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LET YOURSELF BE SHOCKED

	 


Plot:

Forced by her parents to attend law school, Roxanne decides to pursue her lifelong passion for painting after graduating. She paints in her spare time and works as a sales assistant. She escapes from her family's lifestyle and her snobbish mother, who does not accept her 'mediocre' choices, and goes to live alone, with only her beloved goldfish for company. She has been in a relationship with Derek for five years, which she has never questioned despite the distance and lack of attention. However, everything is called into question when, in order to make ends meet, she decides to put her studies into practice and give afternoon tutoring lessons. Her one and only student is Jay, a 21-year-old tattooed man with a wild lifestyle who lives in the apartment across from hers. They come from two different worlds and have two different stories, but what would happen if fate decided to bring their opposite worlds together? 
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CHAPTER 1 

	Life doesn't always go as we planned.
Not all our plans come to fruition. And the love we believed would be the only one in our lives does not always turn out to be so.
Sometimes fate presents us with choices, and it is our duty to choose to be happy... always!

	"Is this okay, ma'am?"
The woman comes out of the dressing room wearing a pink tank top, a little too colorful for my taste, which reveals a few extra rolls of fat.
"I don't know. What do you think? Is it okay?"
As a sales assistant in this store, I am required, like all the others, to try to persuade customers to buy the clothes they try on, and therefore to praise them and compliment them; this is a sermon that Mr. Earl, our boss, constantly preaches to us. "Help them choose and always be nice. Whatever they wear, smile and encourage them to buy." I can almost hear him talking. His annoying voice echoes in my head. 
Mr. Earl knows how to do business. He runs this boutique called 'Easy' and takes care of everything: from window displays to staff clothing. Assigned to the women's department, my uniform consists of tight jeans and a black short-sleeved shirt with the store logo printed on the front. For the sales assistants in the men's department, however, it's a different story. Shorts and tank tops. All very revealing. "It's to attract the boys," our boss tells us. Luckily, I didn't have to wear those semi-stripper uniforms.
But let's get back to the point. Regardless of the policy I'm supposed to follow, I've never had the courage to lie to a customer. Let's be honest, this woman looks like a huge pink marshmallow, held together by an invisible string. I can't let her walk around like that.
"How about trying another color? Maybe a dark green or purple?"
I try to steer her towards darker shades.
"Okay. I liked the fuchsia, but let's see something else," she says confidently.
As I bring her the new items, I also decide to get her a larger size. In the end, the woman buys both tank tops and leaves happy, and I didn't have to lie to her.
I finish my shift at lunchtime. Unfortunately, due to the high demand for work, I am only allowed to work five hours a day, in the morning, so I always have the afternoon off.
I head to the staff room and change into my clothes. This is where Stephanie, my colleague and best friend, joins me. She was the one who found me this job. I had to earn money to support myself without depending on my parents. We met by chance during a night out at a disco. I was among the crowd dancing, she was... on the cube. Yes, my friend is a sales assistant by day and a dancer by night. And even though we look like opposites: she with her blonde hair and black streaks, blue eyes and tattoos everywhere, and me with barely a piercing in my ear, straight black hair and dark eyes, we are inseparable.  It's as if our souls belong together and recognized each other that evening. We consider ourselves sisters, with the only difference being that we were born from two different wombs.
"Hey Roxanne, are you done for the week?" she asks me.
"Yes, I'm done for the day. See you on Monday."
"Shall we have lunch together now?"
"Thanks, but I'd rather go home. Boris is waiting for me." I wink at her. She smiles at me amusedly, saying goodbye with a warm hug.
I say goodbye to my other colleagues and leave the store. I get into my white Mini Cooper and turn on the air conditioning. The late- y heat of May is starting to be felt here in Toronto. I put on some music and dive into rush hour traffic.

	I park my car when I arrive at my apartment building. My apartment is on the first floor. I walk in and there he is, my Boris, looking at me with his round eyes from the glass bowl on the windowsill. Well, I don't live alone, I have my beloved goldfish with me. A gift from Steph for my new home.  This is where I came to live two years ago, completely, or almost completely, detaching myself from the world of glitz, high society parties, and luxury cars in which my parents live. It might seem wonderful, but it's only appearances. I never really liked that environment, and with a little courage and Steph's help, I made it. It was when I met her that my life began to change. She helped me gain more confidence in myself and encouraged me to make a change. Of course, things aren't great today: I have a part-time job as a sales assistant and I live alone, but at least I'm happy!
I pick up my phone and check for calls or messages, but the only one I find is from Steph, who wants to make sure I got home safely.
I scroll through my phone's address book and click on the name of the other person who fills my life: my boyfriend Derek.
"Hi, honey!" he answers after two rings.
"Hi, love. What are you doing? I miss you!"
"Me too, Roxanne, but we'll see each other this weekend, just hang in there one more day."
"It's so stressful having to wait so long to see you every time."
"It's only five days," he says.
"But it's still a long time! How can you not feel the weight of it?"
"Maybe you're just being too dramatic. I have to go now, I have an important meeting with some clients and you know Josh doesn't like people who are late."
"Yes, okay. Call me more often, okay?"
"Sure, I will!"
 It's his usual response. A promise he never keeps.
"Talk to you later. Love you, I love you."
"I love you too."
I end the call, feeling disconsolate.
Derek lives two hours away. He's working with a lawyer to learn the trade and build up his own clientele, which means we can only see each other on weekends because he works all week. I found a job in my hometown, but a position opened up for him in New York. He's a really sweet guy. The perfect man, I'd say. He remembers all our anniversaries and birthdays, he always manages to choose the right gift, and when we're together, everything seems to be in its right place; the problem is when we're not together. Since he finished college and moved away, we talk and see each other less and less. I know it's his job, that he loves it so much, and it's a sacrifice we both make, but sometimes I feel really lonely.
Derek and I met at university, in our second year of law school. We've been together for five years. Yes, I graduated two years ago, with top marks. I could be a lawyer today too, but unfortunately for my parents, it's not a job I aspire to. It's not for me. It doesn't make me happy. I only chose that major because they strongly encouraged me to and to make my father happy. But I don't have the same passion for this profession that Derek has.
I find myself in the hallway when I open the door to my private room, to which only I have access. As soon as I see the white canvas resting on an easel, my eyes light up. This is what I love to do: paint. That immaculate canvas, in front of the glass window, could become anything, and this gives me an uncontrollable rush of adrenaline. I want to pick up my brush and paints and start giving free rein to my imagination. My afternoons are always free, so if I'm not busy reading a book, this is where I spend the hottest hours of the day . Painting relaxes me, I detach myself from the outside world and no longer think about all the problems with my parents, or at work, or how much I miss Derek. Today, however, I am only allowed one hour of peace before techno music blares from the apartment across from mine. This has been going on for a week. I've put up with it, but now I really can't take it anymore. The only corner of paradise I'm allowed is being disturbed by stupid kids who have no respect for the rules. I'm going to complain to  the building manager, but before that, I'm going to go and talk to them myself. I put down my paintbrushes, smeared with red paint, and head for the landing. The door of the 'disturbers' is right in front of mine. Stiff and angry, I knock energetically on their apartment door and wait. The music is still loud and I don't think they've heard me, so I decide to try again, but before I can, the door swings open and a powerful male figure stands in front of me. Hazel eyes stare into mine, then, almost surprised, observe my whole body. It is only when the boy smiles that I realize I am wearing the clothes I use when I paint: white overalls... or rather, colored by many stains of different colors and sizes.
"Can I help you?" he asks with a grin on his face.
Behind him, the music has quieted down, and some of his friends are snickering at me. An unmistakable smell of smoke and weed wafts from inside. I refuse to be intimidated by this gang of junkies.
"Would you be so kind as to turn down the music, please?"
"Are we bothering you?" he asks amusedly as he brushes his light brown hair to one side. At that moment, I notice that he has a completely tattooed arm.
"Yes, very much. Would you be so kind as to turn the music down? Or are you so high that you can't find the buttons to adjust it?" I add with a certain acidity.
From inside the house, I hear an 'oh' of surprise followed by some laughter. 
He seems to have hit the mark, but immediately resumes his defiant gaze. "Okay, we'll do that... ma'am!"
"Ma'am? How old do you think I am?"
"Certainly not the age when you have fun!" he finishes the sentence, looking at my clothes, and slams the door in my face.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	In just twenty-four hours, my mood returns to calm and peaceful. I spent the morning making myself beautiful, as I do every Friday: hair, nails, removing unwanted hair, and finally makeup. I'm ready for my man! And when he rings the intercom, I'm trembling with excitement.
He's here, Derek is here!
I open the door and throw my arms around his neck, making him stagger for a moment.
"Darling, you're back!" I hold him tight. He laughs happily.
"I'm happy to see you too." He lifts me up, holding me by the hips, and carries me back into the house. When he closes the door, he puts me down. And there they are, his big black eyes that made me fall in love and those full lips smiling at me. Every time I see him again, it feels like months have passed, not just five days.
"I missed you so much."
"Me too." 
We kiss. Our mouths meet and recognize each other, letting our breaths become more heated.  He grabs me by the hips. I run my hands through his black hair and pull him closer to me. We back away, heading for my bedroom. I no longer think about the hours it took to get myself ready, now I just want Derek with me, between those sheets, in my bed. I want our warm bodies to seek each other out. I miss him so much that every time he comes back, I feel the urgent need to spend every moment with him. It's like recharging before facing another week without him. It's happiness, but also sadness. And it's stressful. But I hold on, waiting for the day when we can finally live together.

	"Why do we have to do this?"
"Because she's your mother and she wants to see you."
"But we could have made up any excuse."
"Come on, Roxanne, it's just dinner, then we'll come home."
"Yes, but it always happens when you come back. The truth is, she loves you more than she loves me." I cross my arms over my chest.
"Don't be silly." 
And as he usually does, Derek pulls me toward him and silences me with a kiss.
I take a deep breath and knock on my mother's door. A few moments later, Consuelo, her maid, opens the door. She's probably the only person I'm happy to see in this house.
Mind you, I don't hate my mother.
"Hi, sweetie." She comes toward us and hugs me.
She's just a little... how can I put it...
"Oh dear, what are you wearing?"
Just a little...
"Have you put on weight?"
Bitch! 
Green eyes and long, bouffant blonde hair. You wouldn't think I was her daughter; always elegantly dressed, perfectly made up, expensive clothes, and nothing ever out of place. Attentive to trends, to making a good impression on her friends, to gossiping about others, but not realizing that her teenage daughter was fighting a monster that was devouring her from within. A monster called 'bulimia'.
I don't blame her for falling into that vortex, but she certainly didn't help me get back up. My high school teacher discovered me in the school bathroom and warned my parents. It was scandalous for her to have a 'sick' daughter, so I was helped by the best doctors and psychologists she paid handsomely, but without anyone knowing anything. She hid me. I was ashamed of it myself, before I met Derek. He was the first person I told after so many years of silence. I think I grew up with the idea of keeping family problems hidden too. And I was a problem. And as my mother says, 'dirty laundry is washed at home'. But Derek made me discover another side of reality. I opened up to him, and I was happy to tell him about the sad side of my life.  t was like a huge weight had been lifted from my chest. After him, Steph also found out. Now I'm more at peace with my past. I had nothing to be ashamed of, really. Over time, I realized that the only harmful thing in that life was the environment I was forced to frequent: nice clothes, cars, money, but also lies and betrayal. Appearances were everything, and that's why I decided to leave that world behind and maintain a sporadic relationship with my mother.
"Derek, honey, you look great! I love that jacket!"
"Thanks, Carol. Roxanne helped me choose it." 

	He winks at me, but my mother doesn't seem to notice his comment.
"Come, dear, come. Would you like something to drink before dinner?"
"No, thank you, Carol, I'm fine for now."
"Oh, what a polite boy you are. Handsome and polite. Roxanne couldn't have made a better choice."
"Mom, I'm here." I wave my hand in front of her face.
She finally looks at me and frowns. "You should get that hair cut."
Okay, let's drop it. For her, there's always something wrong with me, but luckily I'm not that little girl anymore. She no longer undermines my self-esteem. I know I'll never be perfect in her eyes, but you don't live to please others, the important thing is to feel good about yourself. And today I am more confident and happy with who I am. Plus, there's Derek! The way he looks at me, the way he touches me when we're together, makes me feel like the most beautiful woman in the world, and that's all I need.

	"Are you still hanging around that little shop?"
Finally, we've reached the end of this dinner. The whole time, all we've done is talk about Derek's work, which my mother always seems very interested in, and there have been countless digs at me.
"Yes, Mom, and I don't hang out there, I work there!"
"But do they pay you?" she asks with a grimace.
"Of course they pay me!"
"Well, I'll never understand what you find so interesting about that job."
Contact with people, something that is foreign to her.
She takes a sip of her wine and turns back to Derek. "Honey, can't you ask your boss if there's a job opening for Roxanne too?"
"Mom!"
"You know, even just as an assistant. Or a photocopier operator."
"Mom!"
"Even if it's unpaid."
He's not listening to me at all. He's pretending I'm not here.
"Carol, I could, but I don't think Roxanne would like that."
Only now does she stop insisting, that is, only when Derek speaks. She has an esteem for my boyfriend that goes beyond everything else. She does nothing but brag about him to her friends. She never talks about me; after all, I'm just a sales assistant.
"Have you heard from your father, by any chance?"
As usual, the last topic of the evening is her ex-husband.
"Yes, I spoke to him two days ago. He's in Sydney this week."
My mother rolls her eyes.
My father works in business and travels a lot. He came from nothing, made his own way, and it's thanks to him that my mother still lives in luxury today. But Carol takes everything for granted. She never had to work or sacrifice much to achieve the lifestyle she leads. They divorced eight years ago.  It was my father who left her, precisely because of my 'problem'. I think he saw the woman he married and loved for so long in a different light. She was no longer the high school girl who grew up in a family of working-class parents; she had become a snobbish, spoiled Carol who didn't care about her daughter's ailments and didn't know how to handle the situation. My father took care of everything, and once he was sure I was strong enough, he filed for divorce. I felt guilty about this for years. He wanted to take me and way with him, but seeing my mother in tears convinced me not to leave her alone. I remember my father repeating to me, "You don't have to do this if you don't feel up to it." But every time I replied, "Dad, she's alone, she only has me now."
Obviously, her despair was due to the scandal of the divorce and not because my father was actually abandoning her. I just needed more time and more courage, and today I am happy to have gone to live on my own.
"I guess it's not for work," my mother continues in an annoyed tone.
"Yes, she's there for a project. She'll be back in two weeks."
She snorts loudly. "And you believe that?"
"Why would he lie to me?"
"Because you're his daughter, obviously! He's gone there with one of his girlfriends," she says as she sips her white wine from her glass.
"I don't think so, Dad isn't like that."
After the divorce, my father threw himself into his work and never had another relationship, at least not one important enough to introduce me to his partners. My mother also remained single, I think because deep down she never stopped loving my father.
"Yeah, right, you still believe in fairy tales."
"I'm not a child anymore, and if Dad tells me he's at work, then that's what it means." I start to get upset.
Derek puts his hand on my arm to calm me down.
"You're just like him: you're incapable of taking responsibility."
"What does that mean?" I ask, stung.
"He doesn't want to admit to his daughter that he has a libertine lifestyle, and you insist on calling what you do a 'job'!"
"Are we still at it, Mom?"
I get up, tired of this conversation and ready to leave.
"You have a law degree!" She raises her voice.
"It doesn't matter, it's not what I want. Leave me alone. Let me live."
"Your father may have this philosophy of letting you be free, but I don't! I'm your mother, and I have a duty to worry about you!"
I turn to look at her and almost laugh in her face. I walk away from the table, and she follows me.
"What have you done with your life, huh?"
Derek helps me gather my things, but he doesn't intervene in the argument.
"You're a sales assistant!" she adds disgustedly. "Don't you know how painful it is for me to hear that my friends' daughters have extraordinary careers as engineers, doctors, or in their family businesses. And do you know what I say about you instead? Eh! Do you know what I tell them?"
Meanwhile, I say goodbye to Consuelo, pretending not to hear her.
"I tell them you run a chain of stores, but that it's only temporary, before you join Derek in his work. Do you think it's nice for me to have to lie? Is it nice to have a 'different' daughter?"
Struck, hurt, and angry, I turn to her.
"Different?! I'm different? Thank heaven you have a daughter who is different from you and everyone else. At least I have a heart," I shout, beating my chest with my hand. "I may have a mediocre life, but you can be sure that one day I'll be a better mother than you. In fact, 'I' will be a mother, but I don't think you ever were."
I walk to the door, turning my back on her.
"Good night, Carol," I say and leave her house, taking Derek by the arm. He has just nodded to her in greeting, with a little embarrassment.

	"I knew it would end up like this, I knew it!"
We climb the stairs to my apartment, while I continue to vent about how dinner went.
"She didn't behave very well," Derek adds in a more cautious tone.
"Not at all!" I shout, frustrated. Then I turn to him. "Couldn't you have said something?"
"What could I do? She's your mother!"
"Defend me, for example, or shut her up. You know she listens to you more than she listens to me!"
"Roxanne, are you taking this out on me now?"
I take a deep breath and try to calm down.
"No, no, you're right, it's fine!"
Actually, it's not okay at all. I would have liked to have had his support on that occasion. To know that he was there to support or defend me. It would have made me feel less alone, but never mind, that's Derek: he prefers to stay on the sidelines and let me fend for myself. It's just that sometimes I feel really abandoned.
As I'm about to open the front door, the building gate opens. Giggles and murmurs accompany the entrance of two couples. And among them, I immediately recognize 'him', the guy next door. He climbs the stairs with a provocative blonde girl at his side, wearing a very low-cut mini dress. He holds her close to him by the waist.  He is taller than her, and his tank top reveals his muscular arms and chest and the tribal tattoos that cover his skin.
I don't know why my eyes remain fixed on the way he smiles at her as he moves her longer hair to one side. He is provocative, sexy, and... disarming. And she is completely captivated by his gestures.
His eyes meet mine. He smiles at me.
"Good evening," he says.
I snap out of my trance. I immediately turn my head away, remembering the last time I saw him, when he slammed the door in my face.
"Good evening," Derek replies.
The boys all head for their apartment and I open the door to mine. Then, finally inside, I shut out those shrill voices and throw myself into my man's arms, ready to forget the horrible evening I've just had.
 

	 

	 


CHAPTER 3

	"What's that smell?"
I join Derek in the kitchen and wrap my arms around his waist, hugging him. He's wearing sweatpants and a gray tank top, which already makes him look attractive, but seeing him handle knives and food is really exciting. I don't know why, but a man in the kitchen sends a woman's hormones into turmoil. I gently caress his arms and kiss him affectionately on his bare skin.
"I'll cook you some meat. I'm sure you haven't eaten anything all week."
"You know me too well." I smile at him as I pull away from him and stand beside him. "I'm often alone, so I either eat a sandwich at work or..." I watch as he dips two slices of meat in flour.
"Or you eat it alone," he interrupts me.
Derek is very good at cooking, much better than me; not that it takes much, but he's really good. Before moving to New York, he had already gone to live on his own and took care of his own home. He can iron, do laundry, clean the house... in short, I'm useless in comparison. I think the credit goes to his mother, a woman I adore. She loves her children more than life itself and supports them in everything they do. She taught Derek, and her younger son, Chase, who is fifteen, to help her around the house. Things my mother never did. Consuelo took care of everything. The only thing I had to worry about was my studies and, of course, I always had to look good, so no irons, just hair straighteners. 

	Derek's family lives not far from here; his father is a high school teacher and his mother Jenna is a housewife. For these reasons, Carol didn't want me to date him, saying that his family wasn't good enough for us. But since Derek graduated, things have changed dramatically. Now she's even pushing for us to get married soon. And of course, that's wh ly I want too. I love this guy. I love everything about him, and I look forward to the day when these few rare carefree moments spent on weekends can become a daily routine.
"Could it be that this is due to your limited culinary skills?" he continues.
I pretend to be offended. "Are you saying I can't cook, man?"
"No. I'm just saying that you burn half the things you cook, woman!"
"Oh, really?"
I take some flour in the palm of my hand and blow it in front of his face. Derek sneezes, then looks at me in surprise, and I notice that his whole face is smeared. I burst out laughing, and he responds by trying to touch my face with his still dirty hands.
"One all!" he says when he succeeds. But for me, it's war now!
I reach for the counter to get more flour, but Derek grabs my arm.
"No, my dear, you've done enough. Let's end this here." He grabs both my wrists so that I can't move and pulls me closer to the counter, pinning me down.
"Uh, look at that, you're totally clean here."
He runs a finger across my forehead, smearing me.
"No, come on, stop it." I laugh, trying to wriggle free. "You said it was over."
"It was over for you! Not for me!"
His fingers trace my nose while I'm still laughing, but when he rests them on my lips, something in his eyes changes.
"Even like this, you still turn me on," he whispers seriously.
My expression changes instantly. His hand caresses my neck gently, reaching the top of my breasts. The other still holds my wrist behind my back and pulls me closer to his body. Now his grip is firm and strong on my buttocks. He grabs me tightly as he kisses me. I let his lips devour mine. Then, in one decisive gesture, he lifts me up and sits me down on the kitchen counter. My hands wander over the muscles of his arms as he sucks the skin on my neck, moving down to my breasts. We are all covered in flour, but by now we are no longer thinking, totally caught up in the erotic rush that has ignited between us. He positions himself better between my legs, rubbing and touching my intimate area. He pulls down my tank top and one cup of my bra, exposing my bare skin to his mouth.
"Even after all these years, you still give me indescribable sensations. I never tire of you. It's like we're making love for the first time."
For a moment, he stops and stares into my eyes with ardent love. "I love you, Roxanne," he says softly, breathlessly. "You're the woman of my life, and you're..." He looks at my whole body. "Fantastic. I couldn't live without you."
I take his face and bring it close to mine. "I love you too, Derek, and I'm not going anywhere. Nothing and no one can come between us."
He smiles at me and kisses me again. "Lunch can wait."
He lifts me off the counter, still holding my legs tightly around his hips, and makes his way down the hallway to my bedroom.

