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IDENTIFY YOURSELF


My name is Juan Planchard. I’m twenty-nine years old, and I have five million dollars in my bank account. I own a house in Caracas, another in Madrid, and a high-rise apartment in New York. I run a sportsbook at the Palms Hotel in Las Vegas. I share a private jet with a business partner. And I’m convinced—down to my bones—that every decision I made during the revolution was the right one. My descendants will thank me.


It took me a while to understand. I used to believe that the moral good and the collective good were the same thing, and that looking out only for yourself was the ultimate evil. But I got tired of being broke and started paying attention.


My country elected a man who believes in nothing but loyalty. He doesn’t care what you do, as long as you don’t cross him.


So why fight him? Who am I to tell the people they’re wrong for believing in a man who makes them feel seen?


No one.


Thinking the majority is wrong is a form of self-flattery. The people don’t get it wrong. If they stay in love with a man for over a decade, it’s because they want him in power. Adaptation is the only principle that matters. And adapting means learning how to play the game.


It’s like The Untouchables—Kevin Costner spends the whole film hunting down Al Capone for bootlegging, and the moment Prohibition ends, he pours himself a drink.


That’s me. If the game is rigged for hustlers, then hustle.


And the truth is, we’ve always been ahead of the curve. All the chaos your country’s just starting to figure out—corruption, messiah complex, polarization—we already lived it in Venezuela. My poor, rich country.


Once the “Saudi Arabia of Latin America.” We used to call ourselves the richest nation on Earth, like it was a birthright. We liberated half the continent from colonial Spain. We toppled our dictators decades before the rest of the region even thought about it. And when our democracy started to stink of privilege, half our army followed a paratrooper straight into revolution.


Now it’s 2011, and that paratrooper—Comandante Hugo Chávez—has ruled us for twelve years. The poor worship him as their savior. And we’ve got no choice but to milk that.


I made my money through Cadivi, like every moderately intelligent man who lived in Venezuela in the 2000s. I’ll get deeper into it later, but if you’re not Venezuelan, let me explain the basics: Cadivi was the government’s foreign currency exchange system. It created two separate dollar prices—one official, one real. And the real dollar was worth at least twice the official rate.


The trick? Get dollars at the official rate, flip them at market value, double your money. No sweat. No risk. How do you get legal dollars? You just need the right friends in the right offices.


That was how fortunes were made. Not through invention. Not through hard work. Just knowing names.


A perfect crime is no longer a crime when the whole country participates. It becomes a culture. And if you didn’t see it, it’s because you didn’t want to.


I have friends in the arms trade who have already earned more than eighty million. But guns leave a trace. Serial numbers, paper trails, the kind of mistakes that get you banned from the American Empire. And that? That I won’t touch. Five million is enough. Caracas is too dangerous anyway. I’d rather spend my time in the United States, where capitalism is in crisis and everything is on clearance.


And I mean everything. From penthouses in Manhattan to women with skin like polished marble. The kind you only see in Playboy. Eight grand for a night. Six figures for a week. Well-raised girls, the type you simply don’t find in Venezuela.


Yes, we win Miss Universe. But let’s be honest—most Venezuelan women are rotten. Every man who’s left the country knows this. The ones who say otherwise are the same ones who still believe Venezuela is paradise. They’re not just wrong. They’re blind.


And if anyone back home wants to get angry, I couldn’t care less. I’ve made my money. And if that means I can never return to that crumbling mess, then so be it.















SWINGERS IN LAS VEGAS


This isn’t a political story. It’s a love story. But not a middle-class love, which is no more than upward mobility in disguise. Nor the love of the poor, bound by shared misery. No. This is a love story between people who already have serious money. For us, love isn’t a distraction from hardship, but the one thing left that still matters.


There are these swingers’ parties in Las Vegas. Absolute debauchery. They only let in single women who are fine and couples under thirty-five. The cover? Twenty grand per guy (women walk in free). They rent out the penthouses at the Palms. Four suites, each with four bedrooms, all connected. Vast spaces—one even has a half-court basketball setup in the living room (probably for the NBA guys). Jacuzzis, swings, saunas, mattresses that fit fifteen people, every imaginable toy and gadget. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlook the Vegas Strip—the gaudy neon artery of the city, complete with its off-kilter Eiffel Tower replica and theme hotels catering to the worst kind of tourists.


The best part? Most of the couples aren’t really couples. A guy under thirty-five willing to drop twenty grand on a night out is not in the market for commitment. And if he is in a relationship, he sure as hell isn’t bringing his girl to a swingers’ party in Vegas. So all hundred women arriving with a date—plus the fifty coming solo—are on the lookout, scanning the room, calculating their next move.


It’s a feast. The parties start at three in the morning, and by four, full-blown orgies break out—orgies, I swear, that put the one I had at Gaddafi’s palace to shame (I might tell you about that one later).


I had just landed in Vegas with my partner for the night—a Brazilian actress I met three years ago, December 2008, in Punta del Este. Our noses were numb from the coke we’d been doing on my private jet (a Challenger 300, twenty-five million dollars’ worth of airborne decadence, with porcelain dishes and waiters serving manchego with melon). A Lincoln Town Car picked us up and took us to the Venetian—not exactly close to the Palms.


“Why aren’t we staying at the Palms?” she asked, her Portuguese-tinged Spanish smooth and lazy.


“Never stay at the hotel where you party,” I said. “In case things go south and you need to disappear.”


She was stunning. But I was too wired to make a move just yet. Besides, the plan was to save my energy for the main event later that night.


At the hotel, she stepped into the glass-walled Venetian-style shower and started singing some Sérgio Mendes song. I crushed more coke, getting everything ready, while I studied her: light brown hair with jet-black roots from the salon. Wide, apple-shaped hips—Brazilian hips, the kind you can only find in that country. Her face was part Portuguese, part African. A little like Rihanna. Her tits—perfectly done.


I don’t remember her name. Maybe I never knew it. But watching her, naked and singing, with the Vegas skyline glowing behind her, in my enormous, impersonal suite—Prosecco poured, a California king bed waiting—one thought slipped in: I had everything. And I wasn’t happy.


Money doesn’t buy happiness. But it buys something so close that it takes maturity to know the difference. Only a millionaire understands this. And the real tragedy? No one has figured out what brings happiness after you already have everything. It’s brutal. Few understand that too much success is just as suffocating as too much failure.


But I was in Vegas. Feeling sorry for myself in Vegas would be pathetic. So I did what anyone in my position would do: I decided to drown out the ache in my soul with the pleasures of my body.


In a sudden, philosophical frenzy, I did two more lines, stepped into the shower, and started fucking her—standing up, from the side, telling her to not stop singing.


I drove into her again and again. Tried to shake off every intrusive thought. In, out. In, out. Over and over. Until that rhythm—her bouncing ass, my body moving against hers—synced perfectly with the high, the cocaine’s euphoric charge flooding my veins.


And yes. For three minutes and thirty seconds, I forgot.


I forgot that everything I had was still not enough.


As the sex went on, I started feeling good. Maybe my search for something more was just beginning, but I wasn’t doing too bad. Every decision I had made had brought me closer to absolute happiness—the kind that lurked just beyond the flawless curves in front of me. The kind only the truly blessed ever get to taste.


Afterward, we hit the casino.


And that was where the best part of my life began.
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What follows are the direct messages sent via Twitter, between Scarlet and her boyfriend, Michael.




	@ScarletUCLA


	What’s up, babe?


	@MichaelVeniceB


	Bored. Missing you.


	@ScarletUCLA


	Just landed in Vegas.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	How is it?


	@ScarletUCLA


	I haven’t seen much, but the hotel is amazing. I’m going to the casino with my Dad. I’ll call you later.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	OK, send pics of hot asses.


	@ScarletUCLA


	Fuck you.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	xoxoxo you know I love you.


	@ScarletUCLA


	Ha ha Moron. Be careful. I’m leaving. I only have WiFi in the room and there’s no signal in the Casino, so don’t get mad if I don’t answer.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	Say hi to your old man. Hope you win!
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The casino at the Venetian must be a square kilometer. I walked it end to end, my Brazilian clinging to my arm, drawing stares. Finally, I reached the pro poker table—five grand minimum buy-in.


I took a seat and, like any decent player, started studying the competition. Across from me, two Chinese guys in knockoff Gucci suits. Next to them, a Russian in an open white silk shirt, his chest sunburned raw. Beside him, an ancient American, maybe a hundred years old, nodding off mid-hand. Then, a bloated fifty-something with a gut hanging over his belt. And next to him…


Next to him… was her.


I froze. Her eyes landed on me and cut through my soul. My heart started hammering—faster than a crack baby’s—and in that moment, I knew. I knew I had found what I’d been looking for. She was my path, whoever she was. That girl sitting at the pro poker table at the Venetian. She was my destiny. I had become a millionaire, I had come to Vegas, all to find her.


Now all that was left was to act.


Without breaking eye contact, I cashed in fifty grand. Nothing. She didn’t even blink. The man sitting next to her—probably her father—must have given her everything she ever wanted since she was a child. Money meant nothing to her. And that was what I liked most about her.


She glanced at me, indifferent, then leaned against the old man’s shoulder. For a moment, a terrible thought crossed my mind: What if he’s not her father? What if he’s her lover? That would be the end of everything. If this perfect, delicate girl in her twenties was selling herself to that disgusting, swollen relic for money, then the void inside me was unfillable. The hope of finding pure, honest love would be dead, and I’d be doomed to a lifetime of loneliness. A loneliness lined with firm, exquisite asses—but loneliness all the same.


Even if he was her lover, I would fight for her. I had no choice. If it meant giving up my entire fortune and flying back to Venezuela to hustle up another bag of cash, I would do it. For her. To be with her forever. Nothing and no one would stand in my way.


The Brazilian noticed. She caught my gaze, questioning. It was obvious: I had to get rid of her. But her name was on the guest list for the swingers’ party—I couldn’t get in without her. I needed a boomerang—something to take her away for a moment, then bring her back.


I pulled out my wallet and handed her my Cadivi card. The Bolivarian government’s annual spending limit for its citizens was four thousand dollars. Pocket change. She’d go, buy some junk, and come back asking for more. That was how Cadivi worked—always there for you, in good times and bad.


She left, happy. And I stayed at the table. The bloated old man, who may or may not have been the father of the love of my life. Two Chinese guys. A Russian. A geriatric American. Her. And me.


I lost five grand on the first hand. And then the miracle happened.


The bloated old man got up to go to the bathroom. And just like that, she was alone. Sitting there, waiting. Guarding his chips. Bored. Completely unaware that across the table, a multimillionaire was ready to risk it all for her.


“Where are you from?” I asked.


“Los Angeles,” she said.


My pulse quickened. “Are you an actress?”


She shook her head, slightly offended by the question.


I did the math. I had about forty seconds before the old man came back. “Is that your dad?”


“Yes.”


I exhaled. “What, are you guys on vacation?”


“Yeah.”


The old man was on his way back. I had to move fast.


“Take my card,” I said. “Email me if you need anything.”


She took it hesitantly. “Do you live here?”


“No, but I know a lot of people.”


“Where are you from?”


“I live between New York, Vegas, and Caracas. Wherever work takes me. I’m from Venezuela.”


I think she liked that. Her expression softened. Her guard dropped.


Then her lips curved into a quiet, knowing smile—and for the first time in my life, I was completely happy.


The old man and the Brazilian returned at the same time. For a second, I wondered if they had fucked in the bathroom and if we were the fools. But I dismissed the thought just as quickly.


The Brazilian was back because Cadivi had declined the charge. She was gone just long enough for me to get what I needed, and it hadn’t cost me a dime. That’s life—poetic. Cadivi was working for me once again, bouncing her away like her ass had bounced against my hips earlier that night. A reminder that I was born to win, and that nothing would stand between me and what I deserved.


I picked up my remaining chips without even checking how much I had lost. It didn’t matter.


That night, at that table, I had won.


I walked away, smiling at the woman of my life. She slipped my card into the pocket of her jeans and met my gaze with a look of quiet complicity. She knew it, too. She knew we were meant for each other. That the time spent apart had already ended.


Outside, the Brazilian and I climbed into a Hummer limo. She pouted, playfully complaining about the card being declined. Said I had done it on purpose, that I was cheap. But I wasn’t listening.


I was thinking about her.


Through the tinted window, the Strip stretched out in neon glory, a kingdom laid at my feet. Not because I had money. But because I had her.


Caesars Palace, where Roman excess had been repackaged for Midwestern dads in ill-fitting cargo shorts, where Muhammad Ali had fought beneath golden statues of emperors who never existed.


The Monte Carlo, the same one where Lady Di had tried to disappear, in the first triumph of Islam over the British Crown.


The Mandalay Bay, a golden cage where homophobic tigers occasionally ate their gay trainers.


Vegas was a monument to excess, a city with no past, no memory, no consequence. But tonight, it was mine.


Because I had her.


Whoever she was.


With those marihuana-green eyes and that quiet, calming smile, born to live beside me in eternal wisdom, her long lashes scraping against my soul.


We arrived at the Palms, but I had to make a stop at the sportsbook I had bought the year before. It was a prime setup—sixty screens, live feeds from every major racetrack in the world.


The business was run by El Duque, a Spaniard who looked like Ricky Martin and handled my operation with ruthless efficiency. We had met years ago at a dinner hosted by Pablo Iglesias, Hugo Chávez’s man in Spain, and we had been friends ever since.


El Duque greeted me, assured me the books were solid. We were set to clear half a million. I checked the numbers, threw him a twenty-grand bonus, and we did a few lines together before parting ways.


That night, Paul Oakenfold was playing at the Palms. A party called Perfecto. Nothing perfect about it. The guy had been repeating “The World Is Mine” for ten years straight, but honestly? The guy was broke. Electronic music went the way of rock—self-indulgent. Music isn’t meant to be self-indulgent. It’s an art form built on sharing sound. Nobody should make music for themselves. And if they do, they should shut the fuck up about it. The world is mine.


Fuck you, motherfucker.


The world is mine. Not yours.


The Brazilian loved Oakenfold. She told me she had lost her virginity at a rave in Copacabana, right there in the sand, to the sound of his beats. Hard to believe this woman had ever been a virgin, but fucking on the beach? Everyone knows that’s a terrible idea—doesn’t matter who you’re with.


She asked me to get her some Ecstasy. I waved over the VIP waiter, and he brought me two pills stamped with Che Guevara’s face. If it had been anyone else, I might have turned them down. But Che? Never. The man had given me everything. His legacy as a social avenger was also mine.


¡Hasta la victoria siempre, Comrade Che! I take this pill in honor of your memory as an unrelenting hero of freedom!


We all owe Che. Without him, we’d still be working for the gringos, getting paid shit salaries, making some Portuguese or Jewish capitalist richer, with zero chance of moving up. Che gave us freedom. No matter what happens, we must never forget that. Patria o muerte, venceremos.


The pill was mild, but mixed with the six hours of coke already in my system, it hit me hard. Heart racing. Not great. On top of that, Oakenfold was butchering his mix. I had to focus—really focus—to not drop dead of a heart attack. I downed glass after glass of water and stumbled out into the casino to get some air.


But the ceiling was covered in fiberglass mushrooms, and that just sent my brain into another spiral.


I needed balance. I ordered a whiskey, downed it in one gulp, and, by the grace of God and the Virgin Mary, my heart settled. I took a deep breath, went to the bathroom, took the longest piss of my life, and finally—finally—felt that smooth, melodic high I had been waiting for.


I went back inside and started dancing. Got lost in the rhythm, in the swing of my Brazilian’s hips. With my buzz fully restored, I whispered in her ear that we should check out the swingers’ party. She lit up.


We took the VIP elevator up to the Playboy Club, a high-rise casino on the top floor of the Palms, run entirely by gorgeous women in bunny suits. The view of the city was insane, but this was just the lobby—a sideshow for the masses. The real event, the reason we were here, was happening somewhere beyond those velvet ropes. The Palms swingers’ party—Vegas’ best-kept secret.


I had heard about it from El Duque. He had never been inside, but he had seen the movement—the right kind of people slipping through the right kind of doors. He’d passed me the intel.


We entered through the Playboy Club at four in the morning.


And brother, let me tell you—it was blowing up.


Women. Perfect women. Naked, moving through the space like a mirage. Taking shots at the bar. Swinging from steel poles. Leaning against the floor-to-ceiling windows, their bodies reflecting in the glass. Walking, dancing, laughing, upstairs, downstairs, dripping in the kind of casual, effortless lust that would make a monk renounce his vows.


All this for a handful of men—men with connections, men with money, men who had played the game well enough to earn their place in the room. They looked at these women, devoured them, took them—without guilt, without hesitation, without even quite believing what they were living.


The Brazilian grabbed my hand and led me into one of the rooms.


Inside, five women were locked together in a slow, shifting dance of mouths and hands, giving and receiving, an unbroken loop of pleasure. Two blondes, a Black girl, a redhead, and a Japanese beauty.


My Carioca wanted in. She undressed slowly in front of them, without invitation, without hesitation.


The Japanese girl took notice. She looked her up and down, stopped mid-lick, and released the redhead’s clit from her tongue. Then she moved toward the Brazilian, slid her hands over her curves, and helped to peel the dress off her body.


I stood there, frozen, unable to process what I was seeing.


This was it. This was the ultimate gathering. The most spectacular formation of female beauty any man could imagine. My breath caught. I wanted to cry—not from sadness, but from the sheer, overwhelming joy of witnessing perfection. I inhaled deeply, and the scent of sex—raw, unfiltered, international—was unlike anything I had ever breathed before.


The Brazilian joined in.


The Japanese girl moved down between her legs, her tongue flicking expertly. My Brazilian moaned and leaned forward, taking one of the blondes into her mouth, sucking on those flawless, surgically enhanced breasts.


The Black girl noticed my face—dazed, overwhelmed, completely unprepared. She burst out laughing. The others followed suit, pausing their play to take in the sight of me, just standing there, mouth half open, staring at the most erotic thing I had ever seen.


I looked like a man who had seen God and lived.


The Brazilian introduced me. Full name, as if we were at a dinner party.


And then they started undressing me.


I collapsed onto the bed, and, without exaggeration, they all—all six of them—went to work on me at once.


Mouths. Everywhere. Lips, tongues, hands moving over me in unison. A symphony.


Six mouths on my cock, on my balls, on the sensitive trail of skin below. Devouring me like some kind of holy offering.


The blondes spread me apart, running their tongues over places I didn’t even know had nerve endings. I groaned, ran my hands down their backs, grabbed their perfect, tight asses, and slipped a finger inside each of them at the same time.


The redhead grew tired of sharing and swung a leg over my chest, lowering the ginger heat of her sex onto my lips. She straddled my face, her fiery curls cascading over her shoulders. Her hips rolled slowly as she dragged herself across my mouth with lazy cruelty.


I sank into her, inhaling, tasting, struggling not to lose control.


I fought back the inevitable, forcing myself to hold on.


I sat up on the bed and called for a pause.


They laughed, amused. Then went right back to each other.


I collected myself. And then I got back in.


I took the redhead from behind while she kissed a blonde stretched out beneath her. The Japanese girl pressed her breasts against my face, urging me to taste her, to savor every inch of her skin. The Black girl traced her nipples along my back, and the friction sent sparks through my spine.


And then—her.


Not physically. Not in the room. But in my mind.


In the middle of this, in the best possible moment of my life, I started thinking about her.


The California girl. An ache, a presence, a flicker of something I didn’t yet understand. I didn’t even know her name. But she existed. And I knew that, in time, she would write to me.


This tidal wave of sex, this chaotic storm of beauty, it would all fade the moment she arrived.


She would part this ocean of tangled limbs and moaning mouths, she would stand at the threshold like Moses before the Red Sea, and she would lead me through.


She would take my hand and pull me out of this world of temporary pleasures, out of this night of primal indulgence, and she would show me something greater.


She would show me love.















LOVE


I left the swingers’ party physically drained and emotionally wrecked.


The Brazilian went off with an Arab prince who had promised her a yacht.


I went straight to the airport.


I boarded the Challenger 300 and told the pilot to take me to New York—my favorite city, the only place that I ever felt could contain me.


The jet took off just as the sun cracked the horizon, and I cried.


I cried because I was alone.


Or, more accurately, I cried because I was out of coke, and the crash had arrived to remind me that I was alone.


At that moment, I was convinced she would never write. That she had already forgotten me. That I was doomed to spend my life with Brazilian actresses who would eventually leave me for princes and yachts.


For the first time in my life, I thought about suicide.


Not the immediate kind—I wasn’t about to off myself right then and there. If I were to die, I would at least burn through my fortune first. And I had enough money to keep the party going for a long, long time.


But still, the thought lingered. Maybe this life wasn’t worth it. This hollow existence, void of meaning, orbiting endlessly around money and desire. Maybe I had taken the wrong path, chased the wrong thing. Maybe I should have done something real instead of going for the easy cash.


But then I remembered what it was like to be broke.


I thought about my friends from Caracas—the former middle class, now poor. Still struggling, still protesting, still tweeting against the revolutionary government like fucking idiots. Broke and righteous. Convinced their anger would change anything.


And just like that, the depression lifted.


I laughed.


Reclined my seat.


Pulled out my iPad.


And at that exact moment, her email arrived.




Hi Juan,


We met in Vegas last night, at the poker table. Hit me if you are ever in LA.


Amor


Scarlet





She wrote the word amor, in Spanish.


¡AMOR!


Here I was, spiraling over love, drowning in thoughts about how love was the only thing missing from my life, and she just lays it out—soft, effortless, butter-smooth: ¡Amor!


She didn’t say Love. She could have said Love. But Americans throw around I love you, man like it’s loose change. It’s not the same.


Love is Love.


But Amor?


Amor is Amor.


Our union was already sealed.


I typed back immediately:




Hola Scarlet,


I’m on a plane, flying to New York. But if you want to come with me, I’ll pick you up in Vegas or LA.


Amor, Juan
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What follows are the direct messages sent via Twitter, between Scarlet and her friend Zoe.




	@ScarletUCLA


	I need your advice.


	@ZoeGlitter


	How was fatso?


	@ScarletUCLA


	Horrible. Like two hours. A thousand positions. Disgusting.


	@ZoeGlitter


	Hey, 8 grand. Nobody said it’d be easy.


	
@ScarletUCLA



	At least I met this boy at the poker table. Really liked him.


	@ZoeGlitter


	Really??? And fatso didn’t notice?


	@ScarletUCLA


	He was gone for a bit. I told this guy fatso was my dad and he believed me.


	@ZoeGlitter


	Where is he from?


	@ScarletUCLA


	Argentina or Colombia, some shit like that. He’s got a private Jet and is offering to pick me up to go to NYC!


	@ZoeGlitter


	Shut the fuck up! I’m avail if you can’t or won’t!


	@ScarletUCLA


	I’m not offering a job, idiot. I’m asking you if you think I should go. I don’t even know him.


	@ZoeGlitter


	Mmm Of course! Psychos don’t usually fly private:)


	@ScarletUCLA


	LOL! True. Let me think…
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Fifteen minutes passed after I sent the email. The longest fifteen minutes of my life.


Who the fuck was I to invite her to New York? I barely knew her. She was a good girl, fresh out of a family that probably didn’t even let her take a taxi alone. She had to be barely legal. No doubt she was enrolled in some elite university, surrounded by polite, well-raised boys who drank oat milk and called their mothers every Sunday.


She was probably horrified by my invitation.


I started typing another email—an apology, something vague about getting caught up in the moment. I was about to hit Send when her reply came in.




I’m heading to LA. If you pick me up tonight, I can go with you to NY.


S.





S… Scarlet. My Scarlet Princess. She was waiting. And, clearly, she understood that time was not to be wasted.


We were two hours into the flight, somewhere over Colorado. I didn’t hesitate. I ordered the pilot to turn the jet around. We were going to LA.


We landed at three in the afternoon at Burbank Airport. She said she wouldn’t be ready until eight, which left me with a few hours to kill. So I went to the Chateau Marmont.


The Chateau Marmont is an institution in Hollywood.


John Belushi OD’d here on a cocktail of uppers and downers. Jim Morrison fell off a balcony, clowning around, and broke his back. Keanu Reeves lived here. James Dean, Greta Garbo, Elizabeth Taylor, too. Helmut Newton, Fidel Castro’s favorite photographer, crashed his car and died in the driveway. F. Scott Fitzgerald had a heart attack here. “Hotel California” by the Eagles? Yeah, this place inspired it.


And despite all that, the hotel hasn’t lost its mystique. You can still walk into the terrace restaurant and spot a couple of celebrities in their natural habitat, sipping overpriced lattes and pretending they don’t crave attention.


It’s not easy to get in. I get in because, for a few years now, there’s been a rumor floating around Hollywood that I have money. That I might invest in indie films. Oliver Stone started that rumor after a wild night we had in Venice.


I walked in and immediately ran into Pedro Almodóvar, lounging with the producer of Che, the Benicio del Toro movie. She was an elegant blonde I had met in Caracas when they screened that film. Good company to kill some time.


We talked about this and that. Then one of the Pirates of the Caribbean guys showed up. Not Johnny Depp—the other one. The one from Lord of the Rings, who married a model.


More people kept rolling in. Dustin Hoffman arrived with Ben Stiller’s dad. The guy from 300—the one who screams THIS IS SPARTAAAA!—walked in, looking shorter than I expected.


One after another, a constellation of stars drifted through, all of them shaking Almodóvar’s hand like he was the fucking Pope.


Truth be told, I’d never seen an Almodóvar film. I like American movies. Everything else bores me. And Venezuelan cinema? Don’t even get me started.


While everyone else ordered cocktails and wine, I had soup. I had tea. But not a single drop of alcohol. I needed to be sharp for my date.


As the hours passed, the crowd thinned out. And, as usual, I was the dumbass left with the bill. Nine hundred dollars. Hollywood people live off illusions, but deep down, most of them are broke as hell. I paid up and left.


I told my driver to take a slow ride down Sunset Boulevard, the legendary strip that stitches Hollywood and Beverly Hills together.


A friend once told me there were more marijuana dispensaries in LA than McDonald’s restaurants.


I didn’t believe him. But after five minutes on Sunset, I realized he was right.


Everywhere you looked: bright green crosses glowing over storefronts, cannabis shops on every corner. Billboards encouraging you to smoke more weed because you deserve it.


The driver explained that getting weed here was easier than getting a gym membership. All you had to do was say you had a headache, and they’d hand you a medical card valid for a full year.


That’s the world for you. Thousands dying in Mexico over the drug war, while in California, potheads lit up with government approval. If anyone could make sense of that, they deserved a Nobel Prize. That’s why laws aren’t worth losing sleep over. Follow them, break them—doesn’t matter. Most of them are temporary anyway. What matters is not getting caught.


Scarlet lived in West Hollywood, ten minutes from the Chateau. Her driver texted me: She was on her way to the airport. My heart started pounding like a reggaeton beat.


How the fuck had this happened so fast?


Twelve hours ago, I was crying over my inevitable loneliness. Now I was in a Lincoln Town Car, and she was in another, both heading toward the same plane, for our first date.


I crossed myself, sent up a quick prayer to Our Lady of Mount Carmel, Saint Michael the Archangel, Changó, and María Lionza.


I got to Burbank Airport and requested access to the jet ASAP.


The crew’s main job was making sure no traces of blow or anything else were left behind—last thing I needed was to get flagged by the American Empire’s authorities. But what they didn’t always clean were the traces left by women.


Lipstick smudges. Forgotten bracelets. A stray hair tie. The scent of perfume lingering in the leather seats. Anything could betray me.


I didn’t want Scarlet feeling like just another conquest. Like one more notch on a playboy’s belt. This was supposed to be something serious.


I needed her to see me as a responsible professional, a man who wasn’t used to these kinds of spontaneous, reckless encounters.


Of course, let’s be real—hot women attract hot women. But my intentions with Scarlet were different. Fucking her was the least of my concerns. I had just spent the last twenty-four hours inside six different women spanning six different ethnicities. Sex was not on my mind.


I wanted her. For life.


I wanted to know her.


I wanted to find that sacred space where true happiness is hidden—something that has nothing to do with sex, something that only happens when two souls truly connect.


I had just finished cleaning up the jet when I got the text that Scarlet had arrived at the airport.


The most important moment of my life was about to begin.
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What follows are the direct messages sent via Twitter between Scarlet and her boyfriend, Michael.




	@ScarletUCLA


	Hi love.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	Hi cutie.


	@ScarletUCLA


	Dad won last night, we’re staying a few more days.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	Really? That sucks!


	@ScarletUCLA


	Why??? You should be happy for him!!!


	@MichaelVeniceB


	I just… had a surprise for you tonight.


	@ScarletUCLA


	Thank you. Keep it for a few days.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	Mmmmmm. Miss you.


	@ScarletUCLA


	Me too. Gotta go. I’m walking into Cirque du Soleil.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	Which one?


	@ScarletUCLA


	Ka


	@MichaelVeniceB


	Zumanity is better.


	@ScarletUCLA


	Talk later.


	@MichaelVeniceB


	Do you miss me?
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I stepped off the plane to meet her. She emerged from the Lincoln Town Car with a Burberry suitcase—not too big, not too small. She wore a gray Dolce & Gabbana overcoat, a green Valentino scarf, and a white Prada two-piece suit. Her heels—towering, red-bottomed Louboutins—flashed crimson with every step.


She looked like a supermodel. The kind of woman I deserved. A woman with taste, a woman built for this life. A woman of the world—not like our tacky beauty queens back home, with their fried hair and bargain-bin glamour. No. Scarlet was class. The kind of woman my mother, Cristina del Carmen de Planchard, had envisioned for her precious Caracas-born son.


She looked even blonder under the airport lights, which I liked. She walked toward me, slow but certain. She smiled shyly. Extended her hand.


“This is so weird,” she said, almost apologizing for the absurdity of it all.


I kissed her hand like a gentleman. “Nothing is weird if it feels right. Welcome.”


She smiled, grateful. I gestured toward the stairs leading up to the plane and, without letting go of her hand, guided her up.


I caught her scent—CH by Carolina Herrera. I have to admit, every Venezuelan is proud of our Carolina Herrera. But I’ve never liked her. That brand, that name—it reeks of that old white oligarchy, those nationless snobs who turned their backs on the people, who watched Venezuela rot while sipping champagne in Madrid.


But on Scarlet, it was perfect. If she wanted to smell like Carolina Herrera, then that was exactly the scent I wanted to breathe in.


I was here to serve her. To worship her. To belong to her. My being, my soul, my immortal beloved.


She settled into the second-row seat—my usual spot. And just like that, the throne of my kingdom had changed hands. My life was no longer about me. It was about Scarlet. With her long lashes and that coy, knowing smile.


The crew introduced themselves and offered her Prosecco. She accepted, delighted.


Our eyes met as the jet prepared for takeoff. I was desperate to speak—to tell her everything. To tell her that I had waited for her my entire life. But she calmed me with her gaze. There’s no rush, her pupils whispered. Let’s take off first. The things you want to tell me shouldn’t be spoken on the ground.


We rose, pierced through the clouds, watched the barren mountains around LA shrink beneath us. The jet settled into cruising speed…


And then, without me asking, without hesitation, taking full control of the moment—she unbuckled her seat belt and crossed the cabin to sit directly in front of me.


“Am I being kidnapped?” she asked, her flawless California English dancing in the air.


“We both are,” I said, no strategy, just truth.


“And who kidnapped us?” she teased, playing along.


I leaned in. “I don’t know,” I whispered. “But I hope no one comes to rescue us.”


She shook her head, amused, embracing the madness of it all. She was in a $25 million Challenger 300. And it was clear—she belonged here. She belonged with me.


“I need to be in New York for a couple of days,” I said. “After that, we can go anywhere you want.”


She glanced around the jet, as if weighing her options. “Anywhere?” she asked.


I nodded.


“And how far does this thing go?”


“From New York to Europe. From Europe to almost anywhere in the world.”


“And you… you said you were from Argentina?”


“Venezuela.”


“Sorry.”


“No problem.”


She studied me for a moment. And then, in one sentence, she set the rules of the game:


“I won’t ask what you do. I won’t ask where we’re going. I won’t ask where we’ll sleep. I just want to know if what I’m feeling is real.”


“And what are you feeling?” I asked—too eagerly, showing more need than I should have.


She smiled. “The same thing you’re feeling.”


“That—”


“We won’t talk about that, either.”


“Perfect.”


She took a breath. And then, with absolute clarity, absolute power, she delivered the decree that would shape our fate:


“I don’t want us to make love until we fall in love.”


I smiled, nervous.


What a fucking sentence. It carried a promise of love. A rejection of desire without meaning. Why settle for sex now when we could make love in a few days? What a concept. Elegant. Necessary.


Scarlet had arrived setting rules, restoring order, claiming the throne. I was already hers.


Forever.


Until death do us part.
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