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      LUNA RAE

      

      I teeter on the edge of consciousness, falling in and out of a dream tethered to a world foreign to me. 

      It’s one of those dreams enmeshed in reality, my senses processing actual sensations, my mind refusing to abandon that mysterious world.

      Chaos and clarity get wrapped in one, and feelings are tangled with pleasure, speaking of my submission. 

      Like tentacles of love and fear, my dream enters my soul, pushing ghostly images through my subconscious––me walking down a sunlit street, a man’s arm snaking around me, a voice whispering in my ear. 

      His words drip with sensuality, having no distinct meaning attached to them. I want to know who he is, but the magic shatters in a second when I turn to him to find out. 

      His voice fades away, his arms turning into ghosts.

      I keep my eyes closed to linger in this world a little more.

      Even so, my mind picks up on actual sensations, the scent suggesting a long dry summer, and everything else conjuring images of wilderness. 

      Still walking that thin line, I notice the plush blanket covering my naked body, the ground I’m sleeping on, the thick pillows tucked under my head, and the strands of hair blown by the breeze over my face. 

      The incense of hay blends with the smoke coming from the fire pit, the earth exploding with vegetation around me.

      A fresh smell of water drifts from nearby.

      The wind blows across the grass, bringing the scent of wildflowers to me.

      The real world populates my mind. 

      The blanket smells like him. Like his cologne. Like his warm skin kissed by the sun and the ocean embedded in its smoothness. 

      I’m all alone. 

      Serenaded by the wind and surrounded by the summer night––or the early morning, perhaps––I crack an eye open.

      The fire is almost out, embers glowing beneath the charred wood, and a sound of splashing water comes from nearby. 

      My back is turned to him, the house... The pool. 

      He’s here, swimming, his arms cutting through the water. 

      Smiling contently, I relive the recent past.

      The memory is faint but growing, the blanket becoming his hands, the wind his kisses and ensnaring words. 

      He’s here with me, and I’m here with him, recollecting the hours spent together as we entered a truce of sorts. 

      Love wasn’t part of the deal––we haven’t expressed it or proclaimed it, and we didn’t make any promises we couldn’t keep. 

      We haven’t whispered shallow words. 

      We fell into each other silently, looking for a sanctuary, a place where we could touch each other without hate.

      He didn’t give me any pain, and I didn’t ask for it because I didn’t need it.

      I liked his hands without the marks and bruises he usually puts on my skin.

      I liked his touch without the absolute power exerted over me. 

      I didn’t feel him happy. 

      I only felt him less unhappy. Less prone to burning things down and destroying everything. I found his honesty refreshing, honoring. There were no lies between us. 

      And that was it…

      The wind messes my hair, breathing life into the fire. Soon, it crackles softly. 

      I tilt my head to the side and move my eyes to the panoramic view. 

      A soft light peeks at the horizon, growing into the darkness, highlighting the rugged mountains.

      The night starts dying out, yet still highlighting the scarlet embers and the blue outline of the pool. 

      The scenery is breathtaking, the cliffs shouldering the starry sky, a vast valley sprawling out in front of me.

      This house is the antechamber to the sky. 

      I try to imagine it back in the day when happiness infused every corner of the house. 

      When a man was madly in love with a woman whose soul was the heart of this place. When her boys absorbed life with their innocent, fresh minds.

      My smile falls from my lips. 

      I imagine long summer days when the sun flooded the rooms, and the wind swept the terrace. 

      When the two boys ran around the house, jumped into the pool, and were loud and obnoxious. 

      I imagine Catherine wearing one of her pretty dresses––something colorful and full of life like her––celebrating those exquisite moments.

      And I envision Baron watching over them and loving this woman who had left tragically and prematurely, a cataclysmic winter lingering in her wake. 

      Aware of the void she left in their lives, I roll to the other side and shift my eyes to the pool, still thinking about it.

      The water ripples from the wind, blue light glowing from below. 

      He pushes up to the concrete edge, his muscles shifting beneath his skin, water dripping from his shoulders and his hair.

      He’d exile himself to the water if he could to escape this world, embrace the silence, and sleep in a fluid womb.

      Tipping my chin down, I secretly observe him. 

      Unaware of my stare, he shakes his head and runs his fingers through his hair, his back still facing me. 

      A moment later, he grabs a towel from a lounge chair, pats his skin dry, snatches his cell phone from a nearby table, and checks it briefly.

      He flicks his head in my direction as if aware of my stare. 

      Heart pounding, I dip swiftly into a pillow, pretending I’m asleep. 

      I’m sure we’re supposed to go back, but I want to prolong this moment for some reason.

      The second he no longer looks at me, I turn my back to him. 

      Tucked under the blanket, I wait. 

      Nothing registers with me for a few good moments except for the water moving in the pool and the wind blowing. 

      Occasionally, the birds caw, and the insects chirp in response. 

      Just as I start to de-tense, the blanket moves, and he slides next to me at my back. 

      He loops his arm around my waist, brings his lips to my hair, and lines my frame with his naked body. 

      His skin is cold, and his muscles are carved in iron. 

      The flesh between his legs is stiff and warm, spreading heat across my skin.

      I can no longer pretend to be asleep, so I touch his hand. 

      He kisses my hair, making me experience a vast array of emotions, yet soon my exhilaration morphs into sadness before turning into bitterness.

      It all comes to me fast, and it’s so disheartening. 

      I can’t grasp the meaning of this odd succession, so I go back to that first impression and perfect moment of happiness. And I let it fall through me, not knowing what to do with it or if I should do anything. 

      I just want to dance with it, twirl with it, and get drunk on it. 

      I want to shout at the top of my lungs and let everybody know that it feels good.

      That I feel good, and this is pure happiness.

      His arms locked around me, his kisses on my hair, my neck. My shoulder. His exquisite tenderness. 

      He makes me feel like I belong to him, giving me so much freedom at the same time. 

      I haven’t felt like this before, and then I remember that I have. And now I know where the sadness stems from. 

      Although it was slightly different... Because it was a different man. 

      A man who taught me tenderness and warmth and closeness. 

      How to live nights like this, watching the sky, kissing, and stopping time in delicious ways. 

      I felt something like this with his brother before he, Kian, trampled all over it and ruined it for us. 

      Now I know where my bitterness and distrust come from. 

      What if this is just another short-lived emotion?

      What if he opens up to me, doing what his brother did, only ten times deeper, giving me the illusion that there is more than chemistry and sex between us while helping me grow my confidence, only to end up with nothing? 

      What if I have to pay a price for my fleeting happiness? 

      Yeah. What if…?

      I make up my mind quickly. 

      I want this experience regardless of the sacrifices, so I push the doom and gloom away and fall gladly into his trap––if this is a trap––drinking every bit of pleasure, making a mental note to deal with my skepticism and my lack of faith a little later. 

      I lean into him, my blood vibrating for him, my heartbeats in sync with his. 

      Closing my eyes, I feel everything I need to feel and quiet my mind. 

      I listen to his quickening breaths against my hair, soaking in his warm touch against my hand and heated skin against my back. 

      He moves his hand from my waist to my chest and kneads my breasts slowly while I relish his touch quietly, getting hotter with every stroke.

      “You weren’t asleep...” he murmurs while I have a hard time focusing on his words, feeling restless.

      “How do you know?” 

      Reaching back, I touch his thigh. 

      “I know...” he says, moving his hand to my neck. 

      He slides it up and down, testing me playfully, before gently pulling me back, sliding his free arm around my shoulders, and making me fall against his chest. 

      He locks me against him differently now, his free hand going down again, slowly trailing my stomach, folds, and clit. 

      By the time he touches me, I’m throbbing, only seconds away from coming. 

      He pulls his touch away from me to grab his erection while I slide my thigh high and push out my bottom to open my center for him.

      “Sure...” he murmurs, sliding his engorged flesh into me, filling me up in one smooth thrust. 

      The second thrust dips into a pool of wetness. 

      The third one makes me jolt against him before he stops and closes his arms around me, shielding me, my center filled with him. 

      “Why didn’t you sleep?” he asks quietly, the wind carrying his voice away. 

      “Why didn’t you?” 

      He laughs quietly, sweeping my hair to the side and kissing my neck. 

      “I couldn’t.”

      “Why?”

      He moves slightly, making me feel his chiseled crown in the deepest of my depths, his hardness stirring.

      “I see...” I say, smiling.

      “I was too hard to sleep.”

      I bite my lip, smiling smugly, ecstatic that he can’t see the triumph on my face right now. 

      “How did you know I wasn’t sleeping?” I ask.

      A few moments rush away. 

      “I felt your eyes on me.”

      My smile fades. 

      “What else did you feel?” I murmur in a different tone. 

      He rocks his hips, pushing into me slowly, making my center even wetter. 

      There’s my answer. 

      “I knew you wanted what I wanted...” he says. 

      “You know me well.” 

      “Probably not,” he admits genuinely. “But I know this much about you.”

      I chew on my lip, hesitant. I shouldn’t say this, but I do.

      “I wish that has applied exclusively to me.”

      He ponders for a moment, and I expect him to say that it did, even if it’s a nauseating lie, but his reassurance fails to come, and the seconds tick away, fueling my regret.

      He knows what goes through my mind simply because he reads women well, not because he knows me. 

      “It’s different with you,” he utters… eventually.

      I wish he didn’t say that. 

      It’s only cheap flattery. How can it be different with me?

      He renders the same response from other women, indiscriminately, of course, to the point that it’s expected. 

      Sure he knows when women are hot for him, and they are always hot for him. 

      I get annoyed.

      He must know it because he laughs at my back, and I suddenly take offense at his reaction, but I can’t quite get mad at him because it’s also comical. 

      I’ve brought it up, knowing the answer, and it only makes me look insecure, so I don’t know if I should laugh or feel hurt.

      I drop it. 

      It makes no difference. 

      To signal my resolution, I press the back of my head against his shoulder and don’t give a damn about his answer, slowly arching and meeting his thrusts with the soft rocking of my hips. 

      He pulls to a stop again to punish me, perhaps, his grip becoming more intense.

      He grabs my hip harder, his fingers digging holes into my skin, his breaths searing my cheek. 

      And then he closes the arm around my neck, forcing me to tilt my head back even more and rely on his support while clearing the way for his hot open-mouth kisses. 

      His lips trail down my neck, whipping up a vortex of sensations, sending waves of pleasure through my body, making my center squeeze his hard, thick flesh. 

      I slide my hand to his backside. 

      His muscles roll under my touch as he pumps me quietly again.

      Slowly. Deep. Hard. Restrained. 

      Crushing and stroking my clit with his fingers while rooting himself deep into me, he squeezes my neck with his free hand. 

      I remain silent, aroused, secretly riding a peak of pleasure, cowardly stealing this sensual moment. 

      A thief stealing from another thief. 

      He steals hearts while I steal pleasure. 

      My impending relief is upon me, and I’m about to shudder when he draws still again, throbbing inside me, hard as steel. 

      He sweeps my skin with a hungry breath before kissing my shoulder, listening to my gasps as I fight the air restriction imposed by his grip.

      I slip into a daze, loving it. 

      I always have. Especially in his arms. Especially now that we’re back to our old games.

      Not all the fun is gone. 

      And then he sinks his teeth into me, and a sharp throb of pain shoots through me.

      I jolt against him, my eyes snapping open before drinking in the immense sky, its barely lit canvas, and the cosmic dust spread all over it.

      He squeezes my neck tighter, making me shoot my hand up and clutch his touch, and then it comes... 

      Biting me unrestrained, he makes me see light in front of my eyes, a volcano of pleasure erupting, moans and shudders breaking through me.

      Calling his name, I shake in his arms, his grip slackening so that I can breathe, absorb everything, and celebrate this moment, and just like that, I feel his tender lips on my neck, his release flooding my center. 

      It’s the most beautiful gift, the perfect confession.

      “Now you know how I know...” he says, smiling against my hair.
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      I toss one last glance at his ride, frozen in the driveway as he backs away and steers his car toward the road.

      My feet refuse to move, my eyes still trained on his ride until he turns left and vanishes from my line of sight. 

      He goes home. Or maybe to his office, and I try not to think about it. 

      My life with him is limited to the time we spend together.

      I promised myself not to analyze it to death, and I won’t. I won’t drive myself crazy reading too much into this. 

      I’ll let things evolve, roll, happen, or not happen.

      But... That’s not how my heart works. 

      I can control my thoughts to an extent, but my heart is a different story. I can’t dictate how I feel. 

      So… I should spin around and go inside the house, yet something holds me pinned to the driveway.

      A neighbor steps out and starts walking her dog. She waves at me, inches closer, and asks me about Olivia.

      Olivia... Olivia. 

      My old life comes into focus.

      Olivia, Frankie... Rex will come back soon. 

      I have to pack my things and start my new life in San Francisco. I have to help Frankie, and she needs to help me. 

      My old life. My old existence.

      Struggling to connect myself back to reality, I talk to my neighbor, pretending that I don’t see her tipping her gaze to my crumpled dress more than once.

      I look like a drifter. 

      How is that different than reality?

      I smile inside.

      I slept on a blanket on the ground, surrounded by the quiet cliffs. The sky looked the other way as the man who had me in his arms dived into me more than once.

      Later, we both fell asleep and woke up when the sunlight tickled our faces.

      We used separate showers in the morning, and then I had breakfast with him in the kitchen. 

      It was a sobering, emotional morning. 

      I had coffee, tiny crackers, and a few slices of cheese that came sealed in a silver tin. Propped against the kitchen counter, arms crossed over his chest, he watched me eat.

      His clothes were crisp, unlike mine. He picked a new set out of the closet. 

      Different things bled into his eyes this morning. 

      A soft smile, an old pain, an agonizing distance that started to grow when we unlocked our bodies and stopped living off the intoxicating chemistry between us.

      It wasn’t as noticeable as it was the first time we’d spent some time together at that motel down the highway, but it was still there with us. 

      Less evident, somewhat tamed. And somewhat dull. Less in my face. But it was there.

      I thought I had gotten used to it, but I couldn’t ignore it completely. 

      We felt like two strangers at a funeral vigil. Only there wasn’t a dead body. 

      It was only me taking small sips of coffee and him looking at me as if he wanted to be somewhere else. 

      That’s why it was sobering. 

      And it was also emotional because I started to feel about us.

      I felt for him, for being broken, for not pulling out of his maze, and for me, for not seeing a way out of this or a way in. 

      We spent our morning in silence, afraid to let a bunch of words tell our story, holding on to the memories that defined our night.

      In our silence, we found a respite from our complicated lives. 

      The walls might’ve come down, but a treacherous road still lies ahead of us, if there is a road at all.

      The woman with the pooch walks away when I move my eyes to the house and stare at it as if facing a crossroads. 

      Who says I’m not?

      I pivot and walk to the entrance. 

      A moment later, I unlock the door and enter my place, set my things on the table, and saunter into the kitchen. 

      I open the fridge and peer inside when a voice rings out behind me. 

      Frankie seems surprised and worried, yet in a hushed voice. 

      She has gotten used to my unexpected disappearances, delayed returns, and quiet moods. 

      “Hey. You’re back,” she says, uncertain of my disposition.

      Before I turn to her, not saying a word, I grab stuff from the fridge to make myself a sandwich––lettuce, tomatoes, tuna, and mayo. 

      She reads my eyes and takes inventory of my dress and messy hair. 

      “I’ll do it,” she says, inviting me to take a seat while signaling to me to leave everything on the kitchen counter. 

      She doesn’t wait for my answer, making a beeline for the coffee machine. 

      “What happened to you? I called you several times.”

      She puts water in the coffeemaker and turns on the machine before shifting to me, waiting for the brew cycle to complete.

      “Did you have your phone turned off?” she asks. 

      Why does she walk on eggshells around me?

      She asks softball questions she has the answers to or comes up with her own explanations. 

      I look at her, not saying a word. 

      “You were with him?” she murmurs.

      I nod. 

      The coffee machine beeps, summoning her attention. She drops the conversation, turning her back to me.

      For the next few moments, I watch her pour two cups of coffee and make sandwiches. 

      I observe her distracted and removed from everything as if I’m in a catatonic state. 

      The food is on the table when she sits across from me. 

      “Eat.”

      She’s already scarfing down her food when I take a bite and chew slowly. 

      “Did you eat somewhere else this morning?” she asks, her eyes dipping to my plate.

      “Nope,” I say, my mouth full.

      “Where were you?”

      “Around.”

      She studies me for a moment.

      “Was it good?” she asks, smiling. 

      I grin.

      “Uh-huh.”

      She searches my eyes.

      “And how is the morning after?” she murmurs humorously. 

      I look down, smiling. 

      Still chewing, I’m fighting my way through another bite. 

      “You look at it,” I retort. 

      “Are you going to see him again?”

      I set my sandwich down and drink coffee, no longer grinning. 

      It takes a few seconds before I lift my gaze and glance out the window. 

      A dog and a kid play in the neighbor’s backyard. 

      “I don’t know...” I murmur as if answering a different question.

      “Did he say something to you?” she asks, setting her food on the plate.

      I look at her.

      “Like what?”

      She shrugs. 

      “I don’t know.”

      What can she say? 

      My mellow voice is not good news, and my inability to pull myself together is not encouraging either. 

      “What do men say in these circumstances?” I murmur, getting swept by mixed feelings, recollecting those moments this morning when he had his hands on me for the last time and a few hours later when we had that quiet breakfast in the kitchen.

      The contrast was jarring.

      “You don’t know?” she teases.

      I click my tongue, smiling. 

      “My experience is limited.”

      “They say… Well, sometimes they want to be with you again.”

      “Hmm. That…” I say before sucking in a strained breath, crossing my arms over my chest, and leaning back into my seat.

      “Didn’t happen…?” she asks, arching an eyebrow at me, smiling. 

      “We like suspenseful endings. Mysterious things. We’ll meet again. I’m sure of that.”

      “Huh... And yet you say last night was great.”

      “Last night was an eye-opener,” I murmur, suddenly aware of how much stuff has happened since I left that party with him, how much new information has flown through me, and how many things have changed. 

      And also, how many more things need to change. 

      A mountain of evidence suggests my entire life is about to shift. For good or for bad is anyone’s guess. 

      “How was the party?” I ask, tipping a blank gaze at her, the past still lurking in the back of my mind. 

      I need to sort these things out. 

      I need to find myself and function again. It’s tricky since everything is still raw, fresh. It just happened, and it’s not the first time he has made me feel like this. 

      Undone. 

      Fraying at the edges, melting inside, losing my center. My power. Getting sucked into a myriad of images. Things that happened, words, his touch, his silence. 

      My silence. 

      My secret plan to avoid the unavoidable––falling for him and losing my head. Taking a trip inside him and getting trapped. 

      He affects me badly, and I don’t know if this is normal. If this is how I am supposed to feel the morning after. 

      Forget about what men say or don’t say. Is this how they make you feel?

      Do they divorce you from your reality? 

      Do they make you navigate uncertainty as you search for the bits and pieces that once defined you?

      I center my focus on her. 

      “Frankie?”

      She got distracted by something, forgetting to answer my question. 

      I don’t know what it is, but her eyes just went blank, as if she’s having a pile of unresolved issues to deal with herself. 

      Her eyes come into focus. 

      “The party was nice.”

      “What happened with his entourage?”

      “You mean the woman he was with?”

      “Was he with her?”

      Sarcastic curiosity bleeds into my voice. 

      “That’s what she said.”

      “Really?”

      Claws of darkness clutch at my chest.

      “How did she explain his absence?”

      She shrugs. 

      “She didn’t. I think she said she was with him because no one else had paid attention to her.”

      “What do you think?”

      “She wasn’t with him. He was there for you. He probably didn’t say anything to her, yet she wanted to believe that she was with him.”

      She pauses rather abruptly.

      “What else?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Frankie?”

      She muses over her answer.

      “I thought things worked out for you two.”

      “They did,” I say. 

      I want to make her feel good, so I can feel good about the whole thing.

      “Why aren’t you happy, then?”

      “Would you be happy?” I ask. 

      She looks at me, puzzled. 

      “I don’t know. Probably.”

      “You’re not sure.”

      “The situation seems complicated.”

      “It is, yet it has nothing to do with other people.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      “I thought that’s what you had in mind.”

      “No. You just seem a little lost.”

      I sag in my seat before lifting my coffee to my lips. 

      “I need some time,” I say after drinking the aromatic concoction. “I’ll figure things out. I’m sure…” I add.

      I set my cup on the table and start eating again. 

      “It’s too much to talk about, but I’ll tell you one day,” I murmur, chewing and looking down, avoiding her eyes.
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      San Francisco, Luna’s place. A week later.

      

      “You can put it over there,” I say, pointing to the empty wall. 

      The two men veer right, squeeze through the door, and deposit the new couch in Frankie’s former room. 

      This will be my study space from now on. 

      Frankie claims I’m overly joyful that she’s out of this apartment and I have so much pace. Not surprisingly, she regards my remodeling efforts with suspicion. 

      Buying furniture hasn’t been in my budget. In that regard, she’s right. I am overextending myself.

      And it won’t help her if things don’t work between Carlos and her and she needs to come back. 

      She’s right again. 

      She also says it’s punitive because I’m mad she’s moved in with him. Here, she is wrong. 

      It has nothing to do with her. 

      It has to do with changing things in my life. 

      So, I bought a new sofa, a few shelves for my books, a fluffy rug to cover the bare floor, huge pillows to sit on, and new drapes. 

      At Olivia’s suggestion, I tapped into my college fund to cover my expenses. 

      Making purchases like these when I haven’t secured a job already makes me nervous, but I’m learning to be confident that things will turn all right in the end. 

      The men bring in the rest of my things and help me set them up before walking out of my apartment. 

      I spend the rest of the afternoon cleaning the house, putting up the curtains, and stocking the shelves.

      Occasionally, I glance out the window. I don’t know what I’m waiting for. 

      And I don’t know what I’m afraid of. Everything seems in order. 

      No suspicious cars are parked in front of my building, and no private investigator has my place under surveillance.

      That strange man, Wes Munson, has never shown up again at my place, although there have been sightings of him in town by the ocean. 

      Not that I went back to Golden Bay. 

      I left the beach house harboring mixed feelings, hiding how torn I was while Frankie couldn’t wait to return to San Francisco. 

      It’s strange how things have changed.

      A few weeks back, I toyed with the idea of returning early while Frankie wanted to linger a little more. 

      Now she is more excited than I am to be in San Francisco. She’s looking forward to sharing her life with her boyfriend. 

      Hmm... Frankie Mendoza. 

      Who knew I’d be losing her over a summer fling? She’s already beyond herself, and it’s only been a week. 

      Yeah... What she said to me is not entirely true. 

      She lives two blocks away from me, and we get to see each other occasionally, but things are not that easy when it comes to doing stuff together.

      This is our first weekend apart. I’m dealing with my life, and she is... Hmm. I glance at the time on the wall clock. 

      She’s probably having brunch, or lunch, or whatever this is, with Carlos. 

      I glance around the room one last time before spinning around, heading to the kitchen. 

      I didn’t even have breakfast or coffee this morning, and now it’s early afternoon. 

      Eating alone is not as much fun as I thought it would be, so I skip cooking for myself and order chocolate croissants, fruit, and a large coffee from the bakery around the corner. 

      By the time I get my food delivered, I’m already showered and wearing a different set of clothes. 

      I tip the man and wait for him to leave before I unpack the food, put everything on a tray, and go straight to my room. 

      My meal sits on a small table by the window next to my chair when I take a seat and start eating. 

      The croissants are flaky, the melted chocolate is delicious, and the coffee gives me a nice boost of energy. 

      I munch on fruit when I pick up my phone and check it for messages again. 

      Everything is the same. Silence. Complete silence. 

      No phone calls. No messages. No signals from the universe. No Frankie. No men. 

      Olivia comes to mind, my finger hovering over her name. 

      I’m such a bad human being. Smiling, I check the time in Paris––her latest destination––and place the call.

      She answers after a few rings.

      “Have I interrupted something?” I murmur.

      Her laugh echoes in my ear. 

      “Give me a second, sweetie,” she says before chatting with a man in the background. 

      They exchange niceties, and she chuckles again before they end the conversation.

      “Who was that?” I ask when she shifts her focus to me.

      “Someone I met at the gala last night.”

      “No way,” I cheerfully express my surprise.

      “He might be the one,” she says, amused. 

      It’s our favorite joke.

      “Who is he?” I inquire, my curiosity piqued.

      “A physics professor. Twenty years younger. Bilingual. He likes art, opera, and he loves to travel. We spent an hour talking about Spain.”

      “Uh-huh...” I say in a softer voice. 

      “He approached me last night. We talked at the event, and then we had drinks in a nightclub. It was nice.”

      I try to imagine Olivia in a nightclub. 

      She’s never been a fan of clubs, not even when she was younger. 

      Noise mixed with booze was never her thing. 

      “This sounds more serious than I thought,” I say half-jokingly.

      “Oh, it’s nothing,” she gushes, trying to make it sound trivial, her effusiveness contradicting her.

      “What did he say?”

      “That he wants to see me again. We had dinner this evening, and he invited me to a winery this weekend.”

      “Huh...”

      I fall back in my chair, my eyes wandering to the sidewalks outside, mechanically checking the people strolling up and down and also the cars. 

      “He seems like a catch.”

      “They all are, darling,” she says, her breaths clipped as if she walks briskly. “I’ve seen way too many,” she adds, a metallic click indicating that she’s entered her hotel room. “Oh, this is good,” she says a moment later. “I took off my heels. Let me pour myself a glass of water.”

      I wait while the muted sound paints the picture of her pouring water––most likely mineral water––over ice cubes.

      So, it can happen... I muse. A good catch is not an illusion. It can show up. 

      Even if later in life.

      “Mmm… I was thirsty. All that gin and tonic and the delicious cheese. What was I saying?” she murmurs. “I need to relax,” she continues, effervescent as she always is.

      I imagine her plopping on the sofa, peering at the people walking outside under the Parisian lights. 

      “You’re taking it slowly with this man,” I say, voicing a thought to continue the conversation.

      “I have to,” she says, amused. “I need to know what I’m getting into.”

      “You’re thinking seriously about him.”

      “I’m taking my precautions. He could change his mind and take me by surprise. Men notoriously do that. I wouldn’t say no to spending time with him, but getting disappointed by him is a different story. I want to avoid that.”

      “How could he disappoint you?” I ask, grappling with my own conundrum.

      Come to think of it, I’ve done everything backward. Maybe there wasn’t any other way.

      “Oh, you know men... Well, you don’t,” she adds quickly. “They easily get your hopes up. You follow their lead, believe in them, and buy their stories. Everything looks fine, and then boom. They pull the rug from under your feet when you least expect it, and you’re screwed. So, yeah. No. I’m too old for that kind of stress,” she jokes. 

      We share a peal of laughter.

      “What about you? How are things in San Francisco?” she asks.

      “Things are good,” I say, sucking in a sharp breath. “I’m eating croissants and drinking coffee. And I was thinking about you.”

      Silence comes from her end of the line. 

      “Olivia?” I murmur, convinced we got disconnected. 

      “What happened to you?” she asks in a serious voice. “You finished your chores on a Saturday afternoon and thought about me? What is wrong with you?”

      She puts a comical spin on it, but neither of us laughs. 

      “It’s a slow day,” I say, smiling before drinking coffee. 

      “Right. What happened to the whirlwind romance that has taken over your life?”

      “There is no whirlwind romance. It never was.”

      “Because?”

      I chuckle to relieve a pang of nervousness.

      “It wasn’t as clean cut as you’d like to believe.”

      “Well… Messy is good.”

      “You just told me you don’t like messy because you hate to get disappointed.”

      “It’s different for me.”

      “How?”

      “I’m older than you. And you need to get disappointed to learn about people and life. I don’t. I know this stuff. That’s why getting disappointed at my age leaves a terrible impression.”

      “Flimsy excuse.”

      “Are you disappointed?”

      I mull over the answer.

      “I wish my story was as simple as yours.”

      “No story is simple. I made it look that way.”

      “How did you do that?” I ask, intrigued. 

      “Well... You never know everything about a man. They all look great at a glance. This man, for instance... He’s educated, well-mannered, and funny. And he pays attention to me.”

      “But...”

      “He’s single, and he’s never been married. And that’s a problem.”

      “You’re single, and you’ve never been married. Should he be suspicious like you?”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Because?”

      “Because I know what I know. I know who I am. But something could be wrong about him.”

      “Is that the best you’ve got?”

      She thinks about it for a second.

      “Okay,” she concedes. “Let’s talk serious stuff. He, like me, must have a reason for being single. You don’t find a good man roaming lonely on the streets.”

      “Maybe his heart was broken.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe no one wanted to put up with him.”

      “What are we talking about here? I thought you were thinking about having a fling with him.”

      She sighs.

      “Yes. It’s nothing serious, but I need to be prepared if something different happens.”

      A few moments of silence make me think about it. 

      “You really like him...” I murmur.

      “Uh... I would’ve liked him even better if he happened to me when I was younger.”

      “No way. It’s the first time I hear you say something like that. How does he look?”

      My phone beeps with an alert. I enlarge the picture and study him in silence. 

      A good-looking man looks at the camera. 

      He’s tall, fit, broad-shouldered, and has a bohemian air about him. Maybe his tousled hair and dreamy eyes give that vibe. 

      He wears a V-neckline cashmere top, sleek pants, and an eye-catching wristwatch. 

      He is not what I envisioned.

      Olivia has dated judges, lawyers, and business executives throughout the years. 

      She always went for the serious type, the talkative men, the straight shooters, nothing extraordinary in the looks departments. 

      They all looked decent but never caught my eye like the man in the picture. 

      Now I know why she is so cautious. 

      He expresses a lot with his half-lidded eyes and his faint smile. He doesn’t strike me as someone without options, either. 

      He looks like he knows what he wants and if that is Olivia... If he truly set his eyes on her... She has no chance. 

      No wonder she feels cornered.

      “What do you think?” she asks.

      I notice the tension in her voice and realize how much she values my opinion. 

      “Love is all about fate,” I murmur. 

      “What are you talking about?”

      She sounds nervous. 

      I’d be nervous too. 

      The chaos, uncertainty, need to know, have the answers, and see it clearly... All the tips, guides, and advice in the world mean nothing when it comes to fate.

      Her profound wisdom and stern philosophy of life do nothing for her when a man like him crosses her path. 

      It doesn’t matter when he comes. And the circumstances don’t matter. She’s scared, and she should be. 

      He is more than a casual fling. 

      Even I can tell, although I can’t figure out my life. That’s why I’m here with her on the phone, looking for answers. 

      “That’s it?” she asks. 

      “I like him,” I say, no longer looking at the picture.

      “I’ve completely failed you,” she jokes, chuckling. “How can you say that? You know nothing about him. He could be a serial killer. A jerk. A wimp. A player. He may be hard to live with.”

      “Here we go again. Digging into long-term stuff.”

      “Forget about that.”

      “No. No… I like him. How do I know he’s different? It’s what my gut tells me. It’s in his eyes. The way he looks at you.”

      “The camera,” she interrupts. “He was looking at the camera.”

      “Same thing. There’s something about him. He’s not single because he couldn’t find someone. Sociopaths have partners if they want to. So, no. It’s not that. He has a past. It’s a given. But I think he’s good. You’ll figure out the rest.”

      “That’s your best advice?”

      “Mm-hmm,” I murmur. “It’s funny... I called you, hoping to clear my mind and figure out my stuff. I never thought I’d give you advice, let alone that you’d take it.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I know that. You wanted a confirmation. That’s why we’re talking about him. What does Sasha say?”

      “She hasn’t seen him yet. She’s in Berlin this week, visiting a friend.”

      “I’m sure she’ll agree with us.”

      “I’ll meet him tomorrow and see how things go. I’m taking it slowly, as you said. I don’t want to mess things up.”

      A pause ensues.

      “What if I’ve already messed something up?”

      My question catches her unprepared. 

      She stays silent for a few good moments.

      “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

      “Maybe.”

      “We’re talking about the Jackson brothers again?”

      “Let’s make it less personal. Let’s say I’m talking about a man...”

      My jaw tenses, my voice quivering a little. 

      “He likes me...” I say and pause again, sucking in a deep breath. “He more than likes me. I know that... I feel that.”

      I sound dispirited, though. 

      “And I do too... Although what I feel––when I feel it––it’s all over the place. Mixed emotions don’t even begin to paint the picture. And I’ve been wrong before, so I don’t trust myself.”

      I turn silent. She doesn’t speak. 

      I go back to where I started. 

      “So, he likes me. And everything he does makes me spin out of control. Emotionally and physically.”

      I laugh, saddened. 

      “I’m not sure how I come across. Sometimes I’m superficial, and other times I’m cold. But most of the time, I try to mirror him. Because I don’t know,” I say before stopping abruptly. “I’m like a little girl who doesn’t know what to do. And it’s not because he’s a man and I’m a woman. It’s because of the way I feel. The way he makes me feel. And it’s been like that from the beginning. It’s just that I thought it was a fleeting thing.”

      My voice loses its edge, becoming softer. 

      “And that’s not all. Even with all that, we can’t get close. We instinctively put some space between us. We have no plans. No future. No nothing. Not even for right now. We let things follow their course. And right now, they don’t. I don’t think this thing can happen. And I don’t know how to extricate myself from it.”

      I go silent, waiting for her opinion.

      She clears her throat. 

      “I don’t think you can. It may sound counterintuitive, but the way out is moving forward. Whatever it is, you have to go through it. That aside... I envy you.”

      Her words take me entirely by surprise. 

      I smile. And then I laugh, incredulous. 

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m serious.”

      She sure is. 

      My smile dies out. 

      “I’m also proud of you. You’re no longer looking at the world through rosy eyeglasses. What you just said to me is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. The way you described what you feel. You’re taking your first steps into adult life. And that’s how it feels. It’s confusing, and you have to figure it out as you go. And it’s not what you want most of the time. And it’s not what you imagine it either because there are no perfect things. In fact, everything is imperfect. Unfinished. Off, quite frequently. Things don’t make sense when they should. We regret things more often than we get to enjoy them, and we feel bad about ourselves more often than we should, yet we learn how to deal with it. How to embrace life and feed on every morsel of goodness even when it’s sandwiched between regret and angst. How to grow and change and gain a different perspective on things. You’ll get better at trusting yourself and your instincts and ignoring the bad to experience the good. I don’t know what good is in this case. I don’t think anyone knows, but a man like this... A man who makes you feel like that won’t come into your life twice. He may not be the one for you. Chances are, he is not the one, but you shouldn’t dismiss him, either. You need to trust that no matter how bad it gets, how painful and bewildering it turns out to be, you can still come out of it alive, whole, and with more experience. Even if he means nothing in the end, he came into your life for a reason. To teach you something. To show you something. To be your man. It’s up to you to find the answer. Whatever it is, don’t be afraid. This is what living is ninety percent of the time.”

      We share a few moments of silence. 

      “What is the other ten percent?”

      “Eating pizza,” she says, a smile lining her voice.

      We laugh, suddenly feeling a little better about everything.
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      Jackson Headquarters. Earlier.

      

      “Mr. Jackson.”

      The woman’s voice stops me from exiting the hallway. With one hand on the doorknob, the other clutching my phone and car keys, I shift my eyes to the receptionist. 

      It’s our part-time temp, a student eyeing an internship with us. 

      Her hair is gathered into a bun, a blue blazer highlighting her skin tone. 

      “A woman is waiting for you. I tried to call you,” she says, panting and pointing at my office. “Everybody left, but I knew you’d still be here.”

      “What woman?” I ask, tipping my eyes to the piece of paper in her hand. 

      She looks down.

      “Faith Hall. She said you know her.”

      Smoothly, she slides the piece of paper into her pocket. 

      “I told her you were in a meeting, but she insisted on waiting for you. She said she had nowhere to go, and her little girl was with her.”

      I shift my eyes to the sleek reception desk.

      The seats next to it are empty.

      “Where is she?”

      The receptionist points to the other end of the lobby.

      “She’s in the playroom.”

      “All right. Send her in.”

      I spin around, enter my office, check my phone instinctively, and set it on my desk next to my car keys.

      Faith and Larisa enter my office a few moments later. 

      I push off my desk and greet them. 

      The receptionist locks eyes with me. 

      “Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asks.

      I turn to my guests. 

      “Anything to drink?” I ask Faith. 

      “We’re good.”

      “Water and candies,” I say. 

      The receptionist pulls away while I show Faith to the chair in front of my desk. 

      Her little girl doesn’t leave her side.

      “You should’ve called me,” I say, sliding into the other chair next to her. 

      The door opens a moment later. The receptionist sets two bottles of water on the table and a tin of individually wrapped chocolate candies next to it. 

      She leaves the room a moment later.

      “These are for you,” I say, talking to Larisa. 

      She looks at her mother, who nods approvingly. I hand her a couple of chocolates. 

      Quietly, she unwraps them and eats them in silence. I watch her doing it until her cheeks become red, and she looks at her mother. 

      “She’s a bit shy,” Faith says, turning her eyes to me. 

      “Like her mother,” I murmur, grinning, 

      Her laugh makes me lift my gaze from her daughter.

      She looks different than that night we met at the motel on Highway One for the first time. 

      Her hair is pulled back, a pair of small earrings complimenting her smooth jawline, her neck, and the scarf wrapped around it.

      She wears a tan wool dress and a black leather jacket, paired with heels and a matching purse.

      “I came earlier than I’d anticipated,” she says, drawing my attention to her. 

      “It’s good,” I say, moving my focus to Larisa. 

      She’s too young to go to school––that’s what her mother meant, although I hoped she’d made the life changes that she wanted sooner. 

      For her daughter, mainly.

      “We found a place in the city,” Faith says. “And I’d love to move here before the end of the month if things work out and your offer is still valid.”

      My eyes linger on the little girl. The chocolate distracts her, so she’s no longer aware that I’m observing her. 

      Her sweater is red like her cheeks, and her eyes focus on the piece of chocolate. 

      “Is that place available now?”

      “Yes, it is,” she says.

      Tearing my eyes away from her daughter, I lean back in my seat. 

      “Take it. I’ll cover your moving expenses. It’s part of the hiring package.”

      An incredulous smile arches her lips. 

      “That’s it?”

      “Mm-hmm. What else?”

      I smile, amused.

      “Do you really have a job for me?”

      “Yes, I do. Why else would we be here, talking?”

      “I thought you wanted to know about my qualifications.”

      “I’m sure you’ll handle it. You can start on Monday morning. Bring Larisa with you. You cover the front desk with the other receptionist and also help my secretary. Once you get a handle on things, you’ll move up.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I sure am.”

      Her daughter starts paying attention to us as Faith’s surprise vibrates in the air. 

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Well...” she says, her cheeks ruddy with a blush. “I guess that’s it,” she adds, her voice trembling somewhat. “I’m happy. Thank you so much for giving me this chance,” she murmurs, pushing out of her seat, clutching her purse and Larisa’s hand. 

      Her daughter looks up at her. 

      I rise as well. 

      “Thank this nice gentleman for the candy,” she instructs Larisa. 

      The little girl swivels, leans into her mother’s thigh, and looks up at me, her hand locked with Faith’s.

      “Thank you...” she murmurs, struggling to speak and look at me at the same time. 

      Her eyes move to her mother a few times.

      “Sir,” Faith says in a warm, quiet voice.

      Larisa shoots her eyes at me, her cheeks even more flushed than a moment ago.

      “Sir,” she murmurs, fidgeting, unsure of what she just said. 

      “Kian,” I say, looking at her. 

      She checks with her mother again, who nods, encouraging her to say my name. 

      “Thank you, Kian.”

      She charms me with a small smile, proud of her accomplishment. 

      “Thank you, Larisa,” I say softly, offering my hand. 

      She giggles before placing her small hand in my palm. I squeeze it gently. 

      She’s soft and warm, and her eyes narrow with a smile before she pivots and hides behind her mother’s skirt.

      “We’re at that age,” Faith says, splaying her fingers over Larisa’s hair. 

      I straighten, grinning. 

      “And you’re a natural,” she adds, smiling, relaxed, as she used to be when we chatted in that motel. 

      Her eyes linger on me for a second, reading my face. 

      “Something has changed,” she says, searching my eyes. “How are things with you?”

      Her little girl pivots in front of her. 

      She presses her back against her mother’s legs, Faith’s hands resting on her daughter’s shoulders. 

      I no longer smile, my eyes locked with Larisa’s, although my stare is blank. 

      “Things are the same.”

      I purse my lips, pondering while raising my eyes to her. 

      My answer is not enough. Or is not satisfying enough. She’s back at reading my eyes. 

      “You seem changed,” she murmurs thoughtfully. “What did she do to you?”

      Slowly, I shake my head. 

      “She didn’t do anything. And I don’t think I’ve changed. I think I’ve been gone for a long time.”

      I pause for a second.

      “And now I’m back. Sort of...”

      “How is it?”

      A bitter smile tugs at my lips. 

      “Strange.”

      “Is that what you looked for in her? A way back?”

      I click my tongue.

      “No. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but it wasn’t that. I didn’t want to come back. She did it for me, anyway.”

      “How are things between the two of you?”

      I look at her, my mind sifting through my memories with Luna. 

      “I don’t think it’s good. I hurt her. And it hurts me. It’s weird, as I said...”

      I shake my head slowly. 

      “I don’t have much to offer. It’s sobering to learn that I’ve never had.”

      “You’re lying to yourself,” she says, my expression registering with her. 

      “You think...?” 

      I laugh.

      “I think you do.”

      I tip my gaze down to Larisa.

      Oblivious to us, she starts mumbling a song to herself, focusing on her fingers. 

      “There are things I’ve never done. And even if I’m trying to do them, they don’t come naturally to me, regardless of what you said...” I comment, hinting at what she said to me a moment ago. “And she is scared,” I continue. “I know she is. She’s easy to read. She’s too young. Not just age-wise. Her soul is young. She doesn’t know how hard she can fall, so she’s erratic at times. She’s like a kite. She can fly high up in the sky before falling flat on the ground. When she is up there, she can easily topple me over. I’m not afraid of that. I’m ready for that. I want that pain. I always wanted it... And that’s... I think... what I was looking for. She’s just not there yet.”

      “You think that is the answer?”

      I move my eyes to her.

      “Yes. I do. It’s the only thing that can make me feel what I want to feel for her. And also make me trust her.”

      Her eyes stay locked with mine for a few seconds, thoughts flitting through her gaze before a knowing smile drapes them in light.

      “You’re probably right,” she says. “And you’re not giving up.”

      “I never give up. Why would I start doing it with her?”
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      We leave the firm a few minutes later. 

      We take the elevator down before I walk them to their car and ensure they’re safely tucked in their seats. 

      Faith thanks me, and Larisa waves at me as they pull away. 

      I make the trip back to my car. 

      My phone flashes a text message as I slide into the driver’s seat. 

      I type a reply, set my phone down, and steer the car away. 

      Half an hour later, I enter my father’s underground private parking garage. I pull my ride to a stop, turn off the ignition, climb out, and enter the house. 

      Lights engulf the rooms as I take the stairs to the upper level. The staff is busy in the kitchen, music wafting through the air.

      “What’s the occasion?” I ask, entering the dining room. 

      Baron is on the patio, his phone glued to his ear. He raises his hand, signaling me to stay silent. 

      “Never mind,” I murmur to myself, pivoting to the table. 

      I change my mind, go to the bathroom, wash my hands, and return. 

      By the time I return, he sits at the table. 

      “No occasion. I thought you wanted to eat lunch.”

      I glance around before bringing my eyes back to him.

      He wears a relaxed-fit cotton shirt and lounge pants. His face is flushed as if he spent some time in the gym downstairs. 

      “No guests today?”

      He laughs behind his glass of wine. 

      “Are you still mad at me?”

      “Why would I be?” I retort before we both go quiet. 

      The staff brings the food to the table––roasted meats, veggies, steamed potatoes, and salads.

      They retreat smoothly. 

      “Why would I be mad at you?” I ask again, digging into my food. 

      “How is Luna Winter?” he asks.

      The mix of amusement and curiosity in his tone makes me shoot my gaze up.

      He bites the inside of his cheek, suppressing his smile. 

      Challenge accepted. 

      “Why are you asking?” I throw back at him. 

      He runs a napkin across his lips before drinking more wine.

      “Suddenly, she’s nowhere. Rex never talks about her. Granted, he’s no longer here. And you... I don’t know what you’re doing. I guess nothing. She must’ve started school this week, hasn’t she?”

      I read his eyes, chewing slowly. 

      “You know an awful lot about her,” I mutter suspiciously. “Don’t you have someone else to think about? Irina? Sylvia?”

      He shoots me a taunting smile.

      “You need to play your card right if you want to have this conversation,” he says.

      I wave him off with a clipped gesture.

      “Leave me alone.”

      “Where is she?” he insists.

      “Home… I guess.”

      “You don’t know?”

      I plop my napkin onto the table. 

      “No. But I guess you do.”

      He flicks his index finger up.

      “You’ve got a second chance. Don’t ruin it.”

      As much as I enjoy the banter with him, I’m not crazy about getting a reminder every time I talk to him. 

      “Mind your own business,” I say.

      “I am.”

      I look at him.

      He doesn’t say a word. I can’t tell whether he teases me or he is serious about it. 

      He’s right about the second chance. That doesn’t mean that he can fuck with me along the way. 

      That’s not what our understanding was. 

      “We’ve made a deal,” I say.

      “A deal that we can change at any given time.”

      “You want to change it?”

      He nods.

      “Yes. I do. In life as in business, nothing gets accomplished if you’re not working up against a hard deadline.”

      “You can’t use deadlines with these things.”

      “I can.”

      “And do what?”

      “Forget about our understanding.”

      I observe him for a moment before breathing out an incredulous chuckle.

      “You stand no chance.”

      “You wanna bet?” 

      I laugh.

      “I’m smarter than that,” I say in response. “But still, you have no reason to do it.”

      He sets his drink down.

      “It’s not about that.”

      I stop eating, focusing on my drink.

      “What is it about, then?”

      He no longer smiles, and that’s scarier than his words.

      His gaze tilts down as he muses over something.

      “I like this woman,” he says softly.

      “She’s hardly a woman,” I retort.

      It’s a cheap shot that won’t accomplish anything. Luna’s age is not a deterrent for Baron. It doesn’t need to be. 

      He has all the experience in the world and has the patience to give her the space and time she needs. 

      He can mold her into what he wants.

      We need her for different things. We all had different plans with her. 

      Rex indulged in discovering her and messing with her life story. I wanted the wild woman in her. But Baron… Baron wants her soul. 

      He’s too much of a seasoned man to go for anything less than that. 

      He sees something in her that he couldn’t find in the other women. That’s why I have to take his words seriously. 

      He’s not only teasing me. And it’s not as if our understanding could keep him away. 

      He’s seriously thinking about her despite what he says. 

      Silently, he studies me from above the rim of his glass.

      “She is a woman in the making,” he says, smiling and placing his drink down on the table. “And you and your brother have left your mark on her already. It must have confused the hell out of her.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      His eyes glint with a knowing smile.

      Slowly, he crosses his arms over his chest and leans back, studying me.

      “You forget I was your age.”

      “I’m sure you were different than us even back then.”

      “I was,” he admits. “But not that different. I was lucky to know enough when I met your mother.”

      He ponders for a few more seconds.

      “Men are wild. That’s how they are, especially at that age. It’s in their blood. They’re restless. Careless. Nothing pins them down. They think it’s what makes them attractive to women. It may be true to an extent, but women’s nature is different. Even when they’re very young. You know what they say, that women mature faster than men. I don’t know if that’s necessarily true, but they are wired differently. You think they get smitten with things that are important to you.”

      Slowly, he shakes his head, amusement flickering through his eyes. 

      “That’s the most common mistake men make. We see everything through our filter. We think they like what we like. We like to chase, to be challenged. We like chaos. They like smoothness. They like peace. Some men give them that, and only that, forgetting anything else. Women also like to be stimulated. The sex starts in their brains. A woman’s love starts in her heart, not her bed. We can lose our heads over a woman if the sex is right. If she makes us feel like gods in bed. But they look for a safe haven in a man’s arms. They want to nestle in our hearts.”

      His eyes flicker with a different thought.

      “I bet you and Rex gave her a hard time. Especially you. It must’ve worked, or you wouldn’t be here, and he wouldn’t be gone. But… That’s not all.”

      He centers his focus on me.

      “You don’t have what it takes, Kian. And if you don’t figure it out fast, she’ll be gone too.”

      Our eyes remain locked in a silent confrontation. 

      His smile withers away.

      “This is a challenge for you as well. You might make it. Or you might not make it. And it’s not me you should be afraid of. It’s her. Right now, she doesn’t know what’s going on.”

      “Well, you made sure you brought her up to speed,” I comment.

      A chuckle falls from his lips.

      “You should thank me that it was me. You’re still in the race. Imagine if it was someone else. Once she gets to know a man who gives her sex and safety…” He stops, shaking his head. “She’ll be gone.”

      “What does safety mean for a twenty-something-year-old woman?”

      A secret grin curves his lips.

      “You’ll need to find out on your own. When you do, she’ll be yours. Until then, expect challenges.”

      His smile fades again.

      “Women can go with you to hell and back, and then one day they have an epiphany and suddenly realize what makes them happy and what they want. And by the way… Don’t think that you know what they want. Different things make them happy at different times, and that’s what makes them so interesting. Most men bet on one thing. Sometimes is sex. Sometimes is money. Sometimes is smooth-talking them into whatever it is that they want from them. I’d say…”

      A soft smile creases his lips.

      “Challenge them as much as you want, but make sure you give them what they crave the most.”

      I laugh.

      “Safety?”

      He nods, entertained. 

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “And then all the fun is gone…” I murmur, bringing my drink to my lips, grinning.

      “You’ll need to solve that puzzle and find out if you’re right or wrong.”
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      My eyes linger on the street below. 

      The window is open, the breezy air rolling in. 

      The days are getting shorter as fall sneaks in, and the temperature drops quickly once the sun goes down. 

      It’s five in the afternoon, and the sunlight hits the street at a different angle, glowing across the sidewalks, the multi-story buildings, and the stretch of water in the distance. 

      A few rays of sunshine fan over the windowsill. 

      I put the book I was reading on the side table, grab the last croissant from the box, and nibble at it, staring blankly at the road. 

      Who knew Olivia would find her man?

      I scoop up my phone, swipe the screen, and look at his picture again. 

      She’s so nervous about this story she doesn’t even want to tell me his name. 

      Slowly chewing, I muse. There is hope. No matter how long it takes, the right man can always come along.

      My phone beeps, a message popping under his picture. 

      Olivia: Francois Boyer. That’s his name. Just so you know, we’ve never had this conversation in case something happens and nothing comes out of it. I know my heart will be broken.

      A few laughing emojis follow. 

      I chuckle quietly.

      Me: Cool.

      I set my phone down and stare at the screen, swallowing the last piece of food before picking it up again and tapping the pictures folder. 

      I sift through a few photos until I find the few snapshots I took at Kian’s place a week ago. 

      I haven’t checked them since I didn’t want to go back and revisit that memory. 

      I took a few snapshots of the valley and the mountains. The pool and the patio, and the magnificent horizon view.

      We aren’t in the pictures. 

      I didn’t want selfies or pictures with him.

      I didn’t want to have a record of that particular memory.

      Patiently, I review the pictures. The fire was out, and a pile of ashes sat in the fire pit. The blanket and the pillows were still on the ground, and the pool was empty.

      I swipe my thumb across the screen, making the memory darken when my phone rings. 

      “Shit,” I gasp.

      I pick up the call, washed with surprise.

      “Rex?” I murmur incredulously.

      He laughs at the other end of the line.

      “Why do you sound so surprised?”

      I fall back in my chair. 

      “Um... I’m not. I wasn’t expecting your call. I thought you were on the East Coast.”

      “I am… I’m still here.”

      I refrain from asking anything else, sensing that he wants to continue.

      He doesn’t.

      “Are you coming home?” I finally ask. 

      “I may...” he says, somewhat distracted. “How are things?”

      “Um... Things...” I murmur, gathering my thoughts. “What do you mean by things?”

      “School, Frankie... San Francisco?”

      He stops abruptly as if he just pushed back Kian’s name. 

      “Everything is good. I’m studying history, political science, and government this semester. It’s cool. How about you?”

      He stays quiet for a second. 

      “Everything’s okay.”

      Seemingly he doesn’t like talking about himself, so I continue. 

      “Frankie moved in with Carlos, so I don’t see much of her. And San Francisco is wonderful. As you probably know.”

      He ponders for a few more seconds. 

      “We can go sailing next week if you want to when I come home.”

      “So you are coming home.”

      “It looks like it,” he says cryptically, as if someone else’s input plays a role in making a decision. 

      “All right. So sailing, you say...”

      “Yes. We can catch up then.”

      He throws the words with aristocratic indifference.

      “Sure. We can do that.”

      “All right. Say “Hi” to Frankie for me. I have to go now,” he says as the background becomes noisy. “I’m meeting someone in Manhattan.”

      “Cool. We’ll talk.”

      I set the phone down, a sharp pain nestling in my chest. 

      The screen turns black, his voice is gone, and my stomach is tight as a tennis ball.

      Shit... 

      Is that what staying friends with someone means?

      Grrr. 

      It feels bad. 

      Hugging myself, I grapple with a shiver. 

      He was my first man, yet what we once felt for each other has turned to dust. 

      Feelings are like ghosts. You think you see them, and then you don’t. 

      I don’t blame him. 

      I’m just stunned by the natural course of things. 

      It’s heartbreaking to realize how volatile these things are, and how easily the winds of life disperse them. 

      How effortlessly they get destroyed by everything that passes by. Days and hours and people. By words. By absence. Betrayal. And distrust. By wariness. 

      Whatever else.

      Now you feel for someone. Now you don’t. 

      Rex was my first man, and nothing happened to us. Other than Kian and Baron. And the past. And the ghosts of the past. And my inexperience and his inability to put his foot down and fight for me.

      I feel for him. Or it’s maybe for myself. 

      Although, I shouldn’t feel for him. The first rule of this game called life is to protect yourself. 

      That’s what he does. 

      He protects himself by distancing himself and living his life.

      And yet I miss that man who, for a second... 

      He made me believe in falling in love for a second, and we flirted with the idea as I let myself be fooled by it. 

      For a second, he taught me how to doubt myself and not to believe in anything. 

      I was a good learner before his brother swept me off my feet and put more doubt in me.

      Bereft, I keep staring at my phone. 

      I feel affection for him––it’s different than what I feel for Kian––and strangely, I want him to feel the same for me. 

      The doorbell rings, jerking me out of my musings. I shoot up to my feet. 

      Who the hell is that? 

      I’m not expecting anyone. 

      Looking out the window, I notice a delivery van, and it must be a mistake. 

      I haven’t ordered anything.

      I spin to the main door, buzz in the delivery guy, and wait, propped against the doorframe. 

      “Good afternoon,” he says. 

      He carries a festively wrapped gift basket. 

      I swallow my surprise and sign my name on an electronic device before showing him to the wall table by the door. 

      He puts it down, thanks me, and walks away.

      I lock the door behind him before I spin around and check the gift.

      A golden-trimmed red card is attached to it. I remove it, intrigued. 

      Is this Olivia? Why would she send me a gift basket?

      It’s not Frankie for sure. 

      A few handwritten words are scribbled on the paper.

      ‘A new school year with many opportunities. Welcome home!’

      Baron Jackson

      My fingers tremble, my lips parting in surprise. 

      Baron Jackson?

      I look at the gift basket and the card again. The last few words sear my eyes. 

      Welcome home?

      My knees get soft and funny. 

      I wrap my arm around the basket, lift it, and carry it to the kitchen.

      I set it down, along with his card, and start unwrapping it.

      One by one, I retrieve the items from the basket––a large variety of sweet and salty gourmet treats. 

      Crackers, slices of cheeses, smoked salmon, gourmet mustard, mixed nuts, sesame sticks, and olives.  

      And then, dark chocolate truffles with different fillings, raspberry, mousse, and caramel, paired with Madeira wine. 

      Chocolate cake, pistachio, and fresh pears.

      This is going to last me forever. 

      I smile. I know it won’t. 

      I taste it. It’s delicious, and the salty food satisfies my palate before I dive into the chocolate treats. 

      I pour myself a glass of wine and take a few small sips, my outlook on life-changing, when a thought pops into my head. 

      Oh, shit. 

      I need to thank him. Return the courtesy. But what am I supposed to do?

      Send him a gift and a card? I’m sure that’s not what he had in mind.

      Text him? Too trivial.

      Call him... Mm-hmm. I smile from ear to ear. That would be appropriate. 

      I check the time. 

      It’s Saturday evening. Normal people have plans. People like Baron Jackson have dinner at home or in a restaurant, in the company of beautiful women.

      Tonight is not a good time to call. 

      Besides, sending me a gift basket might be something he routinely does and something that is not specific to me. 

      Perhaps, everybody gets a gift basket from him... I check the chocolate mousse, munching on a handful of nuts. 

      Hmmm... I doubt. 

      I want to believe it’s a special gift. It makes the start of my school year different, and it makes me feel good. 

      With that thought in mind, I tap my playlist on my phone, push the chair back and start doing a karaoke version of the song, slowly shaking my head. 

      Moments later, I keep tasting food and drinking wine while singing and dancing in the kitchen, twirling, waving my arms in the air, and rolling my hips when a soft knock on the door brings everything to an abrupt stop. 

      I almost swallow my tongue. 

      I freeze, my pulse throbbing in my temples as if invisible fingers tap my skin. 

      What was that? 

      For a second, I doubt I heard it right. My eyes flick to the windows. It’s dark outside. No one can enter the building without getting buzzed in. 

      The music keeps playing. 

      It’s useless to turn it off and pretend that I’m not home. I know how thin the walls are and how easily the sound seeps through. 

      Swallowing hard, I clutch the neckline of my dress. Sweat dots my neck, and my cheeks burn. 

      I hear another rap on the door. 

      Soft, paced, like a delicate message on the doorframe, it brings back a memory. I don’t know whether to be afraid or excited about it. 

      Could it be another mistake? 

      Yeah... 

      Like the gift basket was a mistake. What is going on today? Is this a string of coincidences?

      Rex, Baron, and now...

      I hear the slight scratching on the wood.

      Kian??

      My heart beats faster, the pulse ramming through my veins. Kian... is at the door? 

      I’m surprised. Torn. Doubtful. 

      Maybe I’m wrong. What if I’m not?

      I look down at my dress. 

      The buttoned-down floral rayon summer dress I scooped up from a clearance rack at a boutique down the street clings awkwardly to my body. 

      I’m not dressed for the occasion.

      I button up my neckline, run my hands down the short skirt, yank my socks off and straighten in a hurry. 

      I no longer hear the noise at the door, but I can’t be concerned with that right now, my eyes flying to the table. 

      With one sweeping motion, I brush off the tinfoil wrappers and throw them into the garbage. 

      It’s useless to remove anything else. The wine bottle is open, my glass sitting next to it. 

      There’s food all over the table, and a piece of chocolate has the imprint of my teeth on it. 

      All the incriminatory evidence is here. 

      Maybe he left already. 

      Whatever. 

      Why am I so stressed out, anyway?

      I square my shoulders, rake my fingers through my hair, and beneath my eyes, in case my eyeliner is all smudged––it probably is––before I tiptoe to the door, push up, and look through the peephole. 

      The back of a man enters my line of sight, but it’s too dark to tell who it is.

      Why didn’t he call me? 

      I still think it’s him. 

      Breathing shallowly, I scratch the wood in response. 

      The sound sets him in motion. He spins to me yet blocks my view, obscuring the peephole before doing the same thing.

      He taps and scrapes the wood.

      He never struck me as someone who does anything but rams down doors to get what he wants. And he rammed down quite a few doors for me. 

      So this tugs at my heartstrings in more ways than one.
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