

[image: Cover image of the book Villa Luna]






To my lovely and hilarious friends and family. Without you, this book would never have been written.









Prologue


Kenya 2018


The golden afternoon light swept across the warm savanna, catching on the snow-capped peak of Mount Kenya in the distance. Gia leaned back in her patio chair and filled her lungs with the cool, fading air. Crickets stirred in the grass, and a few birds called to one another as they settled in for the evening.


‘I never get tired of these moments,’ she said to her husband Alfredo, sitting next to her.


He reached out his hand, a familiar gesture she knew so well. She reached for him, but he faded before she could touch him. Only the memory of his warmth lingered. It had been thirteen years since he had died, yet he still returned in these quiet moments.


Gia cleared her throat and checked her watch.


‘Any minute now,’ she mumbled.


She had set the garden table with her daughter Maya’s favorite dishes, everything ready for her homecoming. The stone house she had rented on the Nanyuki plains had been their home for nearly three decades, long before Penny was born, and it still held the everyday sounds and memories of their family.


Today, for the first time in over two months, the whole family would be under one roof, and Gia felt a soothing lift in her heart at the thought. Classes had ended hours ago, yet Penny still hadn’t come home. That didn’t worry Gia anymore. Her granddaughter moved through life with the unpredictability of an outdoor cat. Genuine panic only set in when her camera stayed behind. That, in Gia’s book, was the equivalent of a missing-person report.


‘Mom?’ a voice came from the other side of the house.


With the windows down and one hand resting lightly on the wheel, Maya eased along the quiet road and turned toward home. The air was softer here, carrying the dry sweetness she hadn’t realized she missed. Warm light stretched across the fields, the sun hanging low as the temperature dipped. In her rearview mirror, red dust curled lazily behind her tires.


The gate stood open, as if expecting her. She rolled across the grass, pulled into her usual spot beside the house, and stepped out.


‘Mom?’ she called.


‘Ciao tesoro!’ Gia’s voice floated from around the corner a second before she appeared, hurrying toward her. Maya slipped her keys into her pants pocket just as her mother pulled her in for a hug.


Maya pressed her face into Gia’s shoulder, the lemony scent rising around her. Her throat tightened, and she held on for a long moment. ‘I’ve missed you so much,’ she said.


‘And I you,’ Gia framed her face with both hands, her thumbs brushing the corners of her eyes as if checking for tears. ‘Come, give me your bag.’


Whenever Maya came back from one of her assignments, Gia always reached for the same rugged duffel bag, already knowing what she would find inside. They walked from the car into the kitchen, and Gia set the bag on the counter before unzipping it. Dust-coated shirts and trousers marked with mud and sun — the usual remnants of long days in the field.


‘Did you cook?’ Maya lifted her head to sniff the air.


‘Of course. It’s your homecoming,’ Gia looped her arm through Maya’s and guided her out to the garden.


‘Wine or a shower first?’ She gave her daughter an assessing glance.


‘I’ll have some wine and enjoy the last of the sunshine.’


‘I thought you might,’ Gia nodded toward the garden table, where a bucket held a chilled bottle waiting for them.


Maya looked at the house as if seeing it with fresh eyes. ‘Not to complain, but have you by any chance misplaced my daughter?’


Gia set the corkscrew into the bottle and laughed under her breath. ‘She’ll show up eventually. You two have always had the same sense of timing.’


‘I was afraid you’d say that.’ Maya lifted an eyebrow at her.


‘So,’ Gia poured wine into two glasses, ‘how was the Congo?’


‘It’s the Democratic Republic of Congo, Mom.’ Maya lifted her glass and inhaled the sauvignon blanc, the floral scent settling softly in her nose. ‘It was hard. There's no better term.’


‘You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to,’ Gia said, her eyes searching her daughter’s face. She recognized the look Maya carried after certain assignments: the tightness in her shoulders and the way she held her breath for a moment too long, as if she was still coming down from everything she had witnessed. Reporting on the Ebola outbreak left its own kind of mark on a person, the kind that didn’t shake off easily.


‘I’m finding it harder to stay neutral out there,’ Maya said. ‘You see the devastation, and it’s not just Ebola. I did what I was sent to do, but I’m glad I’m home.’ She gave a small, tired smile, then the rest of the truth settled quietly inside her.


If Penny weren’t here, she knew she would stay away far longer than was good for her. The work pulled at her in that way. Coming home to her daughter was the only thing that made her step back before her mind was stretched too thin. ‘Let’s see how many more times I go.’


Gia choked on her wine and let out a surprised laugh. ‘You? Stop? I’ve heard this before, tesoro. You thrive in what you do.’


‘I’m serious. It might come as a shock to you, but I’m getting tired. I still love being a correspondent, but sometimes I think about what comes after all the running around.’


Gia had heard versions of this before, so she didn’t push. ‘Whatever you decide, it will be the right choice.’


‘Mom!’ Penny came sprinting across the grass, her schoolbag bouncing against her back.


Maya pushed up from her chair before she even realized she was moving. She met her daughter halfway, lifted her clean off the ground, and spun her once, laugh slipping out of her.


‘Look at you,’ Maya said, holding her at arm’s length. ‘Did you grow while I was gone?’


‘Stop it,’ Penny giggled, fixing her eyes on her mom. ‘I’m so happy you’re home.’


‘Come, sit.’ Maya took her hand and pulled out a chair for her. ‘You’re old enough to have a glass now.’ She poured a splash of wine, and Penny clinked her glass against both of theirs.


Finally, all the Hart women are together. Just as it should be. Gia heard Alfredo’s voice brush through her thoughts, and her smile deepened as she looked at the two people she loved most.


‘Tell me,’ Maya said, settling into her chair. ‘What’s new?’


Penny took a sip of her wine, rolling the glass between her fingers. ‘Everyone’s decided what they want to do after high school.’


Maya studied her daughter’s face. ‘You still don’t know?’


‘No,’ Penny let out a long breath. ‘Everyone’s going on about uni, talking about law or engineering or medicine as if those are the only options. And the rest can’t stop talking about their boyfriends or girlfriends.’


Gia and Maya shared a quick look.


‘Are you annoyed that everyone’s talking about their relationships?’ Maya asked. ‘Or are you a little jealous?’


‘Definitely not jealous.’ She shot them both a disgusted look. ‘No offense, but look at what happened to you and my father.’ She lifted her fingers in exaggerated air quotes.


‘I think that’s an extreme case,’ Maya said. She tried her best to sound confident, though she couldn’t quite come up with a convincing argument for relationships herself.


Penny rarely spoke about her father, and it reminded Maya that some things still sat heavy beneath the surface.


Penny lifted her shoulders. ‘The last thing I want is to be twenty-two, pregnant in Egypt, and have the father vanish into thin air.’


‘Alright,’ Gia cut in, lifting her glass. ‘Who’s up for changing the topic before this turns into a family therapy session?’


Both Maya and Penny burst out laughing.


‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring it up. I’m not jealous, I promise. I’m better off avoiding all that relationship drama for now.’


‘That does sound wise,’ Gia said, reaching over to tuck a loose curl behind Penny’s ear. ‘Just try to keep an open heart. You never know who life will put on your path.’


Penny didn’t remember much of Alfredo, and Maya remembered too much. Sometimes, Gia wondered if the two of them were building walls they didn’t even notice. ‘We had a beautiful life together,’ she added softly. ‘Me and your grandfather. I hope you get to experience something like that one day.’


‘Maybe you should meet someone new,’ Penny said, nudging her grandmother with her elbow.


Gia almost choked on her wine for the second time that evening. ‘Absolutely not!’


Penny grinned, delighted with herself. ‘Ha! See? You don’t want a relationship either.’


Gia lifted her glass in surrender. ‘Touché.’


‘You really think there can be more than one great love?’ Maya asked.


Penny didn’t hesitate. ‘Why would there be a limit?’


Maya blinked at her, surprised, then looked at Gia. ‘Is it just me, or is she getting wiser by the day?’


‘Whatever they’re teaching you at school,’ Gia said, raising an eyebrow, ‘I’m glad it’s almost over.’ The teasing edge in her voice made Penny grin. But as the words left her mouth, a small tug tightened in her chest.


Soon, Penny would be off chasing her own life, and that would mean fewer nights like this, and even fewer stretches with Maya at home, too.


‘I have to ask,’ Maya said, watching her daughter’s expression. ‘Do you even want to go to uni?’


Penny bit her lip and stared into her glass. ‘If I found something that I really wanted to study, then yes.’


Gia leaned back, her eyes narrowing playfully.


‘Okay, spit it out.’


‘What?’


‘You’re making the same face you had as a kid,’ Maya said, pointing toward Penny’s backpack. ‘The very same one you used when you begged for that camera.’


‘Fine!’ Penny said at last. ‘I don’t want to go to uni.’


‘And?’ Gia’s head tilted.


‘I want to be a photographer. Like Nonno.’


Maya and Gia exchanged a quiet look and then turned back to her with soft smiles.


‘Aren’t you going to say something?’ Penny asked.


‘If you’re waiting for us to be shocked, you’ll be waiting a long time,’ Maya rested a hand on Penny’s arm.


‘Wait…really?’ Penny frowned. ‘I thought you’d be upset. You always go on about my grades and how I could be anything.’


‘We knew the day we bought you that camera,’ Maya said. ‘You held it as if it were part of you. Your nonno had the same instinct. It’s in your blood.’


‘And here we are,’ Gia said, sweeping her hands theatrically.


‘So if I told you I wanted to travel and try being a freelance photographer, you’d actually be okay with that?’ Penny asked.


‘That reminds me. I got gifts for both of you,’ Gia pushed back her chair. She disappeared into the house, leaving Maya and Penny trading puzzled looks at the table. A moment later, she returned with something behind her back.


‘Like I said, that duffel of yours is on its last leg.’ Gia rolled out a bright yellow American Tourister suitcase. ‘So here’s something sturdier. And a lot more fun.’


Maya smiled. ‘I love it. This is perfect. Grazie, mamma.’


‘Prego. And for you.’ Gia handed Penny a small box.


‘A new lens!’ Penny’s mouth fell open.


‘You’re always complaining about the zoom,’ Gia said. ‘How are you supposed to be a professional photographer without the right equipment?’


‘Thanks, Nonna.’ She turned the lens over in her hands, her fingers already itching to test it out.


‘Go on,’ Gia said with a knowing smile.


Penny raced across the lawn with her new gift, calling for them to hold still even though neither of them had moved. Maya laughed, the sound loosening something tight in her chest, while Gia watched them both with a quiet smile. The golden light pooled around their small trio, yet something about it was fleeting. For the first time that evening, Gia had the distinct sense that they were standing at the edge of something none of them could yet see. And whatever came next would carry them in different directions, no matter how deeply they loved one another.









One


Seven years later


Maya took a slow breath, doing her best not to picture her literary agent, Helen Smith, tumbling out of the seventeenth-floor window behind her. The mental image was ridiculous, but strangely comforting. The city hummed below them, a restless New York buzz that seeped through the glass walls and into her bones.


‘I’m thinking September twenty-third for the launch party,’ Helen said, clicking her pen with the enthusiasm of someone detonating small explosives. ‘Naturally, it will be here in the city where the Atlas and Quinn headquarters are. And I believe we should invite four hundred of the city’s most influential people.’


‘Four hundred?’ Maya’s throat tightened, the number lodging itself there like an unchewed dry cracker crumb.


Helen gave a dramatic sigh and a pitiful smile. ‘Oh, Maya. Let the professionals manage this, and you just focus on keeping that sweet little mind of yours at ease.’


Helen continued scribbling in her planner like a general plotting a small invasion, and Maya still could not quite believe she was sitting inside the glass-walled office of one of the world’s biggest publishing houses. The fact that she was here discussing the launch of her own autobiography as one of the leading Africa correspondents was surreal, like she had slipped into someone else’s life for the afternoon.


Her career had begun more than two decades earlier, the day she had accepted the offer from World News Broadcast in Nairobi without a second thought. She had scooped up her newborn daughter, Penny, pressed a kiss to her tiny forehead, and flown to Kenya, where Gia and Alfredo welcomed them into the wide, quiet stretches of Kenya. It was less like a decision and more like stepping into the life she was meant to live.


‘Thank you, Helen. Could you scout for some suitable venues for the launch as well?’ George West, one of Atlas and Quinn’s senior agents, asked with the polite calm of a man determined to keep the meeting on track.


‘I am already ahead of you,’ Helen replied, lifting her chin. ‘I have spoken to the owners of the most exclusive venues in the city.’ Her smile grew smug. ‘Not just anyone can book these, but that’s why I’m here.’


Is it? Maya wondered, not entirely convinced that scouting luxury venues fell anywhere within the traditional duties of a literary agent. To Maya, Helen was still something of a puzzle, though not for the lack of information. Helen had supplied the relevant facts herself, usually without being asked. Somewhere between a sigh and a smirk, she had once mentioned her Harvard law degree and specifically property law. She had explained that she left the profession because it bored her. Not challenged her, not exhausted her, simply bored her. The money, however, had been adequate enough that she was now free to pursue what she described as a ‘modest’ line of work, purely for the amusement of seeing how the other half lived.


‘Right.’ George’s smile tightened the way a shirt collar does on a humid day. He turned to Maya. ‘Will you be spending the summer in New York, Miss Hart?’


‘I’m actually flying to Paris this afternoon for my daughter’s graduation.’


‘Paris? Is she also becoming a world-class journalist?’ George asked, his smile warming as if he genuinely hoped so.


‘No, but she’s an incredible photographer.’ She got a warm swell of pride when saying the words.


‘Which school is she graduating from?’ Duncan Miller, one of the associates, asked from across the table. He always spoke with a kind of curiosity that had the tone of someone who listened. This made him Maya’s favorite person in the room by default.


‘Paris College of Arts.’


Duncan’s eyebrows lifted. ‘That’s really impressive.’


‘If she is even remotely as successful in her field as you were in yours,’ George said, leaning back with an approving smile, ‘we may need to publish a biography on her twenty years from now, too.’ He gave Maya a playful wink, and she could not stop herself from smiling back.


‘Alright, let’s focus on this book before we get carried away,’ Helen cut in, her tone flattening the room’s mood. If she had not been one of the best agents in the business, Maya would have requested a transfer months ago. Yet here she sat, still stuck with her, the universe clearly having a sense of humor.


She glanced at the clock on the sterile conference room wall, and there was a small jolt of relief. It was almost time to escape. She still had to collect her suitcase, get to the airport, and, most urgently, get herself out of the stiff formal outfit she had been suffering in all afternoon.


Maya usually lived in clothes that allowed her to breathe and think at the same time, but today she had wedged herself into a coral silk blouse, a black pencil skirt, and matching heels. Every step reminded her that she was dressed as a person she did not entirely recognize. Worst of all, her long blonde hair hung loose around her shoulders instead of being rescued by its messy ponytail.


‘Gentlemen…and Helen,’ she said, gathering her bag and forcing a polite smile. ‘I have to leave in a few minutes to catch my flight. Is there anything else we need to discuss before I leave?’


‘We only need the remaining chapters of your book delivered on time,’ George said, folding his hands with the calmness of a man who had repeated this sentence to authors many times before. ‘Once we have those, we can edit, format, and finalize the cover.’


‘Of course, I’ll make sure to get it done. July sixteenth, right?’ Maya said with an innocent expression.


What no one in the room realized was that she had finished the manuscript over a month ago. But she found an unreasonable amount of joy watching Helen twitch whenever a deadline approached. Delivering chapters at the last possible minute had become one of Maya’s most cherished hobbies, right up there with good coffee and avoiding unnecessary meetings.


‘Perfect. We’re looking forward to reading the rest,’ George said. They stood up, exchanged polite handshakes, and offered their goodbyes.


Maya grabbed her black purse and checked her phone as she headed toward the elevator, already imagining the blessed silence waiting inside it.


She reached for the button, but a high-pitched voice she knew far too well sliced through the hallway.


‘Maya! Wait up! I’ll ride down with you,’ Helen called, heels clattering as she hurried toward the closing doors.


‘Great…’ Maya sighed under her breath. Seventeen floors suddenly felt like a slow descent into a soul-testing torture.


‘Will you return to New York after your trip to Paris?’ Helen asked, already tapping at something on her phone as if Maya’s answer might determine the fate of global publishing.


She blinked. The question hit her harder than she expected. She had not thought that far ahead. She never really did. Years of living out of a suitcase had trained her to move from one country to the next on instinct, letting assignments and airports decide her direction. Planning beyond the next flight was almost foreign.


‘I’m not sure yet. Why?’


‘Well, it would be great if we could sit down before the deadline and look at those chapters together.’


‘Right. Why don’t I send you a few of them by next week already? I might be back in Nairobi for all I know.’ Maya lifted her slender shoulders in an easy shrug.


‘That’s perfect!’ Helen shouted, and a burst of enthusiasm sent a small mist of saliva onto Maya’s blouse. She stared down at the tiny droplets and blinked once, very slowly.


‘Alright, then. I’ll talk to you next week. Bye,’ Maya said just as the elevator dinged at the lobby level, her cue to escape.


‘Bye!’ Helen called as she scurried off, one arm waving frantically for a cab.


Maya looked at her watch and decided to walk the twenty minutes to the Park Central Hotel. The June air outside the building was cooler than she expected, carrying the smell of toasted nuts from a nearby cart and the faint honk of impatient traffic. As she started down the sidewalk, her phone buzzed in her hand with a new message from Gia.


Ciao, tesoro! At JKIA now. Text you when I reach CDG at 7 tomorrow morning. Can’t wait to see my girls.


Maya smiled at the screen. She missed her mom and daughter more than she liked to admit. The three of them had spent so many years flying from one continent to another that they practically spoke in airport codes. JKIA meant home in Nairobi, and CDG meant Penny in Paris, and half their messages looked like a flight schedule.


She always loved how easily they shifted between English and Italian when they talked; one language slipped into the other without them noticing. It had always been that way. All three of them were born in Terraverde, a small coastal town tucked against the Adriatic on Italy’s eastern shore.


The place carried its own story. Gia had inherited a wide stretch of vineyard and a sun-baked villa from her parents. Her father, Archie, had first set foot in Kenya as a British soldier during the Second World War, where he fell head over heels for Luna, the Italian woman who ran a tiny bakery in Nairobi.


After the war, they returned to Italy, chasing a dream of making and selling wine. They found a hilltop in Terraverde with a view that could stop a person mid-sentence: the Adriatic stretching out in front of them and the town scattered below. Archie built Luna a stone villa with a terracotta roof and green shutters, working until the house looked exactly like the one he had imagined. When it was finally complete, he surprised her with a wooden sign above the door that read: ‘Villa Luna’. Nearly seventy years later, the sign still hung in the same place, sun-faded and perfect.


Before Alfredo passed, Gia, Maya, and Penny had spent every summer there without fail, filling the house and vineyard with noise, laughter, and far too much homemade pasta.


As Maya walked to her hotel, she realized it had been two decades since she had last spent a summer there.


The city pressed close around her, all noise and motion, and she found herself daydreaming about a couple of quiet months where she might breathe, unwind, and even pry open her suitcase and stay long enough to empty it.


For as long as Maya could remember, her life had been a blur of airports, deadlines, and packed suitcases. Lately, the constant motion had begun to settle in her bones. As she walked, memories drifted in, uninvited but welcome: warm afternoons from her youth when she sat outside with a notebook balanced on her knees, scribbling stories while her father, crouched nearby, adjusting his camera to catch the same moment in his own way.


She could almost imagine the sun on her shoulders again, hear his quiet laugh behind the lens. The ache that followed surprised her with its sharpness. She missed him every day, and some days she would have traded everything she had achieved for one more of those sunlit hours with him.


She had reached every milestone she once chased, yet her heart tugged in a different direction now. What she longed for was smaller and softer. A place to land. A sense of home. The easy warmth of her family, the kind that made her shoulders drop without her noticing.


‘Good afternoon, Miss Hart,’ the receptionist at the hotel greeted her with his usual polished smile.


‘Good afternoon.’ Maya returned it, grateful for the familiar face.


‘Shall I have a cab ready in thirty minutes to take you to JFK?’


‘That would be great. Thank you.’


She headed upstairs, and the moment her hotel room door clicked shut behind her, she dropped her purse and stretched across the king-size bed. The crisp sheets were still cool from the air conditioning, and she sank into them as if the mattress were swallowing her whole.


‘I need a minute,’ she whispered into the empty room, letting her body go limp in a way it never would on airplanes.


Actually, you need a shower. You stink, she thought.


With a groan, she peeled herself away from the bed’s embrace, slipped out of her clothes, and stepped into the shower. Warm water hit her skin, and she let it run over her until the city’s grit finally loosened. She lathered up with a pear and vanilla body wash, the sweet scent filling the small bathroom. Afterwards, she wrapped herself in a soft cotton robe, towel-dried her hair, and wiped away the last smudges of mascara clinging beneath her green eyes.


The bed, still perfectly made except for the imprint she left, beckoned her like a siren. She forced herself to ignore it and pulled on navy sweatpants, a white T-shirt, and a pair of sneakers. With a sigh, she folded down her yellow suitcase, rolled it behind her, and headed for the door. On her way to the lobby, she typed out a quick message to her mother.


See you soon, Mamma. Miss you too. Ti amo!


She lingered for a moment in the lobby. Somewhere between New York and Paris, a place she had not thought of as home in years had begun to take shape in her mind. The idea of Villa Luna followed her all the way to the taxi, refusing to be left behind.









Two


‘Passport, please,’ the immigration officer said at Jomo Kenyatta International Airport.


‘Here you go.’ Gia replied with her brightest smile. She always smiled at airport staff, as if it might earn extra points for good behavior.


The officer stamped her passport, and Gia had just stepped through the security check when her name crackled over the loudspeaker.


‘Could Mrs. Gia Hart please proceed to gate sixteen for a document check?’


‘Oh dear,’ Gia muttered. ‘What have I forgotten now?’ She hurried to the desk, where the staff was flipping through passports and boarding passes.


‘I’m Gia Hart. You called me for something?’ She slid her documents across the counter, hoping it was not about fruits or liquids or the emergency snacks she had stashed in her bag.


‘Just your boarding pass, ma'am,’ the woman said, barely glancing up. ‘You have been upgraded to business class.’


‘Me? Really?’ Gia blinked at the woman. She had never been upgraded before, and for a brief, glorious moment, she felt like royalty.


‘We are overbooked in economy, so we are moving a few senior passengers to business,’ the woman explained.


Gia’s smile faltered. Senior passengers? Her eyebrows climbed toward her hairline. ‘Senior,’ she repeated silently, tasting the word like something suspicious on a restaurant menu.


‘Here is your new boarding pass. Enjoy your flight.’


‘Thank you,’ Gia said, though her voice carried the hesitation of someone suddenly aware of her own mortality.


An hour later, she made her way onto the aircraft, still adjusting to the idea of being considered a ‘senior’ anything. She typed a quick message to Maya and Penny, telling them how much she missed them and how excited she was to see them in the morning. Hitting send made her chest warm in the only way her girls could.


‘Where’s 4F…’ she muttered, squinting at the row number as she shuffled down the aisle.


‘I believe it’s right next to me,’ a voice said behind her.


She spun around and blinked in surprise. ‘Kevin! What are you doing here?’


Her old friend grinned, already opening his arms for a hug. ‘Great to see you, Gia. I’m on my way to a wildlife conservation conference in London. But first, I’m stopping in Paris to propose to my girlfriend.’


Gia hugged him tightly, her face lighting up. ‘Propose? Oh my goodness, Kevin, that’s wonderful,’ she gave his arm an enthusiastic squeeze before settling into the seat beside him.


Kevin laughed, rubbing the back of his neck. ‘I hope she thinks so too.’


She looked at him with fond amusement. The two of them had spent their working lives side by side in Kenya, trading dusty field stations and long drives through the bush for the stubborn hope that wildlife could be saved.


Gia had patched up injured rhinos and orphaned elephants, and Kevin had been the ranger who would track anything that needed their help. Between the two of them, they had hauled more tranquilizer equipment, rescued more animals, and drunk more terrible camp coffee than she could count.


It had been almost ten years since they had last seen each other, yet somehow they had never fallen out of touch. Life had simply pulled them in different directions. Kevin had become the public face of the Kenya Wildlife Service, circling the globe for talks and fundraisers, while Gia had stayed rooted in Ol Pejeta Conservancy in Nanyuki, doing what she did best: tending to injured animals and bossing around anyone who forgot to close a gate properly.


‘And what about you? Where are you off to?’ Kevin asked.


‘I’m going to Penny’s graduation party.’


‘She’s graduating already?’


‘She is. She’s twenty-five now.’ Gia let the number sit there a moment, still surprised by it herself.


Kevin let out a low whistle. ‘I could’ve sworn it wasn’t that long ago that she rode with me in that truck, taking pictures of anything that moved. That album of hers…every tiny creature made the cut. I swear she once photographed a beetle for twenty minutes.’ He laughed and shook his head.


Gia chuckled, leaning back. ‘I know, time flies.’


A flight attendant appeared beside them. ‘Would you like prosecco or juice?’


Kevin nudged Gia with a grin. ‘For old times’ sake?’


‘No, I really shouldn’t,’ she said, though her tone made it sound like her willpower was hanging by a thread.


An hour and two glasses of prosecco each later, they were deep in conversation, swapping stories from the old days as the plane hummed around them.


‘I cannot believe they bumped you to business class because you’re senior,’ Kevin said, laughing so loudly the man in 4A glanced over.


‘I was very offended,’ Gia lifted her chin, ‘but I will admit this seat is doing a fine job of soothing my ego.’


Kevin grinned. ‘So tell me about Maya? Is she still hopping across the continent, covering every story in Africa?’


‘Actually, she’s writing an autobiography for Atlas and Quinn at the moment.’


‘Remarkable. And completely fitting.’


Gia chuckled. ‘I can barely believe she’s my daughter sometimes.’


‘Is she coming back to Kenya soon?’


Gia sighed softly. ‘I’m not sure. She’s lived out of that suitcase for so long, I don’t think she remembers what it’s like to stop.’


‘And Penny? Is she the same?’


‘Somehow, yes. She’s always on the move. Still carrying that camera everywhere, as if the world might do something interesting the moment she puts it down.’


‘The same Nikon?’


‘Yes. The one and only.’


Kevin let out a low laugh. ‘That camera will end up in the Smithsonian if she keeps taking photos like that.’


‘I think she’ll go very far,’ Gia said, smiling into her glass. ‘I cannot wait to see what she does next.’


‘Alfredo would have been proud.’ Kevin lifted his glass.


‘Yes, he would.’ Gia touched her glass to his.


For a moment, she let her thoughts drift. She had first met Alfredo in Kenya more than forty years earlier. Her parents had given her the trip as a graduation present from veterinary school, wanting her to see the country where they had fallen in love, and to understand why its wildlife needed protecting so desperately.


Despite a hunting ban, poaching had gutted the elephant population; half of them had been wiped out by the time Gia arrived in the early eighties. It was in the midst of that heartbreak and urgency that she had met Alfredo.


She spent that summer crisscrossing Kenya, soaking up everything she could about the dangers wildlife faced under the pressure of the ivory trade. There were few veterinarians in the field back then, so Gia decided to stay on for four months, moving from camp to camp, tending to animals caught in snares, patching up gunshot wounds, and bottle-feeding orphaned calves that cried through the night until they finally trusted her enough to sleep.


She still remembered the way the heat shimmered over the Samburu plains the day the radio crackled to life. She and Kevin were bumping along in the truck, dust swirling behind them, when a strained voice came through asking for immediate assistance. An elephant had stepped into a snare.


Kevin reached for the radio without hesitation. ‘We’re on our way,’ he said, already turning the wheel.


Gia pressed her hand to the dashboard to steady herself as the truck lurched forward, her heart kicking up the way it always did when an animal was in trouble.


‘How do you know where we’re going?’ she asked, gripping the handle above the open window as the truck rattled over the uneven ground.


‘I have a hunch.’ Kevin said, eyes fixed ahead.


She had heard that answer from him more times than she could count, and it almost always meant he was right. They bumped along the red earth until Kevin eased off the accelerator. The truck crept forward, quiet enough for Gia to hear her own heartbeat. Dust curled up around them, drifting lazily in the heavy heat. The plains stretched out in every direction, empty except for a few lone acacia trees far in the distance. No movement. No sound. No elephants.


Kevin slowly reached for the radio, his movements slow and deliberate, and gave their exact coordinates, requesting support. Gia leaned forward, squinting into the sun, but the horizon refused to reveal anything.


‘Why did we stop?’ she asked.


‘He’s coming,’ Kevin murmured, barely above a whisper.


Two minutes later, the landscape shifted. A massive shadow detached itself from the acacia trees and began moving toward them. Red dust spiraled around the shape, cloaking it until the elephant stepped into full view. His trunk lifted high, and a deep trumpet shattered the silence, rolling across the plains.


Gia stared, unable to blink. ‘How did you know?’


Kevin finally glanced at her, the corner of his mouth lifting. ‘Just a hunch.’


About three hundred meters from the truck, the wounded elephant stopped and lifted his massive back foot, the snare visibly cutting so deeply into the flesh that even from a distance, Gia’s stomach twisted. A moment later, another vehicle rattled to a halt beside them, and James, one of the rangers, climbed out and joined them.


‘Who’s the mzungu?’ Kevin asked, tipping his chin toward the second vehicle.


‘That’s Alfredo, the photographer I mentioned. Habari, Gia,’ James said as he climbed in.


‘Nzuri,’ she replied, then glanced at the other truck. A blonde man sat in the back seat with a camera nearly as big as his head hanging from his neck, chatting easily with the rangers as if he had grown up in the bush. It was unusual to see another mzungu out here as most visitors went to the famous Masaai Mara.


‘Alright, let’s help this guy,’ James said, lowering his voice as he loaded the tranquilizer gun.


‘I’ll turn the truck so you have a better angle,’ Kevin murmured, easing the vehicle into position.


‘That’s good. Stop.’ James lifted his hand, signaling for silence. He steadied the rifle through the window, drew in a long, controlled breath, and squeezed the trigger. The dart hit the elephant’s left hind leg with a soft thud. The animal let out a low, uneasy rumble, shifting its weight before turning away and moving in the opposite direction.


‘Go!’ James shouted.


Both vehicles surged, engines growling as they followed the elephant. Within moments, its stride began to slow, the enormous body swaying from side to side. Then, with a shudder that vibrated through the ground and into the trucks, it collapsed in a cloud of dust.


‘That’s your cue.’ Kevin said, glancing at Gia.


She was already climbing out of the truck, kit in hand. She had worked with elephants, but never one this massive. The bull lay before her like a fallen boulder, tusks stretching close to two meters, its weight easily five tons. She swallowed hard and steadied her hands.


‘May I?’ a voice asked behind her.


She looked up to find the blonde man from the other vehicle stepping through the dust, camera in hand, smile warm enough to compete with the Samburu sun. ‘Sure,’ Gia said, trying not to stare longer than necessary before turning back to her patient.


Working quickly, she cut the snare free, cleaned the deep wound, and injected a heavy dose of antibiotics. Sweat gathered at her temples, partly from the heat and partly from the pressure of racing the sedative’s timer.


‘James, the tracking collar,’ she said.


‘We don’t have much time before this guy decides to wake up,’ he replied, eyes fixed on the bull’s breathing.


Once the collar was secured and synced to their GPS, they scrambled back to the vehicles and pulled away to a safe distance. Gia’s pulse thrummed with exhilaration, the kind that made every long day in the field worth it.


‘He’s not going to be happy when he wakes up,’ Kevin said, giving her a knowing look.


‘Well done, signora.’


Gia turned, startled. Alfredo was in the back seat of their truck instead of the one he had arrived in. His camera rested in his lap, and he was smiling at her as if he’d been there the whole time.


‘Grazie mille, signore,’ she said, returning his smile before she could stop herself.


‘Tu sei italiana?’ he asked.


‘Sì. My mother is Italian.’


‘Piacere, signora. I’m Alfredo.’


‘Gia.’ They shook hands, both smiling a little longer than necessary.


On the drive back to camp, she learned that Alfredo was a wildlife photographer for The Meridian, one of the most respected photography magazines in the world. He spoke about work with an easy passion, describing nights spent sleeping under the stars for the faint hope of catching a northern white rhino at dawn. Gia listened, half fascinated by the stories and half distracted by the way he talked with his hands, as if the whole savanna lived in his gestures.


‘Alright, time for some sleep,’ Kevin said.


Gia blinked, the memory dissolving like dust in the wind. She found herself back in her business class seat somewhere over Africa, heading for Paris and far from those first wild days when she met Alfredo.


Even twenty years after he was gone, the memories were close enough to touch.


She rested her head against the seat and closed her eyes. For a moment, the hum of the plane blended with another memory entirely: the soft shuffle of footsteps beside her, the low laugh she used to answer without thinking. She caught herself turning, as if he might still be there. She exhaled and looked out the window instead.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, we’re approaching Charles de Gaulle Airport. We will begin our descent shortly. Please make sure to...’ the voice over the speakers faded into the background as Gia slowly blinked awake.


‘Good morning, sleepyhead. You missed breakfast.’ Kevin handed her a steaming cup of coffee. ‘Black, no sugar.’


‘You’re my hero,’ Gia said, wrapping both hands around the cup.


‘Well, this is it.’ Kevin said. ‘Wish me luck with the proposal tonight.’


‘I still cannot believe you’re getting married at our age,’ Gia said with a mock sigh, shaking her head but smiling.


‘Love knows no age, Gia dear.’ He tapped his coffee cup gently against hers.


The cabin lights dimmed as the plane descended. Even after all these years, she could still sense Alfredo beside her in moments like this, not as a ghost, but as a memory that refused to fade. Villa Luna entered her thoughts, its familiar walls filled with echoes she had never learned to silence. For the first time, she wondered whether returning would bring her peace, or demand something she was no longer sure she could give.









Three


‘Penny, over here!’ Jolie called, waving from the end of the bar.


‘Hey. Sorry, I’m late.’ Penny slid onto the stool beside her friend, setting her camera on the counter with a soft clunk. ‘There was a hot-air balloon drifting over the Eiffel Tower. Pretty sure two Americans are getting engaged as we speak.’


‘What were you doing by the Eiffel Tower? We never go there.’ Jolie lifted her Kir Royale, amused.


‘No idea,’ Penny said with a shrug. ‘I was just wandering. There were street artists everywhere today, painting these incredible murals. I started photographing them, and then a shadow passed over me. I looked up and saw the balloon and…well.’ She twisted her long blonde hair into a quick, messy bun. ‘I followed it.’


‘That sounds exactly like you,’ Jolie said, grinning. ‘I ordered you a glass of champagne.’


‘Wow, we’re really splurging tonight.’ Penny lifted the glass and took a generous sip. ‘That’s delicious. Exactly what I needed.’


‘Our last days in Paris,’ Jolie said, frowning into her drink. ‘I can’t believe three years went by so fast.’


‘I know. Seems like yesterday we were panicking over our first portfolios for that tiny exhibition.’


‘Ugh, please. Don’t remind me. I still can’t believe Dante beat us for best picture every single time.’


Penny made a face. ‘Yeah, well, at least we won’t have to see him anymore. He’s graduating too, and I bet he’s probably off to become some industry hotshot.’ She paused, then admitted, ‘Though… annoyingly, his photos are really good.’


‘Oh no,’ Jolie groaned. ‘Don’t tell me you’re getting sentimental. It must be your last-days blues.’


‘Maybe,’ Penny said with a shrug. ‘But honestly, I have no clue what I’m doing after graduation. I applied for fellowships, internships, actual jobs…basically everything.’ She grabbed her phone and tapped her notifications. ‘And what do I have to show for it? A rejection collection. Look!’ She shoved her phone so close to Jolie’s face that she had to lean back just to focus on the screen.


‘Don’t worry. It’s only June. You have the whole summer to get rejections.’


‘Thanks, that’s so sweet.’ Penny pulled the phone back and sighed. ‘You know, I really thought going to school would help me get a job. That is literally the only reason why I stopped traveling to come here.’ She lifted her champagne again. ‘Joke’s on me, I guess.’


‘You did the interview for The Meridian, maybe they’ll reach out. You’re a great photographer. Someone will hire you.’ Jolie said. ‘And until then, you still have your social media income.’


‘Oh, yeah, my favorite thing.’ Penny deadpanned. ‘You know what offer I got today? A collaboration with a company selling pills that supposedly make your face look younger.’ She pointed at her own cheek. ‘I’m twenty-five, Jolie. Twenty-five. I’m not exactly their target demographic.’


Jolie snorted, nearly choking on her drink. ‘You have fifty thousand followers. That’s real money for now. Keep focusing on your art. The rest will follow.’


Penny’s social media career had started almost by accident. One night, she recorded a simple YouTube tutorial on how to photograph city lights, uploaded it, and went to bed. By morning, the video had exploded. Viewers kept begging for more, so she made another, and then another.


At Jolie’s insistence, she finally opened an Instagram account under the name PhotoPenny. Within weeks, her feed filled with street portraits, travel snapshots, and behind-the-scenes clips of her creative process, and the followers poured in even faster.


Her talent behind the camera was undeniable to anyone who watched her work, but her looks started getting nearly as much attention as her photographs. With her blonde, wavy hair and warm brown eyes, she somehow became the draw, not the photographs she had worked so hard on creating.


Brands kept asking her to pose with the camera instead of using it. Followers begged for outfit shots instead of street portraits. Somewhere along the way, the focus had shifted, and she found herself scrutinizing her own grid, wondering when she had stopped posting the things she actually cared about.


What had started as a harmless way to fund travel and new equipment was beginning to resemble a box she had accidentally stepped into and then closed behind her. She missed the blur of cities, the thrill of chasing light, the quiet rhythm of shooting for herself instead of an audience.


What she needed was space, a project worth sinking into, a place that made her want to pick up her camera for reasons that had nothing to do with likes or contracts. The problem was that she had no idea where to look. And graduation was coming fast.


Jolie, her best friend and roommate, couldn’t have been more different. Born and raised in Paris, she carried herself like someone who already had a reserved corner office at Époque France— one of the world’s top fashion magazines. They’d met on their very first day of school and had been glued to each other ever since. With her quick wit, thick dark hair, and a walk that turned half the bar’s heads without her even trying, Jolie collected lingering glances the way Penny collected camera lenses.


‘So, where should we go for dinner? I’m picking up Mom and Nonna early tomorrow morning, so nothing crazy.’ Penny wagged a finger at Jolie in a mocking warning.


‘I can’t wait to see them again! We’re going out together tomorrow, right?’


‘Of course! They’re really excited to see you,’ Penny said, grabbing her champagne again.


‘Then why don’t we just head home and grab something on the way?’ Jolie suggested, already sounding half ready to be horizontal.


Penny grinned, ‘I mean, we’re not an old married couple, but the idea of takeaway is weirdly thrilling.’


‘Okay, well, we could go to Montparnasse. There are usually some good options over there.’


‘That sounds good! Finish up and go?’


Jolie tipped back the rest of her champagne. ‘Done. Let’s go!’


They hopped off the metro at Edgar Quinet and wandered into Montparnasse, warm June air brushing their arms as they wove between café tables and glowing shop windows.


‘There’s something I wanted to tell you,’ Jolie’s voice shifted to a soft and careful tone.


Penny froze mid-step. ‘Okay…what’s wrong?’


‘Nothing. It’s good. Really good. For me.’ Jolie sucked in a breath, her eyes already sparkling. ‘I got an internship at Époque.’ The words tumbled out in a squeal.


‘Shut up! Shut up!’ Penny’s grin spread so fast it almost hurt. She clapped her hands over her mouth. ‘You’re kidding?’


‘Swear on fashion.’ Jolie traced a dramatic X over her chest.


‘In Paris?’


‘Right here in Paris.’


Penny hooked her arm through Jolie’s, practically bouncing. ‘That’s incredible! Tell me everything.’


Jolie had photographed more catwalks than she could count during their three years in Paris, sending out applications to every fashion magazine from New York to Tokyo. The first reply to land in her inbox, of all places, was from Époque France.


‘Someone stumbled across my website,’ Jolie said, still a little breathless, ‘looked through my portfolio, and apparently they loved it. It’s just a summer internship, but if things go well…’ her voice rose an octave, ‘they hinted I could be up for a junior photo editor position.’


‘I’m so happy for you. When did you find out?’


‘Two days ago…’ Jolie’s eyes narrowed, searching Penny’s face the way she always did when she was bracing for impact.


‘Two days?’ Penny stopped walking. ‘Jolie, we live together. We share a bathroom the size of a shoebox…why didn’t you tell me?’


Jolie’s shoulders dipped, the tiniest wince flickering over her mouth. ‘I kept thinking you’d get a big email too. I didn’t want to wave mine in your face.’


Penny reached out and took both of Jolie’s hands, giving them a reassuring squeeze. ‘Hey. No dimming your good news for my sake. I get to be proud of you, and that’s my job. And you getting what you deserve…that has nothing to do with my inbox.’


Jolie’s eyes softened instantly. ‘I knew you’d say that.


Thanks, Pen. I love you.’


‘I love you too,’ Penny said, bumping her shoulder lightly against hers.


Jolie sniffed once, then shook off the emotion with a dramatic hair flip. ‘Okay, before we accidentally propose to each other on the sidewalk…bar?’ Cute boys? Drinks? Preferably in that order?


‘Sounds great to me. And for the record, being a couple with you doesn’t sound bad at all.’ Penny laughed.


They wandered a few more blocks until a small bar came into view, a tucked-away place with a crooked wooden sign and just a handful of tables nudged out onto the sidewalk. Lanterns hung from the awning, casting a soft gold light over the cobblestones, and the air hummed with snippets of conversation drifting from passing pedestrians.


They ordered drinks and squeezed onto one of the tiny street-side tables. Motorbikes buzzed past, glasses clinked from somewhere inside, and the evening breeze carried a scent of warm bread from a nearby boulangerie. Penny leaned back in her chair, letting the whole scene wash over her. Paris looked especially beautiful when you had good news to toast and your best friend sitting across from you, looking like the world finally made sense.


No more than five minutes had passed when a tall, dark, and strikingly handsome man drifted over to their table, leaning just far enough into Jolie’s line of sight to make his intentions obvious. With a smile that looked practiced in a mirror, he asked, ‘May I buy you a drink?’


Jolie lifted her glass, still fizzing from the bartender’s pour. ‘Already ahead of you,’ she said with a light giggle.


He didn’t miss a beat. ‘Then I’ll come back when that one needs a friend.’ He walked off, slow and deliberate, and threw a wink over his shoulder the moment he reached his own table.


Penny watched the exchange, then angled her eyebrows upward. ‘So, the walking perfume commercial isn’t your type?’


‘Everyone’s my type! It’s been ages since anything exciting happened.’


Penny snorted into her glass. ‘Then finish your drink so he comes back. You could probably get action before dessert. He’s French; it’s like playing tennis with the net down.’


Jolie gasped dramatically. ‘Excuse me, I’m French too!’


‘Exactly.’ Penny grinned.


Jolie rolled her eyes but nudged her playfully. ‘And what about you? You could have anyone with those brown eyes and all that sunshine hair.’


Penny traced the rim of her glass, shoulders lifting in a casual, honest shrug. ‘I doubt that. And even if it were true… I’m not really interested. Not right now.’


Jolie tipped her head, waiting for a deeper confession, but Penny’s calm expression didn’t budge.


‘Well, I think one day you’ll fall head over heels, and that’ll be it. Your first love has always been photography, but maybe your second love is right around the corner.’ Jolie promptly upended her drink in three impressive gulps.


Penny snorted softly. ‘If you say so.’


But Jolie wasn’t wrong about the photography part. Nothing lit Penny up the way being outside with a camera did. She could disappear for hours, slipping through side streets, climbing staircases just to see where they led, hopping on whatever bus happened to pull up next. She’d forget the rest of the world existed.


Over the years, she’d had a few flings. Sweet, fun, and gone before things got complicated. She didn’t mind. If anything, they’d taught her exactly what she gravitated toward. The people who made her stomach flip were the ones who could keep up with her. Someone who’d jump onto the back of a motorbike with her at midnight, argue with her about the perfect camera angle, or drag her into the sea fully clothed just because the moment was right.


‘No way, he’s coming over, Pen. Be cool.’ Jolie straightened in her chair, eyes locked on the man heading their way.


He stood beside their tiny table, his smile easy and annoyingly confident. ‘Looks like that glass didn’t last long,’ he said. ‘So…may I buy the next one? Or,’ he extended a hand, palm up, ‘would you prefer to dance?’


‘There’s no dance floor.’ Jolie glanced around.


‘There’s music.’ He nodded to the man squeezing an accordion by the bar. ‘I guess we’ll just dance in the streets of Montparnasse.’ Without waiting, he gently took her hand.


‘I guess we will.’ Jolie shot Penny a helpless, amused look as he pulled her towards the open pavement.


Penny slung her camera off her shoulder, lifting it to her eye. Jolie and her sudden dance partner twirled beneath the warm streetlamps, shadows stretching and collapsing at their feet. A couple nearby joined in, then another, until the whole corner of the street pulsed with motion and laughter.


It was past nine, yet Paris glowed with its lingering honeyed light. It was her favorite time of the day, and it made every shot look like magic. She lowered her camera to check her phone and saw two new messages.


Ciao! At JFK now, hopping on the plane soon. Don’t party too much and keep Jolie away from those Frenchies.


Penny snorted. Her mother knew them far too well. The second message lit up the screen. It was from Gia.


Penny, my love, at JKIA. See you tomorrow. Give Jolie my love. Buonanotte.


Penny hugged her phone to her chest, then set it aside and reached for her camera instead. The world in front of her blurred into noise and motion, but through the lens it made sense again. Whatever came after Paris, she would make sure it was something worth seeing.









Four


‘Nonna, mamma! Over here!’ Penny waved both arms like she was directing a plane, hopping once so they couldn’t miss her in the crowd at Charles de Gaulle.


‘Penny!’ Gia and Maya squealed at the exact same pitch, abandoning their luggage, and the three of them collided in a hug that earned a few amused looks from other travelers.


‘I missed you so much,’ Penny said, voice wobbling as she squeezed them both. ‘I’m so happy to see you!’


‘We missed you too, love,’ Gia said, planting a kiss on her cheek.


‘Let me grab your suitcase,’ Penny offered and reached for the handle on Gia’s bag.


‘Oh, no, no, no. I’ve got it.’ Gia wagged a finger decisively. ‘I’m sixty-two, not ancient.’


‘Nonna, you’re sixty-six.’ Penny burst out laughing.


Gia stopped mid-stride as if doing the math herself, then said, narrowing her eyes at Penny. ‘You’re lucky you’re my only grandchild, otherwise I might have replaced you on the spot.’ She punctuated the threat with a wink.


They made their way outside, and Penny waved down a taxi. The three of them piled in with the familiar chaos of elbows, bags, and overlapping chatter.


The taxi crawled to a stop outside a narrow stone building, and Maya was the first one to step inside as Penny opened the apartment door on the third floor.


‘Where’s Jolie?’ she asked, glancing around the cozy space, eyes landing on the pile of shoes by the door and a half-finished fashion magazine sprawled across the sofa.


‘She met someone yesterday, and I haven’t seen her since,’ Penny said, settling Maya’s suitcase on a chair in the hallway of the tiny apartment.


‘Wow, quite a graduation gift.’ Maya smirked. ‘And you?’


‘Me what?’


‘Are you seeing someone?’ Maya tried to make it sound casual, but there was a hopeful edge she couldn’t quite hide and one that always surfaced when it came to her daughter and the possibility of love.


‘I think it’s safe to say that I’m far from interested. I grew up with you and Nonna. You’d struggle to find a household more void of men.’ Penny headed for the staircase to check on Gia.


‘You sure you don’t need any help?’ she called down. A deep, dramatic grunt echoed up the stairwell in response.


‘I’ve managed myself my whole life. I’ll be fine,’ Gia huffed. ‘I forgot that these silly Parisians never have elevators, and if they did, they’d only fit a skinny model.’ Her suitcase thudded against another step. ‘I’ll be there in a minute.’


Penny rolled her eyes fondly. ‘She is so stubborn.’


Maya didn’t answer. She was standing in front of the wall of photographs Penny had strung up with tiny wooden clips, the late-morning light catching on the glossy print.


‘These are fantastic,’ Maya said softly, her voice carrying more pride than praise. ‘You know you’ll end up doing great things with this.’


‘Well, so far, I haven’t had much luck. I guess it’s not my moment yet.’ Penny let out a breath as she moved into the tiny galley kitchen and flipped open the coffee machine lid.


‘You know I can always call someone. I know a lot of people,’ Maya said, leaning against the wall.


Penny shook her head as she filled the reservoir with water. ‘I know. But I want to do this on my own. Everyone knows who you are, and I don’t want shortcuts. I want people to notice me for my work, not your name.’


Maya crossed the kitchen and brushed a hand through her daughter’s blonde hair, tucking a loose strand behind her ear. ‘I know, tesoro. And I’m proud of you. Always.’


Penny’s shoulders softened. ‘Thanks, Mom.’


‘Aha! Who’s senior now?’ Gia announced triumphantly as she finally appeared in the doorway, her suitcase crashing to the floor with a dramatic thud.


‘Perfect landing,’ she declared, stepping over it as if the chaos had been intentional.


Penny covered her mouth, trying not to laugh. Maya raised an eyebrow. ‘Are we going to hear about this the entire weekend, Mom?’


‘Okay, I’ll stop,’ she announced, brushing an imaginary speck of dust from her trousers before sitting down at the kitchen table.


The apartment was small, but Penny and Jolie had somehow made it work. With only one bedroom to share, Jolie had claimed the kitchen-dining-hallway hybrid as her territory, setting up a narrow single bed behind a folding room divider. Privacy was questionable at best, but she had always been the type who could sleep anywhere, anytime, as long as she had her silk eye mask.


The bathroom sat on the right of the entrance, while to the left was Penny’s tiny room, just big enough for her clothes and beloved camera gear. The main living space, a blend of kitchen and lounge, held a single round window and a balcony so slender it was like a polite suggestion rather than a real balcony. It overlooked the opposite apartment block, but when the neighbors hung fresh laundry outside, the air smelled faintly of lavender detergent, which Penny insisted added ambience.
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