sucked the tip of his tongue for a moment—making him let out a soft moan.

	I pulled back from the kiss as I felt my mind go hazy from it, cheeks flushed as I looked up at him. He smiled widely before kissing the tip of my nose.

	“Shall we go?” he said, and I just nodded my head in agreement while looking up at his eyes.

	I think that’s enough kissing for now, or else it will lead to something I really don’t want to do while I’m on vacation.

	I know, I’m on vacation, so why should I not enjoy myself with someone I like, right?

	But no, what’s the point of having fun if we’re not going to see each other anymore?

	We went back to his place because I left my headphones there. I was just grabbing my headphones and was about to book my ride to go back home when, all of a sudden, he wrapped his arms around my waist. 

	I smiled up at him before I wrapped my arms around his neck, tilting my head to the side.

	“Are you really gonna leave?” he leaned his forehead against mine with his eyes closed. I could feel his warm breath against my face, and it gave me chills.

	“Well, I need to go home. It’s almost three a.m.,” I whispered against his ear gently before he pulled me in even closer as if there was a gap between our bodies to start with. I let out a small laugh when he did that.

	“That’s the reason why you shouldn’t go home. Stay the night with me, hm?” His lips were so close to mine as he said those words, and without even giving me a chance to answer, he devoured my lips. I moaned softly as his hand went underneath my white, flowy skirt, groping my butt cheek as he pushed my back against the wall.

	“I—” I managed to let out one word as I tilted my head to the side, breathing heavily as he started kissing my neck.

	“I can’t…” I weakly said as I put my palm against his chest, eyes still closed and cheeks flushed. I tried to push his body away from me, but of course, I failed because of how strong he is.

	“Hm?” he muttered as his lips started planting kisses on my ear. At this moment, I’m already feeling dizzy, and I can feel my legs giving up.

	“I don’t want to hook up,” I managed to say  firmly as I turned my face to the other side so he could stop kissing my ear. I don’t know how he knows that it’s my weakness—damn it.

	“But this is not a hookup. I like you, Lia, and we will meet again tomorrow until I’m here in Bali.” I turned my head to look at him. I’m pretty sure he could see how my gaze softened and got even more sad.

	“But I don’t want to be just a fling you’ve met in one of your travels. That’s not what I’m looking for here.”

	In the end, he gave in and just wanted to cuddle with me through the night. But every now and then, we would wake up, and he would tell me,

	“I can’t believe we’re really just cuddling right now,” and he would laugh and say,

	“You really know how to make a man crave for more.”

	“I don’t think I’m playing games, though. I’m just being honest about what I want,” I told him as he tightened his grip on my waist from behind. He leaned in and gave me a kiss on my cheek.

	“Let’s go somewhere tomorrow, alright?”

	I didn’t say anything because I don’t think it’s a good idea to meet him again.
 When he figured out that I wasn’t answering him, he turned me to his side and caressed my cheek.

	“You’ll meet me tomorrow, right?” he lifted my chin just so I could look into his eyes.

	“But I’ll get attached to you, and you’re gonna leave me alone here…” I managed to say without cracking my voice. I buried my face in his shoulder so I could hide the loneliness in my eyes. I feel good when I’m with him, and I’ve enjoyed his company—but I don’t think he’s the one.

	He’s not gonna be tied down.

	He won’t let it happen.

	“Well, you can always join me on my travels for work…” I furrowed my brows a bit before looking up at him.

	“What do you mean?” I said with so much confusion in my voice.

	“I like you, Lia, and I feel like we have a great connection. I travel so much for work, and maybe you can accompany me while I’m working in other countries since you work remotely.”

	I didn’t say a thing as I processed everything inside my head. I know I want this too, but this is all just too fast for me.

	I just broke up a month ago, and now I’m going to other countries with another guy, and worse, I’d have to adjust my schedule around him. Again.

	I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t hear much about what he said.

	“I’ll be in Singapore after Bali, and then after that I’ll be in South Korea, Thailand, and Vietnam, and then back home to Singapore for meetings and conferences.”

	All I’ve heard in my head was: a hassle to keep moving back and forth to new countries and making my life revolve around a man again.

	I don’t like him that much yet, just to adjust my life to another man anytime soon.

	“This is why I haven’t had a girlfriend for years, Lia. Because of work. I travel so much that I don’t have time for it. But if I’m going to have a girlfriend, I will need her to come with me and not be in a long-distance relationship with her.”

	I was silent the whole time while listening to him. This man is proposing to me if I’m in or not.

	A part of me wanted to hear this so much from him, but also a part of me wants more time for myself.

	I know that I’m over my last relationship already (and quickly), but I don’t think I’m ready yet for another one because I just started enjoying my own company, and it’s been such a long time since I’ve done that.

	“I don’t know if I can do that…” I let out a heavy sigh after saying those words to him because as much as I want to go with him anywhere, I know to myself that I need more time for myself, and I need him to prove that he’s worthy of my time for me to commit again.

	And there I was, reflecting on myself as I closed my eyes and tried to sleep.

	Realization hit me.

	I’m the one who’s not ready to settle down.

	I am still scared.

	I’m not just scared of being intimate with someone again, but I’m terrified of getting tied down and getting disappointed.

	It’s too good to be true. I can’t trust someone that easily again. I’ve let my guard down and trusted too much in my past relationship, and I’ve learned the hard way not to trust easily.

	I’m still scarred not because I still love my ex—but because the disrespect was too loud to ignore and forget.

	I wasn’t able to dodge the bullet; it went right through my body and left a hole in my soul.



	
Chapter 3: The Shady Pig

	It’s been two days since I’ve been on a date. And it’s not because I couldn’t find one—there are plenty of guys I’ve matched with who’ve been asking me out. But I clearly wasn’t in the mood, mostly because of what happened with the London guy. I could call him by his name, but where’s the fun in that?

	Today is Friday, 8 PM, and I’m in Canggu, stuck in my room. Which means I’m definitely doing this wrong. I feel left out. Everyone else is out having dinner, drinks with friends, or maybe even a Bumble date. And here I am, sulking in my room with zero plans, pretending not to care when deep down, I do.

	I think my period is coming, but truthfully, I’ve been feeling off ever since the last night I went out with the London guy. As much as I don’t want to admit it, I’m still afraid of getting into a relationship. It feels like I’ve been doing everything wrong since I got here. Like, what am I even doing? I should be reading self-help books, embracing independence, enjoying my alone time, or making new girlfriends.

	Instead, I’m chasing something that feels impossible to find even back home. So what made me think I’d suddenly stumble into the love of my life here in Bali? I’ll never know.

	I’ve mastered moving on, letting go of people who don’t deserve space in my life. I’ve learned to distract myself with bigger things and to manage my emotions. But this time… it’s different. I feel like I’m making a fool of myself.

	No, let’s rephrase that. I’m letting myself make mistakes I’ll probably regret. And it’s weighing on me.

	Still, here I am, opening the Bumble app the moment I see a new message from someone I just matched with. His name is Rayan.

	No “hi” or “hello.”

	Just: Are you free to go out tonight for drinks?

	Straightforward. Spontaneous. Confident.

	I scroll through his profile before deciding whether or not I should risk getting murdered tonight. From his pictures, I see he’s a surfer. He goes to the gym regularly. He speaks three languages—Arabic, English, and French. He’s not exactly my usual type (which has always been white guys), but he’s got something. He looks serious in some pictures, but there’s this aura about him, like if you met him in public, he’d be approachable—someone who’d greet you with a warm smile.

	And look at that, he’s a fellow Scorpio. My best guy friend back home, Dewitt, is also a Scorpio, and we just get each other.

	Deciding based on someone’s zodiac sign is ridiculous, I know. But I can’t help it—I believe in those things more than I want to admit.

	So yes, I told him I had no plans and was feeling left out. It was Friday night, and I had nowhere to be.

	He replied instantly, almost as if he’d been waiting for me:

	Rayan: Haha me too, I’m jet lagged but I wanted to go for drinks anyways. Let’s meet at The Shady Pig around 10 PM, sounds good?

	And just like that, I suddenly had somewhere to be tonight.

	When I got off the bike, I paid the rider and spotted the place a few steps away. A figure stood outside, and as he walked toward me, I noticed his smile. Bright, genuine. The kind that instantly disarms you. I smiled back without even realizing it.

	I was wearing a black tube top and denim shorts, my hair curled and makeup light. I didn’t even check the vibe of the place beforehand, but it didn’t matter. This was a last-minute date. Honestly, I’d given up on the whole dating-in-Bali thing. I wasn’t looking to impress anyone—I just wanted to enjoy the night.

	“Hey, Lia!” He spread his arms wide as he approached, his voice warm and excited. The way he said my name, like he was really happy to see me, made me blush. “It’s so nice to meet you! Thank you for accepting this last-minute date.” He wrapped me in a hug, tight and sincere.

	Cheekily, I replied, “Well, honestly, I was sooo bored. I didn't have anything to do earlier, so I might have to thank you for the invitation instead.”

	His laugh… it wasn’t just a sound. It was a spark. His smile could brighten up a room, but his laugh? His laugh could bring something back to life.

	How could he be so full of sunshine at night?

	While he talked to the guard about the password to get in, I found myself openly checking him out. His curly hair was styled up, the ends bleached to a grayish blonde while his roots remained black. His beard looked like it belonged to him, like he was born with it. And then his glasses. God help me. I’ve always had a weakness for men who wear glasses. Combine that with his deep, sexy accent somewhere between British and American and I knew I was in deep trouble.

	His shirt was dark blue, casual but fitted just right, complementing his tan skin. Surfing had clearly deepened it, and it suited him perfectly. Paired with shorts, he looked laid-back like he didn’t dress to impress, but somehow, he did.

	“Let’s go?” He placed a hand gently on my forearm, pulling me from my thoughts.

	“Oh, you figured out the password already?” I blinked, a little flustered.

	He laughed. “Yeah. The guard helped me out.”

	“0… 8… 9… 0… 1,” he said aloud while pressing the buttons.

	“Access for the mafia,” he said into the phone. I peeked over his shoulder, and when he turned to look at me, he grinned and put the phone down. The door opened automatically, and he stepped aside.

	“Ladies first,” he said cheekily.

	A gentleman.

	“Thank you,” I said, smiling as I walked up the stairs.

	“I’m sorry about that; I didn’t know that we needed a password, and the last time I was here, I was with my friends and got in immediately,” he said as my eyes started scanning the room. It was a tiny space, but it looked very classy and exclusive. The dark silhouette made this place even better.

	Inside, the space was intimate, dim, and classy. The kind of place that made you feel like you were let in on a secret.

	“That’s alright! Should we sit here?” I pointed to the couch table, and he grinned. “Yes, please, sit on the couch. Be comfortable.”

	Another little green flag.

	Sitting across from him, I finally had the chance to really see his face. His eyes scanned mine with the same curiosity I had for him earlier. I couldn’t stop smiling. The dim lighting thankfully hid the flush in my cheeks.

	“I was surprised you accepted my invitation,” he said. “It’s been months since I’ve done this. It feels so good to be spontaneous, doesn’t it?” His eyes sparkled like a boy discovering something new.

	“I know, right? I was literally in my pajamas when you texted me. But I thought, fuck it, I’ll go out tonight.”

	We laughed together, effortlessly.

	“I don’t know if I should apologize for interrupting your night… but I’m just happy to be here with you.”

	That made me blush again. And I hated how much I liked hearing it.

	“I was surprised you accepted my invitation,” he said, his smile spreading easily, boyish and sweet. “I haven’t done such as  in months. It feels good to be spontaneous, doesn’t it?” His eyes were shining, like a kid’s when he’s caught up in pure happiness.

	“Right? I was literally wearing pajamas when you texted me, and then I was like, fuck it, I’ll go out tonight.”

	We both burst out laughing.

	“I don’t know if I should feel sorry for interrupting your night,” he said, leaning forward slightly, “but honestly, I’m just glad you’re here with me.”

	That made me blush again. My heart skipped at the way he said it, like he actually meant it.
 Be careful, Lia. Guys who look harmless are usually the ones who hurt you the most.

	We’d been talking nonstop for ten minutes, so much so that the waitress hovering by our table was practically tapping her foot. We scrambled to skim the menu, but there were so many choices I felt lost.

	“Hmm, I’ll have a Mezcalito,” I said finally, glancing up at him with a smile.

	He nodded approvingly. “Granted.”

	The way he said it was playful, like a challenge that made my lips twitch. Once he finished choosing, he flagged the waitress and ordered for us both, his voice calm and confident.

	“So, tell me,” I said, sipping my drink, “what were you doing in Las Vegas? I mean, I know it was for work, but what exactly do you do?”

	“I was there for a month, checking the progress on our family restaurant opening. I only went out for drinks with my friends twice while I was there. I felt so stuck in routine. That’s why I needed this. A night out. Someone to laugh with.” His tone softened, his eyes locking with mine. “What about you? What do you do?”

	I liked how he spoke. No vague, half-hearted answers; it’s just full, detailed honesty. The way I would answer, too.

	“So, you must be a good cook then?” I teased, raising my glass with a playful arch of my brow.

	He smirked. “I bet I’m a better cook than you.”

	“Maybe…” I leaned on my elbow, chin resting in my palm as I pouted at him. “But are you really gonna let me lose?”

	His grin deepened. “I have a feeling you’ll manipulate your way into winning no matter what.”

	We both laughed, the air between us growing lighter but also charged.

	“You still haven’t told me what you do,” he said, sipping his cocktail, eyes still on me.

	“I work remotely as an Influencer Marketing Specialist for a UK jewelry brand,” I explained.

	“Interesting. So you work with influencers, help them collaborate, and all that?”

	“Yes, but I also create campaigns. It’s… creative, most days. But let’s not talk about work, it’s boring. Tell me, are you living here or just another tourist passing through?”

	“I actually live here now. Been five months. But I’ve traveled around Southeast Asia since I was twenty. Bali just… kept pulling me back. The vibes here are unmatched.”

	The way he talked about Bali—it was in his eyes, glowing with something raw and real. I was so drawn in I didn’t notice I was staring until he stopped, smirking knowingly.

	“So, you’re a tourist? How long are you here?”

	I told him it was my second time in Bali, that I’d been here with a friend before, but this time I was solo, with six days left before my flight home.

	“No wayyy!” he exclaimed, leaning back like I’d just confessed something outrageous. “So we wasted almost two weeks of not meeting each other because I was in Vegas?” He shook his head dramatically. “Unbelievable.”

	I laughed at his theatrics, and he raised his glass toward me, his smile softening.

	“Then we definitely need to see each other again before you leave. Deal?”

	I clinked his glass with mine. “Deal.”

	The lights were dim, with retro music buzzing around us, yet the whole place blurred into the background. The only thing clear was his smile, his voice, and his gaze pulling me closer without a word.

	“I honestly thought you were a local when I first saw you,” he admitted. “Or maybe Korean. I didn’t expect you to be Filipina. And your accent? You sound American. There’s no trace of a Filipino accent.”

	I blushed, fiddling with my glass. “Thanks. I love your accent too,” I paused before continuing “So where are you from?”

	“I’m from Morocco! You know where that is?”

	I burst out laughing. “You don’t trust me with geography, huh?”

	He raised a brow, grinning. “Should I?”

	I tilted my head, sipping slowly. “Honestly? Probably not. You might need to show me on a map.”

	He leaned closer across the table, eyes glinting. “Careful. That means you’ll owe me another night together just so I can teach you.”

	He chuckled, nodding like it was totally fine, then started pointing to imaginary spots in the air to explain where Morocco was. His hand moved so casually, but my attention wasn’t on the geography lesson—I was distracted. His lips. His eyes. His wide shoulders. The way his smile curved like it knew it had power over me. It was hard to focus, like he was hypnotizing me without even trying.

	After a few minutes of him explaining, all I managed to absorb was that Morocco is in North Africa. And all I could say in response was, “Ahhh, so it’s in North Africa…” pretending like I had been following all along. He caught my fake enthusiasm instantly, giving me that teasing smirk that made me squirm in my seat.

	We were already on our second drink, our conversation spilling out in every direction: family, travel stories, even random high school memories. It felt so easy, so natural, like we’d known each other far longer than just tonight.

	“I really like your energy, Lia,” he said suddenly, his voice low and steady.

	I felt my cheeks warm. I’d never felt this comfortable on a first date before. I was laughing like I do with my closest friends, only this time it felt… different. Charged. I loved that he matched my energy so well, like we were already in sync.

	Later, we ended up deep in conversation about how devastated we were when Matthew Perry passed away. We were both FRIENDS fans, and he told me it was his comfort show too. When I told him I stopped watching for a week and cried, I braced for the usual laugh or eye roll I got from others.

	Instead, he nodded, eyes soft. “Yeah… I can’t watch FRIENDS the same way anymore either.”

	He gets it.

	“No way! Your birthday’s on November 12? Mine’s on the 15th!”

	His eyes lit up like a kid at Christmas, a boyish grin spreading across his face. Suddenly everything about him made more sense. No wonder he felt so familiar; we’re only three days apart.

	“We should just celebrate our birthdays for a whole week,” he said, clinking his glass gently against mine. His gaze lingered as if daring me to say yes.

	And it hit me then: our humor, our reactions, and the way we flowed into each other’s rhythm, it all felt effortless. Like I could say the most unfiltered thing, and instead of judging me, he’d just laugh and roll with it.

	“You know,” he said after a pause, “it’s pretty brave for a woman to travel alone. You’re strong. But what made you decide to do it?”

	His question caught me off guard because of the way he saw me. Not just a girl on vacation, but someone carrying her own story.

	So I told him. About my long-distance ex. About the betrayal. About how disgusted I felt, not heartbroken, just tired.

	“What the fuck?” he muttered, leaning back in his seat, jaw tight. “So he flew all the way to the Philippines just to fuck other girls? What’s wrong with him?”

	The anger in his voice made my chest tighten in a strange way. He sounded like he actually cared.

	“I know… uhm. So, I was taking care of his dog, Latte, for eight months. And when I found out what he’d been doing, Latte was with me.”

	I grinned, biting my lip, remembering what I did next. His brows lifted at my expression.

	“I told him to book a flight to Manila immediately. I said I didn’t want to see his dog anymore. If he didn’t get there the next day, I’d drop Latte off at a pet hotel.”

	Rayan’s laugh was deep and contagious. “Oh, you are so good. That must’ve freaked him out.”

	“I loved Latte so much,” I admitted. “But the second I knew what her ‘dad’ was doing? That love just… switched off. When I’m betrayed, I cut everything off. The love just dies. I go numb.”

	He leaned in closer across the table, his face now only a few inches from mine. “Well, I hope no one ever gets the chance to hurt you like that again.”

	My heart skipped. I smiled faintly, trying to hide how much his words disarmed me. “Thanks, Rayan. That means a lot.”

	“What a strong woman,” he murmured against his drink, his eyes never leaving mine. And for the first time, I actually believed it about myself.

	I noticed how intently he watched me as I spoke, his gaze studying me like I was more than just a pretty face across the table. Like my story itself, it was worth savoring. He wasn’t just letting me rant about an ex; he was grounding me in the moment, reminding me that I wasn’t a victim anymore. I was someone who walked away, but survived.

	“And yeah, the next day, I booked my flight to Bali in two weeks… and here I am, with you.”

	I tried to hide the blush creeping up my cheeks by sipping my cocktail. He noticed anyway, his smile softening, radiating warmth that made my stomach flutter.

	“I’m glad you’re here,” he said, voice steady, “but I hate that you had to go through that.”

	Then his gaze lingered a second longer, almost too long. “I admire you. You look so… happy.”

	“I am,” I answered without hesitation. “When I broke up with him, I felt this sense of relief. Like I got my life back. No kids. No commitments. Just me, free to see the world.”

	Then, of course, I had to bring up Sophie.

	“But… I do miss Sophie.” I pouted dramatically, pulling up a photo of my little apricot toy poodle.

	“She’s adorable.” He leaned in closer, his shoulder brushing mine as he looked at the photo, then back at me. “She looks like such a sweetheart… just like her mom.”

	God. My breath hitched. That wasn’t fair.

	For a moment, neither of us spoke. His eyes scanned mine, and I could feel the pull, the magnetic shift between us. It was hard not to notice it.

	“She’s only three months old,” I managed, steadying myself. “And yes, I feel so guilty leaving her with my parents. But in my defense, I bought her after I booked this trip.”

	“You abandoned her?” he gasped dramatically.

	“Objection! I plead not guilty!” I threw up both hands.

	“Twenty days away from a three-month-old puppy?!” he pressed, clutching his chest like he was scandalized.

	I laughed loud, and unguarded and he joined me, his eyes crinkling in that way that made me melt. His teasing wasn’t annoying; it was warm. It felt like we were already wrapped inside a private little bubble no one else could get into.

	But then, I asked the question that shifted everything. “So… what about you? When was your last relationship?”

	His lips pressed together. “I haven’t had any.”

	I blinked. “Wait. None? Like… ever?”

	He nodded, a little nervous but still honest. “Yeah. I’ve been traveling since I was 18. Relationships were hard to maintain.”

	I couldn’t help it—my jaw dropped. “How old are you again?”

	“Turning 30.”

	“WHAT?!” I burst into laughter, shaking my head. “A 30-year-old man who’s never had a girlfriend?!”

	He laughed with me, not defensive at all. Just letting me react, letting it be what it was.

	“I know. Sounds like a red flag. But I’ve had… situationships. My last one lasted two years.”

	I stopped mid-laugh, my eyes widening. “TWO YEARS?”

	He nodded.

	“Well, at least you managed to keep her for that long. I’ve never had a boyfriend last over a year!”

	We laughed again. I hadn’t laughed like this in so long. I didn’t even realize how easy it was to just exist beside him.

	“How did it end?”

	He sighed. “We both got so caught up in work. She owns a jewelry brand. I was traveling and expanding the business. Eventually, we drifted.”

	I nodded slowly. I could tell there was still a bit of pain there, but it was a calm kind of acceptance.

	And then, of course, he turned the question back to me, asking how many relationships I’d had.

	So I told him everything about my past relationships, including the one-year situationship with that Filipino guy. The emotional manipulation. The way he made me feel like I wasn’t enough. How he wanted to change my body, my face. I became his project, not his partner. And the worst part? I stayed. I loved him.

	My voice trembled a little. “I still get haunted by the mistake I made of staying… of loving someone who made me feel like I wasn’t enough.”

	I could see the weight of my words settling over him. And I could also see the soft shift in his expression.

	“That’s why I can’t do casual hookups or situationships,” I said. “It just… triggers all the things I’ve been trying to heal.”

	He nodded. He understood. I could feel it.

	But then I noticed I had probably said too much. My walls came back up a little. “But don’t worry,” I added quickly, “no pressure at all. I’m just here to enjoy my time. We just met tonight.”

	He chuckled, probably sensing my panic. But deep down, I think we both knew that this was more than just a spontaneous night in Canggu.

	There was something here. Something real. But I can’t figure it out yet.

	And maybe I wasn’t the only one who felt it.

	Because then he leaned in, close enough for me to catch the faintest hint of his cologne, close enough that his voice felt like it was meant only for me.

	“You know,” he said softly, almost teasing, “for someone who doesn’t do casual… you make it very hard not to fall for you.”

	My heart skipped. I rolled my eyes playfully, trying to hide how much that line got to me. “Smooth. Do you use that on all the girls you don’t casually date?”

	He smirked, tilting his head. “No. Just the ones who terrify me.”

	Terrify him? I wanted to ask what he meant, but I already knew. Sometimes, when you meet someone and the connection is instant, it’s not excitement you fear—it’s the possibility of losing it before it even begins.

	I shook my head lightly. “Careful, or I might start believing you actually like me.”

	His grin softened, and he held my gaze for a moment longer than necessary. “Maybe you should.”

	I laughed, shaking my head, but deep down, I felt that flicker of something dangerous. Not lust, not just attraction… but the beginning of a connection that could unravel me if I wasn’t careful.

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 


Chapter 4: First Night

	“It’s cool; I totally understand what you mean. You’re just responding to the trauma you got from him, and I honestly applaud you for still trying to meet people and for being here with me tonight.”

	I was left speechless. The way he said it, with so much understanding in his tone, made my chest tighten in a way I didn’t expect. I just smiled in response and looked down at my drink, only to realize it was already empty. He noticed instantly, like he had been watching me the whole time.

	“Want another cocktail?” he asked smoothly.

	“No, it’s fine. You know I have a 9am Pilates class tomorrow.” My lips said no, but my body screamed yes. Part of me wanted to cancel Pilates just to steal more time with him. But another part of me whispered that I’d regret it if I sacrificed my own little ritual for a man I just met.

	“I almost forgot about that! But wow, it’s almost 1am already. Shall I take care of the bill so we can head out?”

	What. A. Man.

	“Sure, let me just go to the bathroom quickly.”

	I got up from my seat, heart thumping, and walked toward the bathroom sign. Once inside, I stared at myself in the mirror, my lips pulling into a grin so wide it almost hurt. I pressed a palm against my cheek, feeling the warmth there.

	God, he was the perfect balance of sweet and devastatingly handsome, the kind of man who makes you feel safe yet secretly sparks danger in your veins. And here I was, already falling into the fantasy of wanting someone who might never want to be tied down.

	I gave myself a light slap on the cheek. “Get it together, Lia. This is your first night with him.” I dug through my bag, pulled out my lipstick, and reapplied it. I dabbed a little on my cheeks, too, for color. As if I wasn’t already blushing all night.

	This night…

	This night felt like the night.

	The kind of night you’d play over in your head for years.

	The kind that made you feel like a giddy little girl and a grown woman all at once.

	When I walked back out, I spotted him lounging on the couch. My lips curved into a smile as I slid in beside him, and suddenly, the air shifted. We were closer now, our eyes locked in a silence that felt louder than the music.

	“Should we go now?” I leaned in to whisper against his ear, the bass of the music vibrating beneath our bodies.

	“I’m still waiting for the bill, princess.”

	The way princess rolled off his lips nearly wrecked me. My heart skipped, and heat rushed to my cheeks. That word is so simple, yet dripping with possession, and has set my whole body on fire.

	“Mm,” I whispered back, my lips brushing near his ear, “I actually like being called a princess. I like being around a masculine man with a provider mindset.”

	I wasn’t expecting him to hear it through the noise, but he did. His eyes darkened with something deeper, and his hand came up to cradle my cheek. My lips parted instantly when his thumb brushed across my bottom lip, as if my body was begging him for more before my mind could catch up.

	“That’s exactly how it should be,” he murmured, voice low and steady. “The man provides. The woman stays in her feminine energy.”

	God. He got it. He really got it.

	My breath grew shallow, my chest rising and falling quicker. I looked up at him with wide, soft eyes like a silent plea. Kiss me. Please, just kiss me.

	And he did.

	His lips crashed into mine, not tentative, not testing, but it felt sure, deep, and all-consuming. I exhaled a shaky sigh of relief, my hand instinctively tangling into his hair, pulling him closer. His arm snaked around my waist, tugging me into him until I could feel every inch of him pressed against me.

	We kissed like we had known each other for lifetimes, like every movement was muscle memory. Our heads tilted from side to side, desperate, passionate, savoring. Every kiss felt intentional, like he was trying to brand his soul onto mine.

	Butterflies? More like an entire storm in my stomach. And God, I felt it everywhere. Especially down there.

	This kiss… it wasn’t just a kiss. It was a surrender, a spark, and a warning. The kind you’d remember years later when your lips were on someone else’s but your heart whispered his name.

OEBPS/cover.jpeg









OEBPS/images/image1.png






