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To Carl Addison,
who taught me that love is not a dream
and showed me that it is real.

In his own words:
“If you haven'’t loved, you haven'’t lived.”






Smoke and Silence

It didn’t happen overnight...

The fight between Nick and Isabelle had unfolded
slowly inside her, not like a sudden collapse, but like a
room that emptied itself piece by piece until nothing was
left. Isabelle did not realize at first that she had crossed
into a new chapter of her life. All she knew was that the
silence he left behind felt different. What had ended with
Nick had also freed something inside her. The worst had
passed but had left her with a broken heart. She needed
to share her pain with someone, let it out of her chest.

I[sabelle reached for her phone and called Silvia.

“Hey, Sis! I need to talk to you.”

She told her the shortened version of the story from
the night before and described Nick’s reaction and what
he’d said to her.

“And he has never screamed or yelled at you before?”
her sister asked. “He’s probably just jealous. Look, you
work in a strip club. It’s normal that he'll freak out from
time to time, but he still has no right to call you a slut. If



my husband called me a slut, I'd kick his butt right out
on the street in no time. Nick needs to apologize to you,
and you need to stop telling him stories like these. Next
time, you call me first. I could use some entertainment!”
They both laughed at that.

Silvia was right. She shouldn’t have told Nick about
Brien. Whatever, now she knew better for the next time.

She went to take a shower. When she exited the
bathroom, she had six missed calls, all from Nick. She
then checked her messages and read Nick’s text, Please
call me back. I'm sorry about what I said.

That was fast, she thought, but decided to let him suffer
a little longer.

The front door opened, and Frank walked in.

“Good morning ... Oh, I mean good afternoon. Did you
sleep alright? I didn’t hear you come in last night,” he said.

“Good morning. I didn’t hear you leave this morning.
Fancy some coffee?” she replied.

“No, I fancy something to eat. Do you want to join me
for lunch? We can walk down to 3rd Avenue, and I'll buy
you a nice lunch in Scalinatella,” Frank offered.

“Mmm, yummy. What's the weather like outside?”

“Freezing! You better wrap up really well,” he stated.

She grabbed a black cashmere scarf and put on a long
cashmere coat.

“That’ll do it,” he said, “but don’t forget your gloves. It’s
very cold outside.”

He was right; it was freezing outside, and it made her
wish she was back in Spain, back in Majorca, her beautiful
paradise island.



She’d left her cell phone in the apartment on purpose.
She knew that if she took it with her and Nick called, she
would have answered. But she wanted to punish him;
she wanted him to realize just how badly he’d hurt her
feelings.

By the time they returned from lunch, there were sixteen
missed calls. He'd also sent her quite a few messages.

Please don’t be mad at me. I'm so sorry. I love you so
much. I freaked out for no reason... And so on.

She smiled. It felt really nice to listen to his apologies.
[t felt as if someone was pouring honey down her throat.
She would give him another hour. Anyway, it was time
for General Hospital, her favorite daytime show on TV.
He probably knew she was watching it because he rang
right after the show finished.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi. Are you still mad at me? I'm sorry, honey. I guess |
got jealous when you told me about that guy. [ wouldn’t
have reacted like that if I didn’t love you so much. Please
forgive me.” His voice was sad.

She could picture his face. His big eyes were probably
not as green as they always were, but gray and covered
with a cloud of worry. She felt a bit sorry for letting him
suffer.

“I know you love me,” she said, “but you have to learn
to trust me. [ completely trust you. [ would never even
imagine that you’d do something to hurt me. I would
never think about you being unfaithful to me. So why do
you feel all those things about me? You need to trust me,
honey, because I love you with all my heart.”



“I will. I promise. I do usually trust you. I don’t know
how or why all that happened. I guess I simply lost control
of myself. It will never happen again, | promise. And I'm
sorry for calling you a slut.”

“What does ‘slut’ actually mean?” she asked him, and
they both laughed out loud. “I know it’s a bad word, but
[ don’t know its exact meaning.”

“Well, I'm not going to tell you,” he said and added
hopefully, “So, you're not mad anymore?”

“I'm alright. I'll call you before I go to work. Love you,
baby.”

Even though she wasn’t mad anymore, a seed of fear
and worry had been sown deep in her heart. The way he
had talked to her ... She had never heard him so angry.
What if it happened again? She tried to push the thought
out of her mind.

I will deal with it if and when it happens, she said to
herself.

The next morning, Nick sent her flowers.

“They’re beautiful,” Frank said to her. “Are they from Nick?”

“Yes, we had an argument yesterday, and I guess he’s
trying to be extra nice now,” she answered and took the
card attached to the bouquet, which read:

My love for you grows every day.

I've loved you from the beginning,

I love you now, and I always will!

Will you have dinner with me on Friday?

She thought it was nice of him and sent him a message.
Can’t wait until Friday. Thank you for the roses.

Frank was leaving for Canada that same day.
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“We’ll keep in touch,” he said. “I'll be back in about ten
days. So don’t forget what I told you. I need this place all
cleaned up by February 5th.”

“Don’t worry. I got it. If you don’t hurry up, you'll be
late for your flight.”

She gave him his gloves.

“Call me if you have any problems. Okay?” he said.

“Frank, I'm not five years old. I know how to take care
of myself. Let me know when you’re coming back.”

“I'm going to miss this flight if [ don’t leave now!” He
grabbed his bag and ran to the elevator.

“All alone again,” she said and closed the door.

It was Wednesday afternoon. She looked out of
the window. It was snowing again. It reminded her of
skiing ... Tremblant, Nick ... Nick before he’d screamed
and yelled at her.

Oh God, I have to stop these negative thoughts. I'm not
any better than him. Look at what I've also done. I've lied
to him so many times already! If he ever finds out about the
night I said I was going to work and instead went partying
with Joe ... What'’s going to happen then?

It was as if Nick had heard her thoughts as her phone
rang.

“I see you got the flowers,” he said.

“Thank you so much, honey. They’'re amazing, and so
are you, babe. Have I told you lately that I love you? I do,
Mr. Walters ... A lot.”

“So where would you like to go on Friday, my little
princess?”

“To bed with you, my king!”
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“That will be your reward if you're a good girl
throughout the evening and eat all your food,” he joked
around with her. “Has Frank left already?”

“Yes, ten minutes ago. I'm all by myself, and you know
[ hate being alone.”

“Why don’t you come over to my place after work? Then
you won't be lonely anymore,” he teased her.

She stayed that night and the rest of the week at Nick’s
place.

She would wake up around 11:30 a.m. He’d come home
atnoon with her latte. Sometimes they would make love,
and sometimes he would just hold her in his arms.

They went to Palm Steakhouse on Friday and stayed
in on Saturday. On Sunday, they watched a movie. It was
as if they’d become family. All the bad things had been
forgotten.

They went out for a drink with friends after the
movie, then back home, and made love again and again.
She melted with pleasure. He made her world perfectly
complete. Everything seemed to be going great until
Tuesday night of the following week.

She was planning on moving in with Nick next weekend.
They’d talked about it on Sunday before they’d gone to
sleep.

“I wish you were always here with me,” he’d said. “I
could make some space for your stuff in the closet.”

She didn’t say anything, but her heart started to beat
faster.

“Just think about it,” he’d said, and stroked her hair,
kissing her gently on the forehead.
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It was all so perfect. It was all turning out the way she
wanted it. She thought she was living in a dream ... Until
Tuesday came.
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Meeting Joe Brown

She was at home when her phone rang.

“Hi, babe, it’s Joe. Joe Brown. How are you, sweetheart?
[ haven’t heard from you since last time...”

She didn’t know how to react. Should she be glad he’d
called or scared? He was a bad influence.

Remember what happened last time? A little voice
whispered inside her head. You didn’t return home in
twenty-four hours! And you earned four thousand dollars
for having fun!

“Jordan, can you hear me, babe?” Joe interrupted her
inner voice.

“Yes, I can hear you,” she said. “I tried to call you, but
it always went to voicemail. How have you been?” She
started to loosen up.

What the hell, he won't bite, she thought.

“I've been working,” he said, “but listen, we’re going
out tonight. Me, Tommy, and Jackie. | was wondering if
you wanted to join us.”

“I'm working tonight, Joe,” she pointed out.
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“No, you're not. I'll take care of that. You know me. Come
on, say yes! We’ll have a blast. Come on, babe!”

She kept silent for a while, thinking, and then said,
“What time do you want to meet and where?”

“I'will send the driver to pick you up at 7:30 p.m. There’s
a nice Italian restaurant on 79th and 1st. We can have
dinner and then take it from there. Jackie and Tom are
coming to mine at 8 p.m. So I'll see you later!” he replied.

“You better behave yourself tonight, Joe, and send me
home before the sun goes up,” she added.

They never made it to the Italian restaurant that night.
By the time she’d gotten to Joe’s house, there were cocktail
glasses ready on the table and a pack of cocaine. She got
home at 9 a.m. the following day.

She felt terrible. She wished she had some kind of
sleeping pill or something to help her calm down.

I overestimated my capacity last night, she thought.
There were far too many drugs and too much alcohol for
me to handle.

She went to check the medicine cabinet in the kitchen,
but all she found was Tylenol PM. She took four pills,
hoping for her headache, at least, to go away. She looked
for a bottle of water but changed her mind. She opened
the fridge and pulled out a bottle of vodka. She took two
big shots and put the bottle back. She needed the drugs
to wear off.

She went to her room. Her mind was racing; she tossed
and turned in bed, unable to relax.

“I'll never do drugs again,” she heard herself talking out
loud. “I promise. This time, it’s for real.”
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She got up from the bed and moved to the living room.
Maybe it would be easier to fall asleep if she watched TV.

She woke up at 4 p.m. Her head was pounding, and she
felt as if someone had beaten her up with a wet towel.
She had neither the strength nor the energy to get up
from the couch.

“Where is my phone?” she wondered. “Nick must surely
be going crazy by now.”

She managed to get up to look for it. It was lying under
the blanket in her bed.

Nine missed calls. That couldn’t be good. She went back
to the couch and dialed her voicemail.

The first two messages were the usual ones.

Hey, honey, are you still sleeping? Wake up! It’s noon.

Where are you? I'm worried about you. It’s 1:30 p.m.

The third one wasn’t that sweet anymore, and in the
fourth one, she could hear the anger in his voice. By the
time she’d heard them all, her headache was ten times
stronger.

She dialed his number. The phone rang, but no one
answered. She tried one more time, and there was no
answer again. Maybe he was in a meeting.

She went to the kitchen and took two more Tylenol
pills. She knew they would make her sleepy, but she had
no intention of going to work anyway. Joe had written
her one of his generous checks last night. Even if she had
wanted to go to work later, it would have been physically
impossible. She wanted to sleep. That was all. Everything
else could wait until tomorrow.

Is tomorrow ... Friday? No, it has to be Thursday. I'll go
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to work tomorrow night, and that will be it for the week,
she thought.

She checked the time. It was 5:30 p.m. Nick had to be
steaming. He sounded furious in the messages he’d left
her, threatening never to talk to her again and saying that
she’d jeopardized their relationship, but she didn’t take
them seriously.

It’s just a game. He only wants to scare me, she said to
herself.

She dialed his number again; the phone was off. He was
probably in a meeting and couldn’t take the call, so she
left him a message.

“Please call me back,” she said.

She didn’t want to be too nice to him after he’d filled
her voicemail with nasty messages.

She fell asleep. By the time she opened her eyes, it was
8:30 p.m.; there were no missed calls on her phone.

She thought, This isn’t normal. Where is he?

She started to get anxious. She dialed his number, but
no one answered. Then dialed it again. Her hands were
shaking now. No answer.

Suddenly, her phone pipped. It was a message...

DON'T CALL ME ANYMORE.

She stared at the short text for a while. Was he playing
hard to get? They hadn’t even talked to each other the
whole day. He had no idea what had happened or why she
hadn’t answered her phone until 4:30 p.m. He couldn’t just
stop talking to her like that. She needed to explain herself.

What could she tell him, then? She needed to come up
with a solid story before she spoke to him on the phone.

17



I could tell him that Gaby came over to my house last night.
We were talking and partying, so we went to bed at 7 a.m.
and slept until 3 p.m. Or I could tell him that I left my phone
in the club last night, and when I called the club today on the
landline, they told me that I needed to speak to the housemom,
and she wouldn’t be there until 4 p.m. Ha! I like this one! I like
it a lot! And it makes me look innocent, she said to herself.

She closed her eyes and tried to picture Nick’s face
when he heard the story. His confusion, the transition
from anger to sorrow. She smiled with satisfaction.

It will work, she thought. After all, it was Friday
tomorrow. They had plans, or rather, he had made plans.
He had told her it was a surprise.

It was the end of January. Valentine’s Day was in two
weeks. He wasn't going to stretch out her punishment for
too long.

What should I do about my hangover? she asked herself.
My head is spinning again.

She was lying on the couch, still in her pajamas and with
her hair tied up in a long ponytail, watching TV. Two and
a Half Men was on. She looked so innocent again. It was
really hard to picture her at that moment doing what she
had done last night, partying until 9 a.m. Bad, bad girl!

That was yesterday. Today she was an angel, or at least
looked like one, and it reminded her of what Peter had
told Nick one night when they were in Majorca.

“She’s an angel, isn't she? But only when she’s sleeping.”

She tried to call Nick again. His phone was still off. She
dialed his landline. It was after 9 p.m., so he should be
home. He answered.
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“Hello,” he said.

“Hi, it’s me.” She’d barely finished speaking when he
put down the phone. Oh, he had to be really mad.

She thought about getting dressed and going to his
house, smoothing out his anger a bit. But then she pictured
him yelling at her. No, it was best to stay on the couch and
watch TV.

She was surprised, but not worried or nervous
anymore—not at all. Quite the opposite, in fact. She found
the situation quite funny and amusing.

“Well, let me drink to it!” She smiled, joking with herself.

The best way to kill a hangover was to have another
drink.

She made herself alarge one and took another Tylenol
PM pill. It was the last one.

In the end, I'm going to be hooked on Tylenol. At least
this will be a cheaper addiction, she giggled to herself, and
easier to get! What am I thinking about? I must really be
going crazy. I better try to get some sleep. I'm scaring myself.

She changed the TV channel, looking for a movie.
Something easy and relaxing. No dramas!

The pill started to work, or was it the vodka? Whatever
it was made her head feel a lot better. She closed her eyes
and fell asleep in less than a minute.

She slept all through the night until midday the next day.

She took a shower, washed away the grogginess, and
felt brand new and raring to go again.

She checked her phone, but there were no missed calls
or messages. She checked her e-mail; there was one from
April, one from Silvia, and a few old ones from Nick.
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She dialed his number, but there was no answer.

She made herself some coffee. Now, it all started to
worry her again; he could at least talk to her. She knew he
was mad, but if he didn’t answer soon, she’d also be mad.
She sent him a message saying, Please talk to me. However,
the answer she received changed her life forever.

I told you not to call me anymore, you piece of shit. You're
not worth anything, you fucking bitch. Go fuck yourself!

She had to read it several times. No one talked to her
like that. Now she was mad. She felt insulted, angry,
and furious. She didn’t know how to react. In normal
circumstances, she would never speak to that man again,
ever in her life. She would have blocked him on her phone
and social media, but she was in love with him. These
were not normal circumstances, and he wasn'’t just any
man. She loved him. She couldn’t let her pride and anger
get the better of her and make her lose him. No!

She kept manically dialing his number. His phone was
off. She dialed his home number. No answer. Last chance!
She dialed his office number. His secretary answered.

“How may I help you?”

“I need to talk to Mr. Walters,” Isabelle replied.

“He’s not here at the moment,” she said. “Can [ take a
message?”’

“Yes, he needs to call me back immediately. My name
is Isabelle Lucardi, and he has my number.”

She received a new message.

You've played me for too long. I was stupid enough to
trust you and your fucking game, you slut. You're a man’s
worst nightmare. Fuck you!!!

20



He was going too far now.

She wanted to cry, but her eyes were dry; the anger she
felt was suffocating her.

I need to get out of here; I need some air, she said to herself.

She grabbed her jacket and ran out of the apartment.

“It’s cold outside, Ms. Lucardi,” the concierge downstairs
tried to warn her, “you might need a scarf and gloves.”

“I'm alright like this. Thank you.”

“Ms. Lucardi, these arrived for you yesterday, around
noon. We tried to call and tell you, but there was no one
in your apartment.”

He was pointing to a beautiful vase with white roses
and lilies; their scent filled the entire lobby.

“Are they for me?” She reached for the card.

‘Nick’ was handwritten on the front of the envelope.

“We tried to deliver it to you, but nobody opened the
door, Ms. Lucardi”

“I was sleeping,” she said as if in a trance. “I wasn’t
feeling well.”

She couldn’t stop staring at the flowers; they were so
beautiful. Her eyes filled with tears.

“I'll take it upstairs with me.”

The concierge helped her carry the vase to the elevator.
She couldn’t wait to be back in her apartment, with the
door closed behind her; she wouldn’t be able to stop the
tears anymore.

What was happening to her? Was she having a bad
dream?

She opened the card. Why do I love her? It was a poem!

She finished reading it, and the card fell from her hands.
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Her face was awash with tears. She threw herself onto
the pillows on her bed to suppress the ripping screams
she was about to let out.

What'’s happening to me? What's happening to Nick?

She received a message.

It must be him. She jumped up. He’s realized how much
he loves me!!! she thought desperately.

She wiped her tears away with the palms of her hands
and checked her phone. It was him.

I've finally seen through all your lies. You're nothing but
a cheap whore. Don’t ever call me again.

What have I done to provoke this? she thought. Her mind
was going crazy; her emotions were killing her. She felt
angry, guilty, sad, and then angry again.

I need to get out of here. I need some air and to organize
my thoughts. I'm drowning in here. Nothing makes any
sense, she thought. Actually, this doesn’t even sound like
Nick. It’s probably somebody else! He must have had an
accident and lost his phone. It can’t be Nick ... He never
talks like this.

Now, she was even more confused.

She ran out of the apartment for the second time that
afternoon, leaving her scarf and gloves behind.

[t was cold outside. The wind hit her face, though she
felt nothing. Her tears left warm trails on her cheeks. She
put her hands in her pockets and walked to the corner of
60th Street and 1st Avenue. Which way she went didn’t
really matter.

She walked for a while before her mind started to clear
and, with it, so did her senses. She wasn’t wearing a hat;
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her ears were frozen, and so was her nose. She couldn’t
feel her fingers nor her toes, because all she wore on her
feet were sneakers. Isabelle looked at the street number:
45th Street. She had walked fifteen blocks, so she decided
to turn around, and head back home.

She had left her wallet in the apartment. As such, she
couldn’t get a taxi or buy herself a hot cup of coffee. But
at least her brain was functioning again.

He’s out of his mind. That was her final conclusion.
She hadn’t answered her phone for half a day, and he’d
called her all those names. He hadn’t even given her a
chance to tell him what had happened and why. He’d
insulted her on such a high level and told her not to call
him ever again! What’s missing from this picture? she
asked herself.

There was absolutely no chance he could have found
outabout Joe. And even if he had, she hadn’t had sex with
Joe; they hadn’t even kissed.

Whatever has happened and whatever I've done still
doesn’t give him the right to call me a piece of shit, a piece
of garbage, a slut, and a bitch. I don’t deserve this. | might
not be a saint, but neither is he. Even if I'm guilty, I don’t
deserve to be treated like this. We could’ve talked about it.
He could’ve told me what was bothering him...

She still had no idea why he’d gone so crazy.

Isabelle called her sister, but there was no answer. She
needed to talk to someone, but who? All her friends were
in Spain, and besides Peter, no one else had met Nick. She
had no one to whom to talk. She was in this big city all by
herself. Suddenly, the buildings around her felt higher, the
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traffic became louder, and she felt so tiny, so lonely, and
so frozen that she ran the rest of the way home.

She entered the apartment and checked her phone.
Nothing.

She decided to leave it for the moment until she had
spoken to someone else about it. First, she needed a
second opinion and a hot cup of coffee.

She watched General Hospital and tried to relax. Her
phone rang; it was Silvia.

“Hi, Sis, have you been looking for me?”

“Yes, I have. [ need to talk to you.”

“What’s happened now? Did you break a nail?” She
laughed.

“No. It’s Nick,” Isabelle said and started telling Silvia
the whole story in full detail.

“Delete his number right now! For all women'’s sake!”
Silvia was furious. “How dare he call you all those names?
He should leave you if he doesn’t like you anymore, but
don’t let him insult you. Please, Sis, you have to promise
me that you're not going to call him anymore. You deserve
better, someone who loves you and respects you. This
man has no respect for you or for himself. Think about it.”

“Yeah, alright. But I'm no better”

“Yes, you are. You are better than him. He’s been putting
you down all this time. Where’s your self-confidence?”

“Stop yelling at me! I can hear you. My ear hurts.”

“I'm sorry,” Silvia said. “I got carried away. All I wanted
to say is don’t call him! If you can do it, take my advice
and don’t ever call him again. Erase his number and forget
about him as quickly as possible. One day you'll thank me.
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This man isn’'t good, Sis. You might not see it now because
you're in love with him, but I do. Stay away from him.”

“I'll try. You're right,” Isabelle said and put down the
phone.
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More lies and anger

[t was Friday. She had no plans, no friends, and nowhere
to go. She could go to work, but no, it would be too hard
to pretend she was happy when all she wanted to do was
cry. She hadn’t eaten anything the whole day, so she made
herself a sandwich and a cocktail.

I might need another bottle of vodka if I keep drinking
this instead of water, she said to herself and decided to
stay home.

[t was 10 p.m. when the doorman called.

“Mr. Walters is here,” he announced.

She was lying on the couch, drinking her fourth cocktail.

What does he want now? To insult me some more? Wasn’t
it enough already?

She opened the door and went back to the couch. Nick
walked in and fixed his eyes on her without saying a word.

“Do you want something to drink?” She fixed her eyes
on him.

She shouldn’t have let him in; she looked terrible. Her
eyes were puffy from crying, her hair was a mess, and
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her breath smelled of alcohol, while he looked clean and
stylish.

“Why did you do that to me, Isabelle?”

“Do what, Nick?”

“Where were you on Wednesday night? You never
called me after work. You never answered your phone
on Thursday. Where the fuck were you?”

“At home,” she replied, without even blinking. “Right
here, at home!”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

“I didn’t have my phone. I'd left it in the dressing room,
and unfortunately, I don’t know your number by heart.
I don’t have it written down anywhere, so I couldn’t call
you; not until 4:30 p.m. on Thursday. [ had to wait for the
housemom to arrive because she was the one who had
picked it up after I left.”

“Who’s the housemom?” he asked, confused.

“The woman who works in the dressing room. She takes
care of the girls, sells dresses, and collects the house fee.
She doesn’t come in until 4 p.m., so I had to wait for her”
She paused and looked at him.

She could see the confusion in his eyes. She wasn’t sure
if he totally believed her, but she’d certainly blown away
his theory.

“I don’t believe you,” he snapped. “You could’ve sent me
an email. You could’ve come to my office. If you wanted
to, you could’ve found a way to contact me.”

“Nick, it’s January. It’s damn cold outside. I didn’t
know you’d make such a fuss if I waited until 4 p.m. to
call you.”
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He moved from the chair in which he was sitting and
sat on the couch next to her.

“Are you drinking again?”

“Excuse me, what do you mean again?”

“You've been drinking for the last two days; I can see
it in your face. You smell like alcohol.”

“Well, can you guess why?” She knew she shouldn’t
have let him in. She knew it!

Her phone was lying on the table beside her; he grabbed
it without asking her and started checking it.

“Who’s Joe Brown?” he asked.

“What are you doing? Have you heard about privacy?” She
tried to take it from him. “Why did you call Joe last week?
And oh ... he called you on Wednesday! What a coincidence!”

“Nick, stop doing this! It's not right. I love you; don’t push
me away. If there’s one thing [ hate and don’t tolerate in a
man, it’s jealousy and the outcome. You're interfering in my
private life right now. You've already hurt me enough with
your jealousy and insecurity for one day.” Her voice had
gotten louder, and her eyes were as dark as a thundercloud.

“You know what? I'm tired of you.” He got up. “I'm tired
of you, Isabelle, and I don’t regret anything I've said to
you today.”

He turned around and left.

She was steaming with fury. She wanted to kill him,
strangle him with her hands. She took a sip of her cocktail;
her eyes caught sight of the flowers he had sent her.

“You forgot something.” She picked up the vase and ran
after him; he was still waiting for the elevator to arrive.
“I don’t want them.”
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She left the flowers outside her front door and slammed
it behind her.

God, what was happening? What happened to the
sweet, caring man she’d fallen in love with? He was gone.

She went back to the living room and burst into tears.

I can’t let him go like this. She grabbed her jacket and
ran out to get a taxi. Her mind was racing. I can’t let him
treat me like this. What happened to our love? Did it vanish
into thin air? Was it all a lie? Has he ever loved me? Has he
been playing a game with me all this time?

The taxi dropped her off in front of The Torch building
on the corner of 40th and 2nd.

“Hello, Isabelle,” the doorman said. “He just came back.”

“I know. Tell him I'm here.”

He pressed one of the buttons behind his desk.

“Nick, Isabelle is here. Can I let her in?”

Nick said something she couldn’t hear, but the doorman
pointed to the elevators.

The apartment door was open. He was sitting in front
of the TV, smoking a cigarette. There were two ashtrays
on the table, both full. The room was dark; she turned
on the lights. The place reminded her of the time they
spent together, making love. It was only last Sunday he’d
asked her to move in with him. Everything was exactly the
same: the sofa, the TV, the table. Nothing had moved or
changed, just them. They had moved into separate worlds,
far apart from each other. She loved him, but her heart
was broken and ached. She had gone to tell him what she
thought about him. She’d been furious, but the minute
she’d entered the apartment and seen him, everything
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broke down inside her. They were both so wrong; they’d
destroyed and thrown away something so special. They
had been blessed with the love they shared, and what had
they done? She had lied to him, and all those lies had taken
her nowhere! Yet he had turned his back on her. They had
both betrayed each other’s trust. It wasn’t only about what
she did and what he said; it was much more. She closed
her eyes, and her mind drifted back to Canada...

There she was, waiting for him at the bottom of
the mountain, watching him ski down the slope. He’d
stopped right next to her. His eyes were shining. They
kissed each other, whispering promises. She trusted him
with her life, trusted every word he said to her; no one
could break the trust between them. She loved him with
all her heart and could feel his love envelop her. All that
seemed ages ago.

She opened her eyes; tears rolled down her face. She
tried to stop them, but couldn’t. The pain was stronger
than her and was tearing her apart. Why did God let that
happen to her? She hadn’t believed in real love before, she
hadn’t been looking for it either. God had putitin her path,
and now he was taking it away. She’d spent months trying
to learn how to love and trust that man, and now ... now
it was all gone.

“Why?” she whispered.

She forgot why she was there and what she wanted
to tell him. Somewhere, deep inside her heart, she knew
they would both calm down and get back together. It could
happen tomorrow or even then and there, but it would
never be the same.
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She looked around again; nothing had changed, yet
everything seemed different. It didn’t matter whose fault
it was; the pure feeling of love and endless trust was gone.
She turned around and left; he didn’t try to stop her.

She walked all the way back home; it was snowing
outside. It was midnight; there were cars on the street
going in all directions. She could see the faces of the
people inside them. They all looked happy ... It was Friday
night! All those people were on their way to clubs or back
home after going out for dinner. Everyone had a direction
and destination. Everyone except her. She had nowhere to
go. Her home wasn’t even her home anymore; she had to
move out by the end of next week but pushed the thought
away for the moment.

It took her nearly an hour to walk the twenty blocks
back to the apartment. She didn’t care; she couldn’t feel
the cold. The only thing she could feel was the pain in
her heart.
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The way a heart can hurt

[sabelle didn’t hear from Nick on Saturday or on Sunday.
She tried calling him a few times, but his phone was off.
Her entire weekend consisted of crying without leaving
the apartment.

She thought about calling Justin on Saturday for a drink
but changed her mind. Alcohol and drugs wouldn’t help
much in such a situation. On Sunday, late afternoon, she
finally went to Starbucks and got herself a big latte.

I should probably go to work tonight. She was standing
on the corner of her block, looking at the club across the
street. At least I'll be around people.

She needed to stop crying, so she went back home, took
a shower, and went to work.

“What’s happened to you? Oh my God, you look
terrible! What’s wrong with your eyes?” Willow was
staring at her in shock. “You can’t work like that, honey.
You need to put some ice on your eyes to get rid of the
puffiness.” She filled a glass with ice cubes and handed
it to Isabelle. “Take these with you to the dressing room,
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keep them on your eyes for five minutes, and you'll feel
much better.”

Isabelle did as she was told. She got dressed, put some
makeup on, and went back to the bar to talk to her friend.

“I broke up with Nick, or actually he broke up with me.”

“Why? What happened?”

“Ah,” Isabelle waved it away with her hand; she was
tired of trying to find the answer to that very question, “I
don’t want to talk about it. I only wanted to let you know
we broke up so you don’t ask me about him.”

“I understand. Don’t worry, babe, he’ll come back to
you, you'll see. Do you want a drink?”

“Why not?”

There were some men at the bar, but she didn’t feel like
talking to any of them. She went to the showroom, where
there were also a few other guys. She passed them and
sat by herself in the far corner of the room, wondering
why she had gone to work...

She had to have been sitting there for a while when she
heard someone ask her a question.

“Do you work here?”

She lifted her gaze. The boy was no older than twenty-two.

“Yes, why? Would you like a dance?” she asked him,
annoyed.

“Not really. I was just curious. You've been sitting here
all by yourself. May I offer you a drink?”

“Sure.”

“By the way, my name is Erik.” He sat next to her.

“Jordan. Nice to meet you.”

“You look sad.”
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“My grandpa died ... a few years ago. Sorry, I'm having
a bad day or a bad weekend. You said your name was
Erik, right? Where are you from? I don’t think I've seen
you around.”

“I'm from Boston. I come to Manhattan every two weeks
to get away and have some fun.”

The waitress arrived at the table and interrupted them.

“Would you like to order something to drink?”

“Can we have a bottle of champagne?” Erik asked. ‘A
bottle of Cristal, please.”

Both Isabelle and the waitress looked at him in surprise.

“Would this be cash or credit card?”

“Credit card,” he said and looked at Isabelle. “I guess
my cash will be for you.”

“Are you a drug dealer or something?” Isabelle asked
him as soon as the waitress left.

“No. Why?”

“I don’t know. You just seem too young to spend that
kind of money.”

“I'm twenty-three years old,” he said. “I help out in the
family business. We have a few factories in Boston, and we
work mainly with government contracts. My grandfather
founded the company many years ago.”

“Can you tell me what you make in those factories, or is
ita government secret?” She didn’t believe a single word.
“It's a secret, but I might share it with you one day.”

The champagne arrived together with a plate of
strawberries and cream.

Erik was a real sweetheart. He wasn’t handsome but
he was alluring and pleasant to talk to.
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“Can I give you a dance?” she asked him.

“No, thanks, but you can have this.” He put three
hundred dollars in cash in her hand. “Just sit down and
relax. I enjoy talking to you.”

“I like talking to you too.” She put away the money in
her small purse, and stayed with him all night.

“CanIseeyouagain?” he asked her before he left. “I'll be
back in the city next weekend. Maybe we could have lunch
or dinner together then. Only if you have time, of course.”

“Maybe...” she said.

“Will you give me your number so I can contact you?”

“Give me yours,” she said and gently kissed him on the
cheek. “I'll call you.”

“I've booked a table in Nobu for next Saturday.” He
scratched his number on a napkin and gave it to her. “I
would love for you to come and join me if you want.”

“I'll call you.” She took the napkin and left.

Isabelle couldn’t think about stuff like that at the
moment, so she got changed and went home.

She checked her phone; there were no messages from
Nick. She went to bed and cried herself to sleep.

The next day was even worse. Nick didn’t call, and she
was starting to panic about her move-out date and the
fact that she had nowhere to go. Frank called her to ask
how she was getting on with the packing. She didn’t dare
tell him what had happened. Somehow, she hoped things
would turn around and everything would be alright.

Her heart ached, and nothing could stop the tears from
coming to her eyes. The days passed, and there was no
sign of Nick. She left him a few messages, but he never
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returned her calls. The weekend had almost arrived, and
she had no idea what to do. Frank was expecting her to
leave by Saturday, and she hadn’t even started packing.
[sabelle decided it was time to tell him the truth, as going
to a cheap hotel for a while wasn’t an option. When she
moved to New York, she had only one suitcase, but now
there were six.

She had brought lots of stuff back from Spain, and now
she had one big suitcase packed with skiing gear. She
needed to rent a furnished studio for a month. That was
all she needed: a month. She would forget about Nick,
work every night, and make loads of money. That way, she
would be able to pay back her loan and return to Majorca.
[t sounded like a plan, if only she could stop crying.

She was ready to call Frank.

“Hey,” her voice was trembling. “I'm sorry to bother you,
Frank, but I need to talk to you. Something has come up.”

She couldn’t keep her tears from falling.

“Are you crying? What’s wrong, Isabelle?” He sounded
really worried.

“Frank, I've made such a mess. [ don’t know how to
sort it out. Nick and [ broke up.” She wept. “He doesn’t
want to have anything to do with me anymore. I have no
place to go, Frank. I need your help.” She broke down
completely. She had kept all the pressure inside for days
but couldn’t hide her pain and desperation anymore. “I'm
tired of pretending that everything is fine. I need help,
Frank, and you're all [ have in this city. I can’t move out
on Saturday. Could I stay in the apartment just for one
more month? Please!”
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[t came as a shock for Frank; he became nervous. What
should he tell her? He needed the apartment, as he had
people going to New York on Monday, and they were
supposed to stay there. There was no way he could let
Isabelle stay for another month.

He could feel in his heart that she was honest and all
alone. He had to find a way to help her.

She started weeping again.

“Please stop crying. | won’t kick you out on the street.
Don’t worry, darling, [ promise. Now, please stop crying.
Let me make a few phone calls and see what I can do. |
have to check if there’s anything available to rent for a
month. Everything will be alright. And forget about Nick.
I'll call you later”

The problem hadn’t disappeared, but at least she’d
shared it with him. She should have done it sooner. By
now, he would’ve found her a new place to stay, and she
would’ve forgotten all about it.

How could Nick do that to her? She thought he loved
her; he had told her so many times. How could that great,
big love suddenly fade like smoke after a couple of days?
He keptignoring her as if they’d never met. She had tried
to hold on, but love had turned into ashes in her hands.
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Fractures

[t was a grey morning, as if reflecting her soul. She made
a coffee and called her sister. She had been talking with
Silvia every day. Silvia was the only person who knew
what she was going through.

“Did he call you? And please tell me you haven’t been
trying to call him again?”

“No, I haven’t heard from him, but I spoke with Frank. I
told him all about the situation. [ had to. I had no choice.”

“What did he say?”

“He wasn’t happy about it, but he promised he’d help
me sort out the issue with the apartment. Sis, I miss him
so much. [ really do.”

“Who? Frank?” Silvia asked with surprise.

“No, Nick! Nothing is the same without him. I no longer
feel like doing anything. [ don’t want to eat, drink, or even
go out. All I do is work and act like a robot. Not even
money makes me happy anymore! I feel dead inside.”

“It'll go away, honey.” Silvia was feeling sorry for her.
She’d never had a good feeling about that man. “I know
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you're hurting right now, but the pain will fade away. And
remember, you're not alone. I love you so much. I wish
you’d never met that man, but you should take this as a
lesson that God is trying to teach you. You were never
completely honest with him. You did love him, but you
never really opened up to him, and neither did he. You
were both just playing a game: the game of love. In that
game, there are no winners or losers. Either you both win,
or you both lose; there’s no in-between. But don’t worry;,
now you know how to do it better next time.”

“What do you mean I didn’t open up to him?” Isabelle
inquired. “I loved him with all my heart.”

“And how many times did you lie to him?”

“That’s not fair! I feared he wouldn’t understand, but
I've never been unfaithful to him.”

“If he doesn’t understand you, maybe he isn’t the one.”
Silvia knew she was right about what she was saying but
couldn’t get her sister to understand. “All that matters now
is that you stop crying and find a new place to stay. Once
you go back to Spain, you'll forget about Nick in a second.”

“You're so damn right, Sis. I love you so much!”

“Don’t worry. I'll send you a bill for my psychological
consultations.” She joked.

[sabelle spent the rest of the day checking her emails,
making more calls, and watching TV.

Frank called to let her know that she could stay in the
apartment for another two weeks, though she had to leave
by the twentieth of February. Meanwhile, he was checking
some furnished studios she could rent on a weekly or
monthly basis.
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At least this drama is over for the moment, she thought,
and finally relaxed. She had another two weeks; that was
something!

[t was Friday night. She wondered if she should go to
work or stay at home. Since she wasn’t going out with
Nick anymore, she should at least make some money. She
decided to watch TV a little longer, and when she was
bored and tired of being alone, she grabbed her jacket
and went to Scores.

As usual, first, she had a drink at the bar with Willow.

“Nick was here yesterday, looking for you. Where were
you? | thought you worked on Thursdays.”

“I was here,” she said thoughtfully. “I was in the
President club last night for about three hours.”

“Look atyou, girl!” Willow smiled at her. “What are you
going to do with all that money? I'm only joking, honey.”

“Was he alone?” I[sabelle asked.

“Yes, and he didn’t stay long. He had two vodkas and
left.”

“Why doesn’t he ever answer my calls but comes here
looking for me? Men! I guess they all need to see a doctor
and get their mental health status checked.”

“He still hasn’t called you?” Willow noticed the anger
in Isabelle’s voice.

“No, not yet. Can we talk about something else?” She
turned around and checked the room. “Tonight, [ need to
meet a nice gentleman who will buy me dinner and give
me a thousand bucks.”

“I don’t know about the money, but I'll buy you dinner
if you let me.” The voice came from behind her.
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“Erik? What are you doing here? I thought you didn’t
arrive until tomorrow.”

“I'’knew I'd find you here tonight. You still haven’t given
me an answer to my invitation for tomorrow night.”

“Oh ... Saturday ... Nobu!” She had completely forgotten
aboutit, though no wonder; after everything that happened
during the week.

“You promised to call me, remember?” He didn’t take
his eyes off her, as if demanding an answer.

“I'll go,” she said. She had nothing to do anyway. “What
time do you want to meet? And where?”

“I'll pick you up. How about at 7 p.m.? The table is
booked for 8 p.m.” He hesitated for a moment. “Will you
give me your number now?”

She smiled at him; he seemed like a nice guy, and she
hadn’t treated him very well last Sunday. She gave him
her number and her address.

“So, let me buy you a nice dinner now.” He took her hand
and led her to a table. Scores wasn’t only famous for its
girls but also its steak and lobster.

Erik left right after dinner. That was good because she’d
started to see him more as a friend than a client, and it
would have been difficult for her to take money from him.
But that’s why she was there: to make money.

Friday nights were crazy in Scores, almost like Christmas.
More than eighty or ninety girls were working that night.
The restaurant was full, the showroom was packed, all
the private rooms were booked, and the President Club
was closed for a private party. Isabelle went from table
to table, giving dances, talking to the guys, and getting
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many drinks. She preferred to stay in the showroom; there
were more people, the music was louder, and there were
no deep conversations. All everyone wanted was to have
fun and get drunk.

If someone takes me to a private room tonight, I'll make
them cry there, she thought to herself.

She was so exhausted by the end of the night that she
could barely feel her feet. That was exactly what she
wanted. She’d made lots of money and worked hard for
it this time, and now she would go home, straight to bed
without even having the strength to cry or think about Nick.

She went to get changed and checked her phone. There
were a few missed calls from an unknown caller. It had
to be Erik.

The next day, she checked her voicemail and couldn’t
believe what she heard. It was Nick!

“Hey, babe. It's me, Nick. I just wanted to say that I miss
you. 'm at home, chilling on the couch and thinking about
you. I miss your smile, honey, and your lips. The truth is,
[ miss every part of you. I'll call you tomorrow.”

What was that all about? He had to be smoking pot.
[sabelle had to resist the temptation to call him back
straight away or, even worse, jump in a cab and go to his
place. She wanted to scream, I miss you too, my love! But
no, she had to wait. He’'d said, I'll call you tomorrow, so
she had to wait.

She waited the whole day. The only people who called
her were Frank, Silvia, and Erik. She started crying again.

Why had he even called her? Was it only to tease her
and remind her of the time they were still in love? She
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hated him for hurting her again. She hated him and loved
him at the same time.

Erik picked her up at 7 p.m. as he’d promised, and they
went to Nobu. She really had to push herself to go. She knew
that if she stayed home, it would be worse. The loneliness
would have killed her. She’d had to putice on her eyes again
for ten minutes because of how red and puffy they were.

Nobu was cool. She didn’t like sushi that much, but
enjoyed everything else. Isabelle let Erik order, as he knew
the menu and restaurant quite well.

“Do you come here often?” she asked him.

“Once a month.”

She’d heard about the place, but it was her first time. All
she knew was that it was complicated to get a reservation
and that the restaurant was owned by Robert De Niro.
Her first impression was excellent, and Erik was great
company; he took pictures of them together.

“I'll send them to you later,” he promised her.

The chef had to be a magician. The whole night was a
success. She was happy she’d gone.

They met again on Sunday to go for a walk. Erik liked
shopping, so they went to Macy’s and then to BiCE for
lunch. Erik was uncomplicated and easygoing.

“I'll be back next weekend. Can I see you again?” he
asked when he dropped her off in front of her building.

“Sure!” she didn’t hesitate atall. To hell with Mr. Walters!

She needed to drag herself out of the hole of sorrow and
self-pity in which she’d fallen. Enough of that! She almost
believed in all the positive self-talk. It lasted exactly until
Monday, when Nick called her from his office.
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The circles of love

“Hey, it’s me, Nick,” as if she didn’t recognize his voice.
“How are you?”

“I'm cold,” she answered and bit her lip. She was cold,
walking down the street on her way the bank, but still,
what type of answer was that?

“I miss you. Can I see you?” he said.

Her heart stopped. She couldn’t see or breathe ... He
wanted to see her and missed her! No, no, no!

She should have said, “No!” then and there and put
down the phone, as she’d practiced so many times for
the last ten days.

I don’t need him anymore. I don’t need any more pain
or drama in my life, was what she should have said, but
instead of that, the only word that came out of her mouth
was, “When?”

She was in his apartment ten minutes later.

Nick was waiting for her. She sat beside him on the
couch, scared to look at him. Isabelle knew that if she
glanced once at those green eyes, she wouldn’t be able
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to resist him. She had come only to see him and say hello,
nothing else. She was a woman who had recently gained
full control of her life. She wouldn’t give it up ever again,
especially not to Nicholas Walters. She couldn’t face the
possibility of leaving her happiness in his hands again.
Men weren’t trustworthy; they eventually let someone
down.

She was strong, or that’s what she thought until he
kissed her.

The touch of his lips, when they met hers, felt so
welcoming, so right, so long-awaited. He teased her,
slowly caressing her. His lips nibbled on her bottom lip.
She put her arms around his neck. He lifted her in his
arms and stood up. Before she realized it, he’d carried
her to the bedroom and gently put her down on the bed.
She didn’t try to fight against it, and let him undress her.

The silence was so thick one could cut through it with
a knife. Her eyes were fixed on his. There were so many
questions she wanted to ask him. He took off his pants
and unbuttoned his shirt. She was lying naked, scared to
breathe or move. She didn’t want to break the magic or
wake up if it was a dream. Isabelle desperately needed him
and wanted to be one with him again. She reached for him;
his touch set her body on fire, but he wasn’tin a hurry. He
wanted to show her how powerless she was before him
and that he could do whatever he wanted to her.

He kept on teasing her, playing with her breasts, kissing
her body slowly and gently. He carried on until she begged
him to take her.

“I need you. Let me feel you inside me, please.”
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He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction. He wanted her
to beg more. He wanted her to know that he was the one.
Her body arched beneath him. He thrust into her and
took her deeper and deeper. The pain was so sweet, she
screamed from pleasure.

They climaxed at the same time. They were one again!

She held him in her arms, trying to stop her tears from
falling.

“I've missed you,” he whispered in her ear.

“I've missed you too.”

They remembered then that they hadn’t used
protection, but she didn’t care. [sabelle loved him, and, if
she got pregnant, she would have the baby—a child made
with love. Nick also knew what he was doing.

“I'love you.” He almost squeezed her to death in his arms.

Nick had to return to the office, so she left with him.

“I'll call you,” he said and kissed her.

Somehow, it all seemed strange. They had barely
spoken to each other. They’d made passionate love, and
then he’d left. She didn’t know what to make of it. She
thought about calling her sister, but then changed her
mind when she imagined Silvia’s reaction.

Nick didn’t call her during the day.

I[sabelle went to work, but Nick didn’t call her at night
either. What was that supposed to mean? She didn’t
have an answer but wanted to find out first thing in the
morning.

She woke up, made herself a strong coffee, and dialed
his number. No answer. She tried again, but he had turned
off his phone. What kind of game was he playing with her?
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She could feel the anger rising in her chest. He'd
treated her like a cheap whore. He’d ordered her to go to
his house, then fucked her and sent her away. She didn’t
want to believe it was really happening; he couldn’t be
that cruel.

Nick called her on Wednesday morning.

“Hi, babe, how are you?” He sounded like nothing had
happened.

“I'm fine,” she answered, trying not to show her
emotions.

“Do you want to go for dinner tonight?” he asked
casually.

She wanted to slap him. How dare he act like that? He'd
almost driven her mad during the last two weeks. He'd
insulted her in all ways possible, he’d made love to her
and hadn'’t called her for two days, and now he was asking
her out for dinner without even apologizing. No! She loved
him, but she still had a tiny bit of pride left somewhere
inside her. There wasn’t a lot but, there was enough to
say, “I can’t tonight.”

He didn’t seem too bothered by her answer.

“I was just asking,” was all he said.

“We can go out on the weekend if you want,” she
suggested. “I'm moving out of Frank’s apartment in two
weeks.”

He didn’t say anything; no comment at all.

“Do you know where I can rent an apartment for a
month? It has to be furnished,” she asked.

“No, but I can check online for you and send you some
options.”
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They spoke for another five minutes. He let her go and
promised to call her later that day, but he never did. She
changed her mind about dinner and tried to call him, but
he didn’t answer. She sent him a message instead, but he
ignored it.

I[sabelle was too upset to go to work, so she decided to
stay at home. She called Silvia; tears were rolling down
her face. She looked back at her life, going through her
past, and couldn’t remember another moment where she
had cried that much.

Her phone rang; it was Kelly and Steven. She hadn’t
seen them since they were in London. Frank had told them
what had happened, and they had assumed she would
be sitting alone at home, so they asked her to join them
for dinner.

She didn’t want to, but she knew she should. If only
because she wouldn’t be able to cry so much in a public
place.

They finished dinner by 10 p.m. It was still early, so she
decided to check up on Nick one more time. His phone
rang, but he didn’t answer.

“If you want to know what'’s really going on with him,
go to his apartment and knock on his door”

And that’s exactly what she did.
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Running in circles

[sabelle entered the lobby and headed for the elevators.
“I'm sorry, Isabelle, I can’tlet you in,” the doorman said.
“Excuse me?” She wasn’t expecting that.

“Mr. Walters has left a note saying that you and another
person called Jordan aren’t allowed upstairs without
notice anymore.”

She turned around to face him. Isabelle was furious;
that was so embarrassing!

“Why don’t you call him and tell him I'm here.”

She checked the time; it was 10:30 p.m. He would be at
home and awake. She heard Nick’s voice on the intercom
and headed towards the elevators again.

“I'm sorry, Isabelle, he said you can’t go up.”

She froze. It took her a while to collect herself and
understand what was happening. She could feel the man
behind her staring at her, waiting for her to react. She put
a smile on her face and turned around.

“Would you be so kind as to call me a taxi? I guess I
have to come back at another time.”
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The taxi dropped her off on the corner of 61st and 1st.

She went to Merchants. There were no tears left in
her eyes. She wasn’'t angry and didn’t feel any sadness or
pain. In fact, she felt nothing. She was in shock. Her eyes
were wide open, and she blinked only once in a while. She
ordered a Cosmopolitan at the bar and finished it while
smoking a cigarette. Isabelle moved as if she were in a
trance. Her mind had blocked all her senses; there were
no thoughts in her head.

She left Merchants and started walking. Isabelle
couldn’t remember how she ended up in Scores when
Willow saw her sitting at the bar.

“Jordan, what are you doing here?”

“I don’t know,” Isabelle answered without even looking
at her.

“You look as if you've just witnessed a murder.”

She couldn’t answer. Willow put a shot of tequila in
front of her. She knew Isabelle didn’t like tequila, but it
was the only way to get her out of her head.

“Drink this, babe.” She pushed the glass towards her.
“It'll make you feel better.”

[sabelle took it and drank it down without even looking
at it. She made a funny face and shivered, but her eyes
remained the same, empty.

“It wasn’t me,” she finally said. “It was him. I went to
his apartment. He was there with another woman, and
he didn’tlet me in. He told the doorman I couldn’t go up.”

“Who said that, honey? Who are you talking about?”
Willow couldn’t follow her and had no idea what she was
talking about.
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“Nick. Nick is fucking another woman right at this
moment.”

“You can’t be sure about this, honey. Maybe he’s just tired.”

[sabelle blinked for the first time; her eyes filled with
anger.

“I'm certain! Don’t tell me what I know and what I
don’t!” she snapped at Willow. “I feel it. I feel it right here.”
She put her hand on her chest.

Willow stepped out from behind the bar and hugged
her.

“It'll be fine. You'll see. He'll come back to you, begging
for you. Nick will never find anyone like you.”

“Another woman as dumb and stupid as me. You're
absolutely right.”

I[sabelle wanted to go home. She wanted to drown in
her tears and not talk to anyone. She especially didn’t
need anyone’s pity.

She’d only lost a man, for God'’s sake, not her firstborn
child. She rose from her chair, but Willow stopped her.

“Idon’t want you to go. There’s no point in hiding right
now. You've been hiding for the past two weeks. Come on!”
She made Isabelle a drink and placed it before her. “Talk
to me. You can’t cry in here; look at you. Haven’t you cried
enough over the bastard already? He doesn’t deserve your
tears, honey. I forbid you to be sad. But you have the right
to be fucking angry. So let it all out!”

“I thought it was me. I thought I wasn’t good enough.
['ve been blaming myself all this time, but it was him. He’s
been seeing that woman for a while, during the time we've
been fighting. 'm not sure, but it might be his ex-girlfriend.
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He asked me out for dinner tonight, and I said no. [ went
out with another couple instead, and they said [ should
go to his place and talk to him. I called him, and he didn’t
answer, so [ went to his building. The doorman told him
[ was downstairs, and Nick ordered him not to let me in.
[ honestly don’t know how I got here. | have no memory
of me coming here or if [ went somewhere else before.
What time is it, anyway?”

“It’'s midnight. You were in shock when you arrived
about fifteen minutes ago.”

She went to the bathroom to wash her face.

“Isabelle, is that you?” someone called her name on her
way back to the bar. “I can’t believe my eyes. What are you
doing in New York?” the voice came from behind her, but
she couldn’t see where.

She was about to leave.

“Don’t go, please.” The guy came out of the men’s room.

“Willie? What are you doing here?” It was William
Driver, a friend of hers, who lived in London. “You're the
last person I expected to see in a strip joint in the Big
Apple,” she said, trying to fix her hair and wipe away the
rest of her tears at the same time.

“I flew in yesterday, and I'm flying back home on
Saturday. | had a meeting today. Luckily, it all went well,
and now I have two days to kill. It's my first time in this
joint, but it rocks, man. What are you doing here?”

“I've been in New York for half a year now. I had a
boyfriend, and we just broke up. We broke up tonight.
[ caught him with another woman.” She looked down so
that Willie wouldn’t see her tears.
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“I'm sorry to hear that, sweetie. You'll get over it, don’t
you worry.”

He followed her to the bar and offered her a drink.

“Are you here by yourself?” she asked him.

“No, my two friends are in that big room where you
can get a dance. One of them came with me from London.
The other one is from here; he lives in Manhattan. He’s
the one who brought us here tonight. What are you doing
here?”

William didn’t know that she was a dancer.

“I came to talk to my friend Willow.” She pointed at the
girl behind the bar. “I also live across the street, so this is
something like my local bar”

William and Isabelle had met through another friend
at a wild party in London two years ago. He had tried to
go out with her. They’d kissed a few times, but things
never got serious, and then, one day, they lost track of
each other. She didn’t really care about him; he was just
her party partner when she was in London. Anyway;, it was
good to see him, as she could use a friendly face.

His friends came to find them, and Willie introduced
them.

“Isabelle, this is Bob from London and Todd from New
York”

“Nice to meet you,” she said, smiling.

They all left together and went for another drink in
Merchants. Isabelle couldn’t keep up with the boys, so
she decided to go back to her place.

Willie walked her to her building. She kissed him on
the cheek and went home.
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Sleep didn’t come to her that night. She tossed and
turned in bed until early in the morning. It was 5:30 a.m.
when she decided to go back to Nick’s place. She knew it
was a bad idea but had to do it. She had taken a few of the
tranquilizer pills Willie had given her the night before, so
at least she’d stopped crying.

She took a shower and got dressed. The pills, together
with the alcohol, had fogged her mind, but she thought
she knew what she was doing.
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The break down

The taxi left her in front of Nick’s building. There was a
different doorman this time; he stopped her as well.

“I need to call Mr. Walters first,” he said, “but I think
he left already.” He tried his apartment, but there was no
answer. “I'm sorry, ma’am, he’s left.”

Never mind, she thought. She knew where his office was.

The office of Addison Investment International was
situated on the ninth floor of a stunning building on 4th
Avenue. She asked at the front desk which suite she could
find them in. The nice guy behind the desk helped her out,
and she headed to the elevators.

Nick was in his office. Isabelle opened the door and saw
him talking on the phone. There were another thirty or
forty people in the room. Everyone sat in front of a small
desk with a phone, looking busy. Bill Addison’s and Nick’s
desks were next to each other, facing the rest. They both
turned in her direction when she opened the door. She’d
knocked before, but no one had answered. Where is their
secretary? she wondered.
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Nick froze and raised his eyebrows. He sure hadn’t
expected her to show up in his office. He finished his
conversation on the phone, said something to Bill, and
went up to her. She waited patiently next to the door
without making any noise.

“What are you doing here, Isabelle?” He sounded angry.

“I need to talk to you.”

“I have nothing to tell you,” he said.

“You look drunk. Did you sleep at all last night, or were
you out partying until now?”

I[sabelle let the words slide over her. She wanted
answers and wasn’t leaving without them. They could
fight at another time.

They were standing on the street in front of the
building, smoking a cigarette. It was 7:30 a.m., and the
city was starting to get busy. She tried to ignore all the
noises around her and focus on Nick.

“What’s happening to us?” she asked him directly,
straight to the point. “Why are you doing this shit to me?”

“Doing what? You've been drinking all night. You should
go home, I[sabelle.” Nick was getting angrier by the second.
He wasn’tin a chatty mood that morning and just wanted
to get rid of her.

“Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t love me anymore.
Say it and I'll go. I'll never bother you again,” Isabelle said.

Her eyes fixed on his, but he looked away, avoiding any
eye contact.

“I'm not telling you anything. You're out of your mind.
You're insane! You need to go home, and I have to get
back to work. I have no time for any of your silly games...”
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“Why didn’t you let me in last night?” she interrupted
him.

“I'was tired and didn’t want to fight with you again.” He
looked away, somewhere behind her shoulder.

She knew he was lying. Her eyes filled with tears. She
tried to stop them, but the pain was stronger.

“Don’t do this now, please. I don’t need this drama,” he
said, and took her hand.

For a moment, she thought he would pull her into his
arms and Kiss her, but instead, he walked her to the taxi
on the corner, put her in the car, and gave the driver her
address.

“Go home, Isabelle. That's what’s best for you.”

He didn’t even look at her.

“I'm going back to Spain,” she tried to threaten him.

She thought he would try to stop her, to make her stay
in New York, close to him. He loved her; he had to love
her. She was sure of that.

“Have a safe flight,” he said, and closed the cab’s door.

Her world crumbled. That was the end of their love
story. He didn’t care about her and had humiliated her
so deeply. He’d wished her a safe flight, for Christ’s sake!

She cried all the way back to her place. The taxi dropped
her off in front of the building. She passed the doorman,
face covered in tears. She felt so embarrassed. Those
people had been watching her cry for weeks, and she
could see the pity in their eyes.

The elevator arrived, and she rushed into it. She
dropped to the floor, holding her head between her knees,
and let it all out.
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She wanted to scream but waited until she was in the
apartment.

[sabelle went straight to the fridge and pulled out the
bottle of vodka. If he was accusing her of being a drunk,
she could have a drink. She poured herself a large glass of
vodka with orange juice and took two more Xanax pills.
Normally, that amount would have put an elephant to
sleep. She’d had five since last night and was still awake.
Isabelle started to cry hysterically. Her hands were
shaking. She emptied the glass quickly, hoping the vodka
would calm her down. She was on the edge of having a
heart attack.

“Silvia ... I need to call Sisi. She’ll help me,” she was
talking out loud. “I'm going crazy. I need help. Where’s
the fucking phone?” She dialed the number and dropped
onto the couch.

She could feel the pills and the alcohol slowly working.
Finally! I need some sleep.

The phone rang.

“Hello?” Sisi answered with a sleepy voice.

“Sis, it's me,” Isabelle almost screamed. “It’s over. He
doesn’t want to have anything to do with me anymore. |
need you, Sis. [ want to die. I can’t stop crying. I want to
die, Sis. It hurts so much.” She was shaking, and so was
Silvia.

She could tell Isabelle was in a bad place. Her sister
had been putting herself down for a while, hiding behind
her pain and enveloping herself in sorrow and self-pity.
She knew it would all burst out of her one day. She only
hoped Isabelle wasn’t on her own. Silvia feared for her and
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worried that she might hurt herself. She was thousands
of miles away from New York. All she could do was talk
to Isabelle and try to calm her down.

After getting some rest, she should go to the airport
and take the first flight to Tampa. Isabelle needed to be
with her family. That man had psychologically abused her
enough, and she was all by herself, with no one to help
her. Not even Frank was there...

“Sis, calm down, breathe. Please try to relax. I love you,
honey. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you. Listen
to me. Take a deep breath..”

Isabelle tried to follow her sister’s voice.

“...and now breathe out. Do it again. Try to relax. Focus
on your breathing. I wish I were there with you, Sis. Calm
down and get some rest. Then, go to the airport and catch
a flight to Tampa today.”

“It hurts so much.” Isabelle was breathing heavily.

Those were the last words Silvia heard from Isabelle
before the silence.

She dialed her cell phone number. No answer. It was
ringing, but no one answered. She dialed the house
number. The line was busy.

Silvia panicked. She called her husband at work; it was
an emergency.
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To hell and back

[sabelle woke up from a sharp slap to her face and then
another. She opened her eyes and squeezed them shut
again.

Three pairs of eyes were staring at her, no more than
four inches from her face.

“Have I died?” she asked. “I must be in hell, and you
must be demons.”

“Ms. Lucardi, can you hear me?” one of the demons
asked her.

Isabelle was afraid to move. She wasn’t ready to leave,
but how did she die? What happened? The last thing she
remembered was ... She couldn’t remember anything.

“Ms. Lucardi, can you hear me?” The voice sounded
unfamiliar.

She didn’t recognize it, so she tried to ignore it. Isabelle
wanted to remember what had happened and how
she’d died. She tried to concentrate, but then a thick fog
appeared and clouded her mind, causing her to drift away
again.
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Slap! Someone slapped her across the face. This time,
it was a lot harder.

She opened her eyes and stared at a pair of big brown
eyes. Everything around them was black. It was the Devil
himself.

“Oh God, get me out of here,” she whispered.

“Ms. Lucardi, open your eyes. Can you hear me?”

Someone put something that had a sharp menthol
smell under her nose. She jumped and sat up straight.
She looked around; she was still on the couch in Frank’s
apartment. So who were those people? Isabelle had never
seen them before. She tried to focus.

“Are you all right? Can you hear me now?” It was the
Devil again.

The Devil turned out to be a good-looking black
lady dressed as a doctor. Something very strange was
happening, and she had to find out what it was. Her mouth
was dry. She tried to open it to ask a question, but her
tongue wouldn’t move.

“We’re taking you with us to the hospital. We need to
check on you properly and run some tests,” the lady doctor
told her. “Did you want to hurt yourself, Ms. Lucardi? Did
you try to Kill yourself?”

Isabelle looked up at her in shock. What was she talking
about? Killing herself? Her first instinct was to check her
body. She couldn’t see any blood; she knew she didn’t have
a gun, and there wasn'’t a knife on the table. There was
only an empty bottle of vodka.

“Did you drink the whole bottle, Ms. Lucardi? You need to
tell us the truth. You might have suffered alcohol poisoning.”
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The doctor had to be crazy. Isabelle knew she drank
too much sometimes, but she wasn’t an alcoholic. It was
a one-liter bottle of vodka.

“I had one glass, a strong one, but no more than that,”
she said.

“Did you take any tablets?”

[sabelle couldn’t remember. She was trying, but ... Wait
aminute. She closed her eyes and could see Nick in front of
his office. Have a safe flight, he’d told her. She saw herself
sitting on the floor in the elevator, crying. Her sister ... She
was talking to Silvia on the phone. What happened after
that? She grabbed her phone; fifteen missed calls, all from
Frank and Silvia.

“What’s going on here?” She tried to get up from the
couch, but the doctor stopped her.

“Your sister called us, saying you might have tried to
kill yourself.”

“What? Kill myself? Why?”

One of the men was talking on her house phone.

“Yes, sir, she’s all right. Yes, sir. One moment.” He passed
I[sabelle the phone.

“Thank God you’re OK. What have you done, darling?”
It was Frank; he sounded really worried.

“Frank, I haven’t done anything. I fell asleep while
talking to my sister on the phone. That’s all...”

She looked around and saw the amusement on the faces
of the people in the room. They put her on one of those
stretchers she’d seen only on TV before and carried her
out of the apartment.

“I can walk,” she was trying to protest, but they ignored her.
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Two ambulances were parked right in front of the main
entrance. The lobby was full of people who were watching
the parade. The doorman, the concierge, the cleaner, the
building manager, and even the two maintenance guys
were there.

“Nicholas Walters, you're dead,” she whispered.

She was admitted to hospital. A nurse took some blood
samples and checked her blood pressure. [sabelle thought
that would be all, but she was wrong. After that, they
took her to a different department and left her there.
It was a very different section, as it was the Psychiatric
Department. She had to be seen by a psychiatrist before
they could let her go home.

There were ten cubicles in total and an armed security
guard at the main door. Each cubicle had only a bed and
a toilet.

“Am I under arrest?” she asked the nurse, who was
taking down her details.

“This is for your own safety. We don’t want you to try
to hurt yourself again.”

“Ididn’t try to hurt myself!” Isabelle yelled at the nurse.
“I fell asleep.”

The nurse walked away, and Isabelle looked at the
guard.

“Sir. Excuse me, sir? May [ make a phone call? I need to
call my sister. This is all a big mistake. Please.”

“You need to speak to your doctor,” he said without
looking at her.

The doctor visited her an hour later. She was a nice lady
in her mid-forties.
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“Hello, Ms. Lucardi. I understand you've tried to kill
yourself.”

“Ma’am, I fell asleep while I was talking to my sister on
the phone. I was upset. I just broke up with my boyfriend.”
She took a deep breath. “I was crying, because [ was very
upset, as I've already mentioned, but I didn’t try to kill
myself.”

“Have you taken any drugs?” the doctor asked.

“Not last night.”

“Do you usually take drugs?”

Isabelle looked at her suspiciously.

“Don’t worry. I'm your doctor. I'm not allowed to share
your information without your consent. So, do you usually
take drugs?”

“I usually take cocaine at the weekends.”

“Anything else? Ecstasy? Pot?”

“No.”

“Do you have problems with alcohol?”

“No, ma’am. I drink almost every day, mostly at night.
[ work in a nightclub. I don’t crave alcohol nor drink in
the mornings...”

“Not until this morning.” The doctor gave her a funny
look.

I[sabelle didn’t say anything to defend herself. She only
looked down, ashamed. She had done all that because of
a man.

“When can I go back home?” Isabelle asked.

“Soon,” the doctor said and left.

The door to her cubicle opened five hours later. Isabelle
had curled up in a corner of her bed, crying.
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“I thought you'd forgotten about me,” she said.

The doctor returned her clothes to her.

“You can get changed now, Ms. Lucardi.” She put a paper
in front of her. “But first, you have to sign this.”

“What is it?”

“Your discharge form. You should go home and try to get
some sleep. You've had enough excitement for one day”

[sabelle did exactly as the doctor told her. But before
she went to sleep, she called her sister.

Silvia was relieved that nothing serious had happened.
She had already spoken to the doctor from the hospital.

“Did you know they locked me up in a cubicle? As if |
were in jail.”

Silvia couldn’t stop giggling as she listened to Isabelle’s
story.

“They discharged me now. [ was there for seven hours.
It was a crazy house, Sis. Most of the people in there were
mentally ill.”

Silvia was laughing. She could picture her sister in a
madhouse. [sabelle also started laughing.

“Did you know the man in the cubicle beside mine told
me they could keep me legally in there for twelve days?”

“Ha-ha-ha.1didn’t know that!” Silvia was getting louder
by the minute. “I thought you were in a normal hospital
room. [ even got angry with your doctor for releasing
you so soon. I wanted her to keep you there for two or
three days.”

There was silence.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Isabelle yelled. “I
could kill you with my own hands.”
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They started laughing again.

“What did the doctor tell you? Why didn’t she want to
keep me any longer?” Isabelle was curious.

“She said you weren’t mentally ill, but heavily intoxicated.
That’s why she kept you there for several hours, so you
could sober up.” She was laughing hysterically now.

It had been a long day for both of them. Isabelle went
straight to bed; she desperately needed some sleep.

She woke up later that evening, ordered a pepperoni
pizza, and watched TV.

Frank called her.

“I didn’t want to disturb you earlier. I thought you’d
be sleeping. They called me from the hospital and told
me you were back home. I can’t believe you tried to kill
yourself because of that bastard.”

“I didn’t try to kill myself,” she said, but he completely
ignored her.

“I can’t go back to New York so soon, and I don’t want
you to be alone. I think it would be a good idea if you
spent the weekend with your sister. | bought you a ticket
already, so you can’t say no. Your flight leaves on Friday,
that is, tomorrow, from La Guardia. You'll arrive in Tampa
in the afternoon, and then you’ll fly back to New York on
Tuesday morning. I'll send you the details to your email
later. Please check it before you go to bed. My driver will
pick you up tomorrow at 8 a.m. Don’t be late!”

Isabelle didn’t know what to say. She was so lucky to
have friends like Frank in her life.

“Thanks, Frank. Thank you for caring about me and
being my friend.”
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“I'll have a new place for you by the time you come
back,” he said. “Now is not the time to discuss this, but
don’t forget you must move out of the apartment by next
Sunday. My family arrives on Monday, and they’ll be
staying for a week.”

“I know, I haven'’t forgotten. I've spoken with some of
the girls in the club, and if nothing else comes up, I can
move in with one of them for a while. You've got nothing
to worry about. Thanks again for the ticket. I'll call you
tomorrow from Florida.”

She finished her pizza and went to bed.
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The Florida sunshine

The plane landed in Tampa in the early afternoon. It was
a beautiful sunny day in Florida—a nice change after cold
and snowy New York.

Silvia was waiting in her car for her sister to call and
give her the gate number. She had her little daughter with
her. Anastasia was three and a half years old. The phone
rang; it was Isabelle.

“Come to Gate G, the Blue Line,” Isabelle said.

“We're going to pick up Auntie Bella,” Silvia told Annie.
“Auntie Bella will be taking you to the park. Oh, there she is.”

Isabelle came out of the Gate, pulling a small Louis
Vuitton suitcase and wearing a black Juicy Couture
tracksuit.

“Always travel in style.” Silvia smiled. “You don’t look
like you spent the day in a mental institution yesterday
after trying to kill yourself.” She gave her sister a kiss and
a big hug.

“How’s my little princess?” Isabelle took Anastasia in
her arms. “How’s my pretty girl? Did you miss me?”
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Annie adored Isabelle. She always brought her lots of
nice presents, took her for walks, and played with her in
the park.

“I'm so glad I came,” [sabelle said and jumped in the car.
She felt safe and at peace when she was with her family.

Silvia had a small, two-story house in the south of
Tampa.

They sat in the backyard, drinking coffee and watching
Annie play with her new bicycle.

“I was really worried about you yesterday,” Sisi said. “I
called both your numbers nonstop; one kept ringing with
no answer, and the landline was constantly busy ... | went
nuts. I called Frank to ask him about the address, but his
phone was off, so I called Nick.”

“What?”

“I couldn’t call the Emergency service without knowing
your address,” Silvia defended herself. “Nick told me that
you had gone to his office early that morning and were
drunk.”

“Did you tell him you were about to call an ambulance?
Why didn’t he come and check on me? I can’t believe how
cruel he is! Did you tell him also [ was in the hospital?”

“Of course. When I called an ambulance, you were
immediately taken to the hospital. So yeah, he knew.”

“What did he say?”

“He said that you're not his responsibility.” She couldn’t
look Isabelle in the eye as she said it. Silvia could feel her
pain and hated Nick for doing that to her.

The next few days went by quickly. Silvia dedicated
all her time and attention to taking care of Isabelle.
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They went for long walks by the ocean and talked about
everything except Nick. On Saturday, Silvia cooked her
favorite dinner. Fred, Sisi's husband, looked after Annie
so they could spend as much time together as possible.

“You must forget about Nick. It's time to turn the
page and move on,” Silvia told her sister. “When I spoke
to him on the phone, he explained that you both come
from different worlds that don’t fit in together. He needs
someone who has anormal job and is at home every night,
someone who cooks dinner and waits for him to get back
from work. So, Sis, do you see yourself doing this?”

“No.”

“You're in New York today, in London tomorrow, and
in Paris the day after. You live on a dream island, and
you've never worked in your entire life besides these past
five months; that’s if we can call dancing and partying
working. The only thing that you can cook is spaghetti. So
the way I see it, you really don’t belong together. You're
better off going to Spain and finding a boyfriend from
your own world. Someone who can afford you because
you're very expensive, Sis.”

“How do you do it? Always staying calm and being
fucking right!”

“Fred taught me.” Silvia smiled.

“You're so lucky to have him.”

“He’s lucky to have me.” Silvia grinned.

Isabelle had never considered that perspective before.
She focused only on the emotions, but not the facts. She
still believed that love alone could rule the world, but it
was time for her to move on.
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On Monday night, everyone went to bed early. They
had to be at the airport by 7:30 a.m., as the flight to New
York left at 8:45 a.m. Isabelle spent her last night playing
with Anastasia. She adored her little niece and called her
‘little me".

71



Crossroads

She took a taxi from La Guardia back to the city. It was
mid-February, the coldest month of winter. The sky
pressed down on New York, covering it in a gray fog. She
already missed sunny Florida.

From now on, I'll concentrate on making money. I need
to move out by Saturday, pay all the bills, and send money
to Spain for my loan. I'm tired of New York. [ want to go
home. One more month, and that’s it, she said to herself.

She went back to the apartment, took a shower, and
left for work.

“Guess who'’s here?” Willow smiled at her. “Go straight
to the bar. I'll be there in a minute. Joe Brown is waiting
for you there. I told him you’d be here today. I figured
you’d need some cash. After all, you haven’t worked since
last Sunday.”

“Joe! I haven’t seen him since ... Oh yeah, since the night
the drama began between me and Nick. Well, as there’s
no more Nick in my life, I can focus all my attention on
Mr. Brown.”
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Joe was sitting all alone, drinking vodka on the rocks.

“I heard you’ve been waiting for me.” She gave him a
bright smile. “I've missed you, Joe. Where have you been?
I thought you liked me, but you never called.”

“You have a boyfriend.” He smiled back at her and gave
her a big hug.

“Not anymore,” she whispered in his ear.

“Really?” He pushed her back so he could look straight
into her eyes.

“Yes, really. I'm free as a bird.”

“Let’s go to the private room. I'm ready for a bottle of
champagne. We have to celebrate your freedom!” They
both laughed.

Joe stayed in Scores until closing time.

“Are you coming to my place?” he asked Isabelle before
she went to the dressing room.

“Not tonight, babe. I told you, I've been up since 6 a.m.
and flew from Tampa. [ don’t think there’s enough
cocaine to keep my eyes open tonight. But you can call
me tomorrow and take me out for dinner”

“Is that a date?”

“It could be ... if you call me.” She left.

Joe had given her over three thousand dollars. He had
loads of money, and he definitely liked her. He was married,
so there was no chance they would both fall crazy in love
with each other, but they could have fun together.

I[sabelle went home and straight to bed.

She woke up early the next morning and organized the
rest of her week. It was Wednesday. She had three more
days to find a place to stay. There were three options: she

73



could find a furnished studio and rent it for a month, she
could move in with one of the girls, or she could move
into a cheap hotel. No matter what she decided to do, she
would need someone to help her with the suitcases. But
first, she needed to start packing.

She went down to Starbucks across the street, on 1st
Avenue. While she was waiting for her latte, her eyes
wandered over a big sign that said: TOWER SUITES,
furnished apartments.

Of course! she said to herself. She’d actually taken a look
atthe apartments the first week she’d arrived in New York,
right before she moved in with Frank. They offered studios
from nineteen hundred dollars to twenty-four hundred
dollars per month. They were small and nothing special,
though, most importantly, they were next door to Scores,
and she didn’t have to change neighborhoods. Isabelle
grabbed her coffee and went to check what was available.

“How can I help you, ma’am?” the Indian guy behind
the reception desk asked her.

“I' would like to take a look at the apartments available,
starting this coming Saturday. I'm planning on staying for
a month or two.”

He pulled out a piece of paper and checked what was
available.

“I have two large studios; one on the first floor and
one on the third floor. The first floor would be twenty-
six hundred dollars, and the third floor is twenty-three
hundred dollars.” He took out the keys from the drawer.
“Would you like to see them? I can show them to you
right now.”
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“Yes, why not,” she said.

They went to see the more expensive one first. [t was a
large room with a decorative fireplace beside the bed, a
TV, a small kitchen corner, a bathroom, and a tiny closet.

“Can we see the other one?”

They were walking up the stairs when the guy suddenly
turned around.

“I remember you. You were here last year looking at
our studio apartments, but you never came back.”

“That’s true. I moved in with a friend across the street,
but our lease has ended. So now I need a place to stay for
two more months.”

They reached the next one, apartment 3]. She entered
and took a look at the room.

“I don’t see any differences between this one and the
other one,” she stated.

“There is no difference,” he answered promptly.

“Apart from the price?” she inquired.

“That’s because of the stairs,” he explained to her. “You
don’t need to go up the stairs. That’s why the one on the
first floor is three hundred dollars more.”

She rolled her eyes in disbelief.

“Do people really buy that story?” she asked.

“Yes, they do.”

“I'm sorry, | forgot to introduce myself. I'm Isabelle
Lucardi. Could you reserve this one for me until Saturday?”

“Yes, ma’am, but you’ll need to leave a deposit.”

“How long can you keep it for me without a deposit?”

“Until Friday morning.”

“It's a deal,” she said.
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They shook hands, and she hurried back home to call
Frank.

“That sounds terrific! And we’ll be neighbors!” He was
excited to hear the news.

“That’s right! I'll be moving out on Saturday or Sunday. I
might need some help with my bags, so [ was wondering ...
When are you coming back?”

“Not until Sunday afternoon.”

She had to ask someone else. But who? She went
through the contacts on her phone. Erik! He would do it.
Without wasting any time, she dialed his number.

“Hey, Erik. How are you, honey?” she asked in her
sweetest voice.

“It’s nice to hear from you.” He was surprised to receive
her call. “I was looking for you last weekend, but you’d
disappeared. [ went to the club, and Willow told me you
haven’t returned since last Wednesday. I thought you’d
gone back to Spain without saying goodbye.”

“I would never do anything like that. I was in Florida,
visiting my sister and spending time with her and her
family. But I'm back now. What about you? Are you
planning on coming to the city this weekend?”

“Yeah, on Friday,” he replied.

[sabelle briefly explained the situation, and Erik offered
his help immediately. Problem solved! She was feeling
good, her self-confidence was back, and she was gaining
control over her life again. Now, all she had to do was keep
it that way. She smiled with satisfaction and went to her
room. It was time to start packing.
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The next few days went by without any incidents.
[sabelle packed during the day, worked at night, and, most
importantly, stayed out of trouble.

Erik went to see her in the club on Friday night. [sabelle
thought there was something strange about that guy. He
spent far too much money for someone his age, someone
who wasn'’t a pop star or a drug dealer. Maybe he was
telling the truth and came from a really rich family. But
if that was the case, what the hell was he doing in a strip
club, wasting his money on her? She couldn’t work him
out.

The next morning, she moved out. Erik helped her
carry the six suitcases to the studio apartment. Actually,
he carried all of them while she supervised him. It took
him a while; he had to go back and forth three times. After
everything was arranged, half of the room was filled with
luggage. It didn’t matter; it was her new home. She had
paid the Indian guy before she’d started moving her stuff,
and he’d given her the rental contract. No one could put
her out on the street again.

She invited Erik for a late lunch to thank him for
carrying her enormous suitcases. On the way back from
the restaurant, he took her hand. They walked like that
for a while without talking.

It’s not fair to him, she thought. If I let him do this, he
might take it the wrong way and think I have feelings for
him. I'll be giving him false hopes. She looked at him out
of the corner of her eye. No, I can’t do this. I like Erik, but |
don’t see myselfwith him. She pretended she was coughing
and let go of his hand.
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“What are you doing tonight?” He was falling in love
with her, for sure. “I told my family about you, you know?
My mom asked me, and [ told her I'd been seeing you. She
was very curious, so I showed her your picture. The one
we took in Nobu, remember?”

Erik was staring at her, but she turned her face away.
She didn’t know what to say to him. Isabelle was only nice
to him when they went for dinner and when she’d needed
help. She didn’t see things the way he did. They weren’t
dating. She felt confused and uncomfortable. Erik was a
good guy, but she didn’t fancy him.

“Erik, I'm not your girlfriend.” She looked him in the
eye and saw his disappointment.

Her heart sank. She knew what it felt like to be rejected.

“I'm sorry. I don’t want to mislead you or give you
the wrong idea. I've just left a bad relationship, and the
breakup was excruciating. I don’t want to get involved
with anyone for the moment.”

He couldn’t hide his disappointment, but he managed
to stretch his lips into a weak smile.

“But can we at least be friends?” he asked with hope
in his voice.

“We are friends, Erik. But that’s all we’ll ever be. Thanks
for helping me today. | need to go now. I got all those bags
upstairs waiting for me to unpack them.”

“Call me if you want to go out for dinner tonight ... As
a friend, of course. It’s not a date.” They both laughed,
and she left.

[sabelle spent the rest of the afternoon unpacking. Her
mind wandered back to Nick a few times, but she pushed
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him out. There was no place for him in her life anymore.
He hadn’t called, texted, or emailed her. He didn’t even
know she’d moved out and where she lived now.

“I will never fall in love again in my entire life!” she
shouted out loud.

While she was unpacking, she found a disposable
camera in one of her suitcases and put it on the table.
For a second, she thought about developing the film—it
had to be from Tremblant—but changed her mind and
put the camera in a drawer. She wasn’t yet ready to see
Nick, not even in a photo.

The phone rang, interrupting her thoughts. She
wondered who was calling her at that time. No number
appeared on the screen, and she hesitated in answering.
What if it was him? There were only two people who
called her with no caller ID: Nicholas Walters and Joe
Brown.

No, I'm not doing this to myself, she thought. She had
been in a great mood and didn’t want to spoil it. Hearing
Nick’s voice probably would've ruined everything, put her
in a terrible mood, and made her cry all night.

The phone stopped ringing. She received a message a
minute later. It was Joe. She called him back.
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Dangereous propousal

“Hello, honeybun. What are you up to, love of my life?” He
sounded drunk. “I miss you.”

“When did you have the time to do this to yourself, you
silly man?” she giggled. “It’s only early afternoon.”

“Who cares about the time? [ miss you, baby. [ need to
see you.”

What was happening today? Everyone was falling in
love with her! She looked in the mirror. She didn’t look
any different from any other day.

“Isabelle, please don’t make me beg you again to come
and see me. I'll send the limo to pick you up. Please, baby.”

“Where are you, naughty boy?”

“We'’re in New Jersey. You'll like this place. It’s on the
other side of the river and has the most spectacular view
of Manhattan.”

“And who are we?”

“Oh, me, Tom, and Jackie. They miss you too. Jackie
thinks you're hot. She likes girls too.”

“Joe, stop it. I'm not going if you don’t behave.”
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“The limo will be at your place in halfan hour. I promise
I'll behave.” She gave him her new address.

Isabelle had unpacked half of her bags. She put the rest
in the closet and focused on the clothes lying on top of
the bed. She started folding them neatly and putting them
away. The limo would be there in half an hour.

It was Saturday night. She hadn’t been out drinking
or partying since she was locked up in the hospital. She
could use some fun. She had two options: Erik or Joe. She
picked Joe.

The limo arrived on time. The driver had called her
earlier, so she was waiting outside when he turned
onto 61st Street. It took them an hour to get to New
Jersey. Joe was waiting for her in front of a four-story
apartment building right by the river. It was Tom’s place.
The apartment was really nice and had amazing views.

She found Tom and Jackie half-naked in bed, with
the bedroom door open wide. Joe was sitting on the
black leather sofa in the living room. There was cocaine
everywhere—on the kitchen counter, on the bedside
table, on the coffee table...

“Help yourself; don’t be shy.”

Jackie appeared and grabbed another bottle of Dom
Pérignon from the fridge.

“We’ve been waiting for you. What took you so long?”
She was tipsy, too.

“Traffic,” Isabelle answered. “I see you've been partying
for a while.”

“Since last night. I had to babysit both of them.” Jackie
pointed to the sofa, where Tom had joined Joe, and was
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making lines for everyone. “When I was playing with Tom,
Joe was lonely, so [ had to play with him too.”

“What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said!” She poured champagne into
Isabelle’s glass and took the bottle to where the boys
were.

Jackie was still half-naked.

[sabelle was starting to regret going to the party.

“What’s going on?” She looked at Joe.

“Nothing, really,” he said and went up to her. “We were
just having some fun.”

“Can I talk to you for a minute?” She pulled him into
the kitchen.

“I'm leaving.” She was angry. “I can’t believe you made
me come. What did you expect me to do? Watch you have
sex with Jackie and Tom? Or was I supposed to jump onto
the bed and join you? I'm the wrong girl for that, Joe, and
you damn well know it!”

She was walking in circles around him, and her eyes
were filled with rage.

“I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to disrespect you. I...”

“But you did! It’s done now. I'm leaving.”

“What’s going on here?” Tom popped in. “Who’s
yelling?”

“I'm not yelling,” she snapped at him. “I'm talking loudly,
hoping that Joe will hear me his time.”

“For God’s sake, go get dressed, Tom,” Joe said, looking
at his half-naked friend.

Tom looked at Joe, wondering what was going on, but
Joe raised only his eyebrows.
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“Go get dressed, buddy.”

It seemed the party was over before it had even started
for Isabelle. She’d arrived in such a good mood. She knew
they were drunk, but she wasn’t prepared for that. She
really thought Joe liked her; they’d had such a great night
the last time he went to see her in the club. Isabelle had
made plans already. She was thinking about starting to
see him regularly ... And now this.

All he cared about was sex. She wanted to cry. Oh, God!
Not again.

She should’ve gone for dinner with Erik. At least he
respected her.

She grabbed her handbag and made her way to the
door.

“Where are you going?” Joe asked and grabbed her
hand.

“I'm leaving.”

“Well, if you leave, then so do I. I told you I'm sorry. I
want to be with you, darling. If you're leaving, I'm going
with you. Let me get my stuff. Wait for me here, please.”

He disappeared and came back a minute later, followed
by Tom and Jackie.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” Jackie said. Tom and her
were dressed now. “You don’t have to go. Come on, girl!
Have a drink with us. I'm sorry about earlier. We’ll behave
from now on...”

They were all staring at her. She almost felt guilty for
breaking up the party; it wasn’t her intention. She wasn’t
angry with all of them, only with Joe. They had talked
about sex and what she thought about it. He knew what
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she liked and that she wasn’t into group stuff or girls.
[sabelle was a one-man woman.

“Please don’t go,” Joe begged her. “We could stay here
for a couple of hours and then drive through Manhattan in
the limo. Come on, babe, it's Saturday night.” He seemed
to be really sorry.

“Fine!” She put her bag back down on the kitchen
counter.

“Does that mean you're not mad at me anymore?” Joe
gave her a big smile.

“It means you're on probation until the end of the
night.”

They all moved back to the living room.

“Let’s get this party started!” Jackie said and gave
I[sabelle a silver plate with a small mountain of cocaine.

Joe was trying his best to keep his hands off her. Isabelle
hadn’t had sex for almost a month—except the time she’d
gone to see Nick in his apartment—so she didn’t really
want Joe to keep his hands off her and was teasing him
badly. The poor guy was already fucking her in his mind,
but he had promised to behave. She really enjoyed having
the power and the control over him. Tom and Jackie kept
going back to the bedroom, but they didn’t try to involve
anyone else in their sex games. Sex, drugs, alcohol ... And
money. What a lifestyle!

Joe was sitting on the couch, and Isabelle was lying on
his lap.

“I really like you,” he said, playing with her hair. “I'm
sorry about what Jackie said to you earlier. We were
messing around, but I didn’t have sex with her. Tom and
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Jackie are into that stuff, but I like to be with one woman.
Just like you.”

“Stop lying, Joe. If you don’t like it, why did you mess
around with her and watch them fuck? I actually don’t
care. You and I are just friends. So, who am I to tell you
what you can and cannot do?”

“I'want you to tell me.” He fixed his eyes on hers. “I want
you to care for me. I like the fact that you don’t want to
share me, as [ want you only for myself too.”

His lips touched hers softly, unsure of what they were
doing. He didn’t know what her reaction would be, so he
pulled back and looked at her.

She didn’t slap him, so that was a good sign. He kissed
her again, this time longer. She closed her eyes. He kissed
her again.

The image of Nick came to her mind. The thought of
him cut her like a knife.

“No. Stop!” She opened her eyes and raised her head.
“I'm not yet ready for this.”

“It’s OK. I'm not in a hurry”

He kissed her again, and she didn’t pull back. Instead,
she opened her mouth and welcomed his tongue, which
gently and slowly started to caress her.

“I like this.” Tom broke the magic. “Do you guys want
to borrow our bed?”

“Don’t worry about it, Tom,” Joe shut him up.

“What did  miss?” Jackie came out of the bedroom; her
hair was a complete mess, her shirt was half-unbuttoned,
and she was wearing only one sock.

“They were kissing,” Tom filled her in.
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The moment was gone, but Isabelle could still feel the
burning sensation on her lips. She was confused. She liked
Joe, but her heart and thoughts still belonged to Nick.
It was a bad time to call Silvia for advice, so she had to
deal with it on her own. It was normal to think about
Nick. After all, he was her true love. She would probably
always think about him. She looked at Joe. God, he looked
handsome in his black jeans and black shirt.

Nick never wore jeans, only pants. She had never seen
him dress sporty. She didn’t even know if he had any gym
clothes.

She tried to remember when she’d met Joe for the first
time. It was a few weeks before she broke up with Nick,
so they’d known each other for over a month.

“What are you thinking about?” he asked her.

“It’s coffee time!” Jackie brought the silver plate again.

They had another bottle of champagne before they hit
the streets of Manhattan.

The city was ready for the night. There were people
everywhere. The traffic was as dense as always in New
York City. The limo drove down Lexington Avenue.

“Are we going somewhere, or are we just driving?”

“Just driving. But if there’s a special place you want to
go, let me know.” Joe held Isabelle in his arms.

Tom and Jackie were busy with each other as usual.

“Driving around is fine with me,” she whispered in his
ear. “I think it’s kind of romantic. I wish we were alone.”
She kissed him first and then bit gently on his ear.

“Shall we go to my place? No, let’s go to The Plaza
instead!” His voice was filled with excitement.

86



“No, baby. Just enjoy the ride. I told you I'm not ready
for that.” He let out a sigh and kissed her head.
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Falling in love again

[sabelle saw Joe the next day. He picked her up on Sunday
afternoon and took her for a nice meal. She was falling for
him. He spoiled her in every way possible. He took her for
a carriage ride in Central Park after dinner. They cuddled
under the thick blanket and kissed the entire time. Later,
he took her home and didn’t even ask if he could go in.

“I'll call you tomorrow, and we could go out for dinner
again if you want.”

“I have to work tomorrow,” she said. “It’s Monday.”

He hadn’t given her any money, and she hadn’t asked
him either.

“We need to talk about this.”

They were sitting in his BMW X3 outside her new place.
He turned off the engine and faced her, holding her hand.

“If things get serious between us, [ don’t want you to
work anymore.” He looked very serious. “I don’t want to go
on too much about it now because you might say they’re
empty promises. But if you're my girl, [ won’t let you take
off your clothes anymore. I'll get you a nice apartment,
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somewhere around here or wherever you like. I'll buy you
a car. A BMW convertible. That would be a great car for
you, and you can think about what you want to do. You
can go back to school, start a new job, stay home, go to the
gym ... Whatever you want. Just no more fucking around.”

“I think you’re going too far now,” she said. “Let’s talk
about it another time.”

The conversation was getting a bit too serious for
her. She liked the idea of the apartment and the car but
wasn’t ready for commitment. She couldn’t promise him
anything at the moment.

“I'm scaring you, aren’t [? [ just wanted to let you know
that money isn’t something you should worry about from
now on.” He opened his wallet and wrote her a check.
“Deposit it in your bank tomorrow. I'll call you.”

Without even looking at it, she put the check in her
purse and got out of the car.

“We’ll talk tomorrow, babe. Thanks for the wonderful
night.” She blew him a kiss.

She entered her apartment and dropped her bag on the
table. The check fell out, and she saw the amount ... Five
thousand dollars! Oh, my God!

It was a cold Monday morning. Isabelle unpacked the
rest of her stuff. Frank called and invited her for lunch.
Then Erik called and invited her to go with him to Miami
next weekend. She was still waiting for Joe to call before
she could make plans for the evening.

In the meantime, she went to the bank to deposit the
check and was on her way home when her phone rang.
No number, but it had to be Joe.
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“Hello there,” she chirped.

“Hey.” It wasn’t Joe. “It’s nice to hear your voice again.
How are you?”

She separated the phone from her ear and looked
around, scared, as if she were looking for help.

It was Nick. She had to do something, but what? Put
down the phone? That would be stupid and childish.

“Hello? Isabelle? It's Nick. Where did you go? Can you
hear me, honey?”

“Don’t call me honey.” Her voice was sharp as a sword.

“Wow, calm down. I just called to say hello.”

“Don’t call me again.” She put down the phone.

That was a short conversation, she thought, but she
had nothing to say to him, and she didn’t want to hear
whatever he had to tell her. She closed her eyes and saw
herself in front of his office, tears rolling down her face.
She saw him, dragging her to the cab and slamming the
door in her face. Have a safe flight, he had said to her.

And that’s exactly what she had. Well, not a flight, but
an ambulance ride to the hospital...

The phone rang again; no number. She turned it off. She
wouldn’t allow Nicholas Walters to enter her life again.
Not today or tomorrow.

She didn’t turn on her phone for the rest of the day. Joe
went looking for her. She opened the door, and he was
standing there, leaning with his back against the wall, a
bottle of champagne in one hand and a beautiful bouquet
in the other.

“I thought you might be lonely”

She moved aside to let him in.
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Joe left the flowers and the bottle of champagne on the
table and wrapped his arms around her waist. She leaned
against him, standing on her toes, and kissed him.

“Is that all I get? Oh, baby, please! Give me some more,”
he cried out in a childish voice.

His lips touched hers. His kiss was slow and gentle. He
stopped for a second and looked deep into her eyes. His
hands went up from her waist to her breasts. His touch
tormented her, but it was good. She gasped for breath. His
fingers trailed a path along the valley of her breasts. Her
mind wanted to fight him and still hold on to Nick, but
somewhere deep in her head there was a voice yelling,
Turn the page and move on!

She couldn’t deny that she wanted Joe. She wanted him
to touch her, to kiss her; she wanted to feel him inside her.

“Isabelle ... My little Isabelle...” She heard the tension
in his voice.

She grabbed his hand and led him to the bed. Joe found
himself almost ripping off her Victoria’s Secret negligee
rather than removing it carefully. She didn’t care. Her
lips roamed over his chest, biting his skin, kissing it, and
teasing him endlessly.

Joe stood up and tore off his shirt. He dropped his jeans
and lay beside her. She arched her back as he reached
to touch her. His eyes wandered over her body, and he
caught his breath. She was perfect. Her breasts were so
high, so firm, and full in his hand. Her waist was so small,
and her hips so curved.

He took her. Joe entered her, and she moaned with
pleasure. He made love to her with wild and reckless
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abandon. They were a tangle of limbs, kisses, caresses,
biting, moaning ... They climaxed together. They were so
loud; she was sure the whole building had heard them,
and everyone knew they were having sex.

Sex! Such an amazing experience. A sweet, shattering
pleasure. Never had the fire burned so hot in her body,
but it was only sex.

“You're a brilliant lover,” she whispered to him.

“Not as good as you. That was a journey to Heaven,
my darling.” He caressed her hair. “You're breathtaking.”

He got up from the bed and disappeared into her tiny
bathroom.

“Do you have a towel for me?”

She gave him one and joined him in the shower.

“Don’t even start,” she said, laughing when he pulled
her to him and kissed her. “It’s break time.”

“Who needs a break?” he murmured.

They had sex again.

She saw Joe almost every day for the following week. He
made her laugh and smile again. She’d almost forgotten
about Nick.
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Nick again

[t was Friday again. She was tidying the apartment when
her phone rang.

“Hello.”

“Hj, it’s Nick.”

“Oh, no! Not you again. I told you not to call me
anymore,” she said and put down the phone.

He rang again.

“Remember I told you never to hang up on me?” He
sounded angry.

“What do you want, Nick?” She demonstrated her
annoyance.

“I just wanted to check up on you and see how you're
doing”

“I'm not your responsibility, remember?”

“Don’t putit that way,” he protested. “You know I love you.”

“Please cut the crap, Nick. Listen,  have to go.'m sorry.
I'll talk to you another time.”

What was wrong with him? She was mad. She tried to
resume what she was doing before the call but couldn’t.
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She couldn’t get him out of her mind. He’d managed to
get back into her head.

She could still hear him, You know I love you.

She called her sister.

“Nick has been calling me.”

“Change your number.” That was her answer. “Please,
Sis, for your own good, stay away from him. You have
two and a half weeks left before returning to Majorca. I
thought you were enjoying your time with Joe. You said
he was a better lover than Nick.”

“It’s not the same. I like Joe, but I love Nick.”

“No, no, no! You thought you loved him, and where did
all that get you? Let me tell you one thing, Sis, you won’t
be crying on my shoulder next time. He decided you were
no longer his responsibility.” Silvia was getting really mad
at [sabelle. She couldn’t believe how weak her sister was.
Hadn'’t she been through enough, or did she enjoy being
tortured? “Where’s Joe, by the way? Why aren’t you with
him, having sex, going shopping, or just having fun? I'm
begging you, stay away from Nick.”

“Joeis in Florida. He won’t be back until next weekend.”

“So, what are you doing tonight? Any plans yet?”

“I'm going to work,” Isabelle said. “I promised Frank
that I'd have lunch with him tomorrow, and later in the
evening I'm going out with a few girls from the club.”

“I'm worried about you,” Silvia said. “I don’t want you
to stay at home by yourself. You'll start thinking about
Nick, and God knows what will happen then. You're not
yet mentally strong enough. Go to work and call me
tomorrow.”
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Nothing exciting happened throughout the weekend.
Nick didn’t try to call her again. She thought about him
from time to time, but she managed to push him out of
her mind. Eventually, she came to the realization that she
didn’t really miss him and was so much better without him.

It was Monday. She was tidying up her place. She saw
the disposable camera in her drawer, took it, and stared
at it for a moment. What the hell, she thought and put it in
her purse. She didn’t want to be afraid of the memories,
and Nick was nothing but a memory.

She developed the film the same day. It had pictures
from their trip to Tremblant. She had ordered two copies
so she could send Nick a set. If it was hard for her to see
them looking happy, it should also be for him. The pictures
were good. Nick was holding her in his arms or kissing
her. They both were smiling and holding hands. Anyone
who saw the pictures could tell they were in love. She
put his set in an envelope and closed it without writing
a note. Isabelle had nothing to tell him. It felt like a final
goodbye, and she was relieved.

I should’ve done that a month ago. I would’ve saved
myself so much pain and drama, she said to herself.

The taxi dropped her off in front of Nick’s apartment.
She asked the driver to wait for her and ran into the
building.

It was raining. She entered the lobby and handed the
doorman the big white envelope.

“Could you deliver this to Mr. Walters, please?”

She didn’t wait for an answer but turned around and
ran back to the taxi.
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“Take me back to 60th and 1st. The same place where
you picked me up.”

Isabelle felt free for the first time since Nick broke up
with her. She wasn’t angry or upset anymore. She could
breathe again.

Scores was buzzing, and Isabelle was very busy. She
was in a great mood and felt really happy.

“What’s up with you tonight?” Willow asked her. “Did
Joe ask you to marry him?”

“That’s very funny. Not yet! I'm just happy. But I think
I'm finally over Nick. I no longer feel hurt when I think
about him; I don’timagine him dead when I hear his name,
and [ don’t want to rip his eyes out when I hear his voice.
I'm free from him, babe. Come on, have a drink with me.”

They made a toast to Nick and gulped down their
drinks.

[sabelle had had far too much to drink. Her head was
hurting when she opened her eyes the next day.

It was early March. Her birthday was approaching
on March seventeenth, and her flight back to Spain was
scheduled for the twenty-ninth.

She smiled and stretched her arms. The times of
suffering were over.

She got up and took an aspirin to get rid of the headache.
There was nothing in the fridge, so she decided to take
a shower, go to Starbucks to grab a latte, and then go
grocery shopping.

[t was a beautiful day. It felt like spring. She didn’t need
to wear a jacket. The loose cashmere pants and jumper
she was wearing were more than enough. She drank her
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latte outside the coffee shop, enjoying the sun’s rays as
they caressed her face. Plenty of people were walking
around, smiling and looking happy.

Imagine what a bit of sunshine can do to humans, she
thought and closed her eyes, listening to the birds. That’s
when she heard her phone beep in her pocket. It was a
message.

I need to talk to you. Can I call you, please? Nick.

She bit her lips and felt the anger rising in her chest,
but she wasn’t supposed to be mad at him anymore. She
didn’t care about him, so he couldn’t hurt her any longer.
And as for the pain he had caused her, she had already
forgiven him.

Isabelle decided to call him.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Walters?” she joked.

“I'm glad you haven’t lost your sense of humor, Ms.
Lucardi. Thanks for answering my message so quickly.
How are you? [ haven’t spoken to you for a long time. You
were really mean to me the last time I called you.”

“I'm not angry anymore.” She sighed. “I'm fine and
in good health. Did you get the photos I left for you last
night?”

There was silence. She could hear him breathe.

“Yes, [ did. We look so happy together. You know, I've had
enough time to think about us and our relationship ... and
[ miss what we had. [ really do. I miss you, Isabelle.”

She listened to him, silently drinking her latte. What
was he trying to tell her?

“I wanted to ask you if there’s any chance I could see
you again?”
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Oh, no! She had to suppress a laugh.

“I'really hope you don’t expect me to jump in a taxi and
go to your place for a booty call. I could get undressed in
the elevator to make things easier for you.”

She could hear the sarcasm mixed with traces of pain
as she spoke.

“No, I didn’t mean that. Please, don’t hang up on me. I
need to talk to you, please.” He seemed really desperate.
“Can I take you out for a drink? Whenever you have time!
Please, Isabelle, [ need to see you.”

“I don’t know what you're hoping for, Nick, but I'm over
you. If you think you'll be able to persuade me into getting
back together with you, then you're wasting your time.” She
was really proud of herself and even meant what she said.

“I don’t expect anything. All I want is to see you and
spend some time with you. Nothing else.”

She heard a beep on her phone, notifying her of
another call that was trying to get through. She looked
at the screen. No number. It had to be Joe calling her from
Florida.

“Listen, Nick, I'll think about it and let you know. I have
to go now.” She switched lines and answered her second
call.

“I'll meet you in front of your building in an hour” It
was Frank. “We’re going to Cipriani in Central Station.”

That was great news. She loved that place.

She hurried to the supermarket, as she had only half
an hour to do her grocery shopping. Nick was the past.

On the other hand, Nick couldn’t forget Isabelle. He
hadn’t expected her to act in that way. He thought she
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would still be crying over him and jump for joy when he
asked her out.

Damn it, he thought. She didn’t seem to care about him
atall.

Nick was in his office but couldn’t concentrate on his
work. His thoughts belonged to her. He waited for an hour
before he called her again.

Isabelle was about to order the main course when her
phone rang.

“I'll call you back”, she said and hung up.

That only drove him even crazier. He went back home
and took out the pictures from his desk. He thought, What
have I done? I've lost the only woman I've ever loved.
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The first date

[sabelle was staring at Frank, wondering whether she
should tell him or not.

“Nick wants to see me,” she blurted out, and Frank
almost choked on his tortellini.

“Don’t tell me you're getting back with that nasty fucker.
Have you forgotten about everything he’s done to you?”

“I'm not getting back with him. He only said he wanted
to go out for a drink with me. That’s all.”

Frank put his fork aside and took her hand, forcing her
to look into his eyes.

“Do you still love him, Isabelle?”

“I don’t know.” She looked away and bit her lower lip.

“Then go, have a drink with him, and find out how you
feel about him. But promise me one thing. Never let him
treat you the way he did ever again!”

“I promise!”

She called Nick the minute she got back home.

Nick had almost lost his patience and felt like a prisoner
in his mind. All he could think about was Isabelle.

100



“How about tomorrow?” she said. “I can meet you in
Merchants before I go to work.”

He wanted to shout, Why not today? But he knew it
wouldn’t bring anything good. He had to be patient.

“Sounds great,” he said instead. “Are you sure you
don’t want me to take you out for dinner? We could go to
Scalinatella.” He knew she loved that restaurant.

“Let’s see how we feel tomorrow. I don’t want to
promise anything.”

“OKk, sure. I'll see you tomorrow. Can’t wait!”

“Bye, Nick.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to listen to him
any longer.

She wasn’t sure about anything at the moment. Where
the hell was Joe? In Florida with his family! She couldn’t
blame him for that.

She was the one who wanted a relationship without
commitmentand promises. Isabelle knew from the moment
she met him that he was married, so why was she upset
now? She didn’t love Joe and had never had any feelings for
him. All she needed from him was to help her get over Nick.

Isabelle spent most of the day making herself look
pretty for her meeting with Nick. There was no way she
was going to tell Silvia about it. Her sister wouldn’t talk to
her for the rest of the year if she found out. So she decided
to keep it a secret.

She got a manicure and a pedicure and blow-dried her
hair. She even went to the club at 5 p.m. and asked the
makeup artist to do her eyes.

“Don’t put too much makeup on them,” she said. “I want
to look natural and as beautiful as possible.”
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And she did look beautiful! She put on the same outfit
she wore the day Nick picked her up from the Waldorf
Hotel. That had been their first date, so she dressed in the
same way: skinny jeans, a soft pink cashmere top, brown
high-heeled boots, a matching Gucci bag, and a large
pashmina. Her makeup was similar to that of Jennifer
Lopez—big eyes and glossy lips.

“You look amazing.” Willow stopped her at the door.
She was going to work at the same time as Isabelle was
leaving. “I thought Joe wasn’t coming back until next
Monday...” She gave her a suspicious look.

“Mhm.” Isabelle tried to pass her so she could avoid any
further conversation. But there was no luck!

“So, where are you going?” Willow wouldn’t let it go.

“Just around the corner”

“Where around the corner?”

“Merchants. And I'm late. I'm meeting Frank there.”

“Yeah, right! Who are you kidding? You did all this to
go and have a drink with Frank?” She stepped closer to
[sabelle and looked her straight in the eye. “Who is he?
Who are you meeting? Tell me, please. 'm your best friend.”

“I'll tell you tomorrow,” [sabelle said and left the club.

Nick was sitting at the bar, holding an apple martini.
There was a half-smoked cigarette in the ashtray. He was
wearing black slacks and a black shirt. His shoes were
polished to a shine. There was a long black cashmere coat
thrown over the chair next to him. He saw her walk in.
Their eyes locked. She thought he looked so handsome.
He thought she looked so beautiful. He got up and pulled
out a chair for her.
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“I was afraid you wouldn’t come.” He took her hand.

She rose up on her toes and kissed him on the cheek.
His cologne was so familiar...

“It-it smells like you,” she stuttered.

He buried his face in her hair and took a deep breath.

“And this smells like you. I've missed it.”

They sat at the bar, and Nick got Isabelle a drink. She
couldn’t take her eyes off him, and he couldn’t take his
eyes off her. They talked. Isabelle tried to avoid any topics
regarding how she’d felt when they broke up. It was as if
they’d just met and were on their first date.

They walked to Scalinatella, and he held her hand. She
felt happy. All the bad memories were gone. They went
for a car ride after dinner, and somehow, at the end of the
night, they ended up in front of Nick’s apartment building.

“Do you want me to take you back to your place, or do
you want to come home with me?”

She didn’t say a word. Her heart was beating so fast she
thought it was going to burst out of her chest.

“Isabelle”—he touched her gently on the cheek—"“I
would love nothing more than to be a part of your life
again. Will you let me, please? Will you give me another
chance?”

His voice was low, but his words sounded like thunder
in her head. Isabelle loved him so much. She had never
stopped loving him, but she knew he was no good for her.
She had to resist the temptation to touch and kiss him.
She had to stay strong and ask him to take her back to
her place. His words still echoed in her ears. Come home
with me. She felt so good and so happy when she was
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with him, and now she had to leave, even though he was
begging her to stay.

“How can I trust you again?” She tried to look as deeply
as she could into his eyes; she’d heard somewhere that
eyes were the window to the soul.

She wished she could read his mind, as she couldn’t
afford to make a mistake again. She wanted him with all
her senses, but she was scared at the same time.

“I'll never hurt you. You can trust me,” he whispered.

She saw the determination in his eyes. He really wanted
to do things right this time, so she gave in.

He leaned towards her, and his lips slowly claimed
hers. Something sweet in his touch made her burn inside,
stunning her against her will and leaving her unable to
protest. She let his tongue explore her mouth, caressing
her lips. She could barely breathe. He smiled at her. Tears
sprung to her eyes, and she tried to blink them away.

“Let’s go home, honey!”

It was the first time she’d been back in his apartment,
and it did feel like returning home.

“I've missed you so much,” he whispered, kissing her
neck.

“I'm scared.” She turned around to face him.

“I won’t hurt you ever again. I'm so sorry. I'll do
everything I can to make you trust me,” he assured her
and kissed her so deeply that his lips melted with hers.

She felt the familiar sensation that only he could give
her. Her breasts pressed hard against his chest. She put
her palms against him, not to push him away, but to feel
him with her fingers. How long had she been waiting
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for that moment? He stepped away to look at her, but
she lowered her gaze. She didn’t want to meet his eye.
She was scared; he would know what she was thinking
if she looked at him. Joe’s name passed briefly through
her mind and caused a second of confusion; his memory
was nothing but a faraway cry. Isabelle moaned softly. She
had laid her head on Nick’s shoulder and put her arms
around his neck. He helped her get undressed, moving his
fingers towards the straps of her bra and peeling them off
from her shoulders. She closed her eyes. She could hear
him taking off his shoes and his trousers. He unzipped
her boots and left them on the floor. Her jeans were next.

They were both naked, admiring each other.

Nick carried her to the bedroom and laid her gently
on the bed. His fingers touched her neck and caressed
her lips, then followed the path towards her neck. Long
before he reached them, she was craving that he touch
her breasts.

“Does it feel good?” he whispered.

“Yes..”

He bent over her, nipping the valley between her
breasts, teasing her with his tongue. He traced a wet path
to a nipple, biting it gently with his teeth, then sucking
it hard.

She moaned. His hands got tangled in her hair. He rolled
on his back, taking her with him. Isabelle opened her eyes.
He slipped his hand around her neck and drew her face
to his.

“I want you to be mine forever, Isabelle.” He gave her a
long and passionate kiss as his hands caressed her back.
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He explored the length of her spine, then rolled over
again and placed her beneath him. His touch became
much more demanding. He needed to feel her and wanted
to see her aroused.

He smiled. “I've missed you, my love. I never want to
lose you again.”

She arched to the play of his fingers and lips. He rose
above her and entered her body. Nick was between her
thighs, and Isabelle wrapped her long legs around him.

He teased her, thrusting into her hard and fast. She
welcomed him. Her soft cries sounded like a love song to
him. And then he felt her body tense beneath him.

“I' love you, Nick!” she almost yelled.

“I'love you, Isabelle!” he cried out and exploded inside
her.

She lay exhausted in his arms; he stroked her hair. She
felt so happy, and so did Nick. Holding her in his arms was
the closest to heaven he’d ever been.

“I love you, honey. I was so miserable without you. I
was scared I'd lost you forever.”

“I'm here now.” She raised up on her elbows and kissed
the tip of his nose. “And I'm not going anywhere.”
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Home is where the heart is

[sabelle woke up the next day to find Nick lying next to
her. The sun was shining when she opened her eyes, so it
was probably late morning. Nick was propped up on an
elbow, gazing at her.

“Good morning, angel.” His voice was so smooth.

“Good morning.” She stretched her arms and rubbed
her eyes. The alarm clock on the bedside table showed
it was 11:30 a.m. “Aren’t you working today?” she asked
him surprised.

“I called in sick for the rest of the week. I couldn’t bring
myself to leave you here all by yourself. I was scared you
wouldn’t be here when I came back. I love you, Isabelle. I
always have. I thought I could be without you; I thought
you weren’t the one, and that [ would never be able to
change you. But [ was so wrong! I don’t want you to
change. I love you just the way you are, and you're the
one for me.”

She couldn’t be happier. She took in every word he
said, every kiss he gave her. She tried not to think about
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anything else and just enjoy the moment. She didn’t want
to remember the past or worry about the future.

For the first time, she was living in the moment. She
turned off her phone. No one could destroy her happiness.

They didn’t leave the apartment until Saturday
afternoon, and that was only to do some grocery shopping.
They cooked together, cleaned the house, watched movies,
and mostly made love.

On Sunday, Nick prepared a barbecue on the terrace.
They were so happy together.

On Sunday evening, [sabelle turned on her phone again.
[t had been four days since she’d spoken with Silvia. Her
sister was probably going crazy. Isabelle was trying to
avoid that conversation for as long as she could. She had
no idea how to bring it up to Sisi but couldn’t keep it a
secret either. She dialed her number.

“Hello, Sis. I see you've been trying to call me.” Nick
was sitting on the couch, and she laid her head in his lap
so he could hear every word.

“Where have you been?” Silvia was relieved to hear
I[sabelle’s voice. “I was really worried about you, Sis.”

“I'was...” She looked at Nick and smiled. “I was at home.”

“I don’t understand. Your phone has been off for the last
four days. Do you know how worried [ was? Especially
after you told me that idiot of Nick had been calling you.”

Oops! Nick stayed quiet; he didn’t make any comments.
He deserved to be called much worse things, and he knew
it.

“So what have you been up to?”

“Not much.” She giggled because Nick tickled her.
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“Where are you now, Sis? Who's there with you? I don’t
believe a word you're saying,” Silvia raised her voice.

Now is the moment to tell her everything, Isabelle
thought.

“I-I'm with Nick”

“You mean Joe!” Sisi corrected her.

“No, I'm with Nick. Nicholas Walters. Remember him?
The idiot!”

“You mean the one you tried to kill yourself over!”

“I'never tried to kill myself! I fell asleep,” she protested.

“I don’t believe you.” Silvia laughed. “You're taking the
piss, aren’t you?”

“No! I'm not joking.”

“Let me talk to him. Put him on the phone.”

“Your turn.” Isabelle passed Nick the phone.

“Hello, Silvia. How are you? It's Nicholas Walters.”

“I know who you are. What are you doing with my sister
after everything you did to her?” she exploded.

“We love each other, Silvia. I'm sorry [ hurt your sister.
I think we both learned a lesson, and we’re smarter now.
We're going to appreciate each other a lot more than
before. Believe me, things happen for a reason.”

“Let me speak with my sister, please,” she said in a firm
tone. Nick couldn’t smooth-talk her as he’d done with
[sabelle.

Silvia couldn’t care less about what he was saying, how
sorry he was, and what he was promising. In fact, she
didn’t even want to hear it.

“Didn’t you learn anything?”

“Ilove him, Sis. And he loves me too.”
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“He abused you. Not physically but psychologically,
which is even worse. Have you forgotten already all the
names he called you?”

Isabelle pulled the phone away from her ear. She
shivered at the memory of those days. It was all in the
past, and it should stay there. She wanted a new, clean
start with Nick.

“Sis, I can’t talk about all that now. I'll call you tomorrow.”

“Do as you want. I just want you to be careful. Call me
when you can.”

[sabelle got up from the sofa and went to the balcony
to smoke a cigarette.

“Idon’t think she’s ever going to like you again, babe,” she
teased Nick. “Actually, you're going to have a hard time with
all my friends. I don’t think anyone is a big fan of yours.”

She went to work the next day. She couldn’t wait to tell
Willow the big news.

“I'm so happy for you. I told you he’d come back
begging! What's going to happen with Joe now? Are you
going to tell him?”

“I guess. He'll find out anyway.”

Joe called her on Tuesday morning. She had spent the
night at Nick’s place and was still in bed when the phone
rang.

“Hi, honey. I'm outside your apartment. Open the door.”

“Joe!” She was still sleepy. “Joe, where are you? Outside
my door? Oh, 'm not at home, honey.” She sat up straight
in bed. She had to deal with the situation.

“I'll be there in ten minutes. Wait for me. Go get yourself
a coffee from Starbucks and wait for me. We need to talk.”
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She got dressed quickly, washed her face, brushed her
teeth, fixed her hair, and ran out onto the street.

“Taxi!”

Joe was waiting for her on the steps outside her door.
She saw his car on the street by the entrance of the
building.

“You need to move your car if you don’t want to get
towed,” she told him and kissed him. He had bought her
a latte. “How was your trip?”

He sensed there was something wrong. She eluded any
attempt he made to touch her and looked down all the
time, avoiding eye contact.

“What’s going on? Did I miss something while [ was away?”

“I was out with Nick, my ex.” She forced her lips into a
smile and looked straight into his eyes. “We had sex and
decided to get back together.”

Joe remained silent. His face didn’t show any emotions.
A long moment passed before he shook his head.

“I thought you hated him.”

[sabelle didn’t want to explain her feelings for Nick to
Joe. She didn’t want to hurt him and wasn’t sure what to
say. She didn’t even know what was going on in her heart
at the moment.

“You have your family, Joe. We both knew it was only
a temporary thing. You'll never leave your wife for me.
You were my lover and still are my best friend. But since
[ want to work things out with Nick, I think we should
just be friends from now on.”

She was scared he would get angry and upset with her.
Instead, he took it quite well.
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“I guess I lost you to him. If you ever need any help or
want to make Nick jealous, you know where to find me.”

“Don’t be silly” She punched him on the shoulder.

Joe left, and Isabelle had a feeling she would never see
him again.

As for Nick, things went back to how they were. He
loved her, and she adored him.
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Nick and Isabelle

It was Saturday evening. Nick took Isabelle out for dinner.
After they finished their meal, he gave her one of his magic
pills.

“Take it, babe. Don’t make that face. It’s ecstasy,” he said.

Half an hour later, everything around her started
swimming and spinning. Isabelle was seeing double
and triple, but she couldn’t stop smiling. Nick wasn’t
feeling any different, so they decided to return home.
They passed the doorman, holding hands, giggling, and
kissing.

“Have a good one!” the doorman waved to them before
the elevator door closed.

She couldn’t stop laughing, and neither could he. Once
inside, Nick mixed them two strong margaritas.

“I don’t like Tequila,” she said, but took the glass and
let the cold drink run down her throat.

After the second one, she had no idea where she was.
She looked around and couldn’t recognize anything. Nick’s
apartment changed every five minutes. He started kissing
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her; she was underneath him, half-naked. She looked at
his face and saw Joe.

“Fuck me, Joe,” she mumbled. “I want you to take me
now and fuck me as hard as you can.”

Suddenly, her mind cleared up. The fog was gone, and
she was back in the real world. The horror took over her
body; her blood turned cold.

[t took Nick a moment longer before his brain registered
what she’d said.

“Joe? Who the fuck is Joe?”

Before Isabelle could open her mouth and try to explain,
Nick jumped from the couch, looked down at her, and
went dead still.

“You fucking bitch!” He lifted her from the sofa, opened
the front door, and threw her out.

She slid down the wall and sat on the floor next to the
doormat. She was wearing nothing but her panties. A few
minutes later, the door opened, and Nick appeared with
her clothes, throwing them on the floor beside her. He
went back inside and slammed the door behind him. A
minute later, the door opened again, and her purse flew
out.

She dressed slowly, trying to organize her thoughts
and understand what had happened. Holy shit! She’d said
Joe’s name when her man was about to make love to her.
Shit! It happened! She had no excuse for what she’d done
and wasn’t thinking about knocking on Nick’s door. She
should leave if she wanted to survive the night. So she did.

He called her ten minutes later. She was just getting out
of her cab on the corner of 60th and 1st.
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“I' love you,” she yelled down the phone. “I don’t know
how it happened. | was hallucinating. I thought I was
somewhere else. I swear. I don’t want Joe. I want you.”

He wanted to scream. He wanted to see her dead, but he
stayed silent for a moment and then put down the phone.

[sabelle always had an excuse for everything. That
made him even more mad than the fact she’d called him
Joe in bed. And who the hell was Joe? He called her again.

“Who is Joe?”

“I'll explain everything. You only need to promise you'll let
me speak and try to believe me. I love you, babe. I don’t want
to lose you again only because we were high on ecstasy.”

He had to admit she was right.

She was still on the street, talking to him on the phone,
when his car stopped beside her.

“Get in,” he said.

They never talked about that night again.

The next morning, while I[sabelle was still sleeping, Nick
went through her phone and made a copy of her contacts.
He found Joe Brown’s number. By Monday night, he knew
everything he needed to know about Mr. Brown. The only
mystery was what Joe had to do with Isabelle. He decided
to keep quiet and watch her. From that day on, he started
to check her phone daily. He knew who she’d called and
who'd called her.

[sabelle moved out of The Tower Bridge Suites and
moved in with Nick. She changed her ticket to Spain for
the middle of next month.

They were on their way to the airport. They’d made love
before leaving, and now she was about to miss her flight.
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Her friend April was waiting for her in Majorca. She hadn’t
seen that crazy girl since the day she went to Scores to
bid her farewell. It had been seven months already; time
flew by so quickly. And so did Nick’'s BMW!

They arrived just in time for her to catch the plane, but
she had to check in hurriedly and be escorted by security.

She waved to Nick and blew him a kiss.

“I'll see you soon!” He waved back to her.

“I'll see you when I'm back home, babe. It’s only three
weeks.”
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Back in Spain

It was almost summer in Majorca. The Easter holidays
had just finished, so the airport was crowded with people
from all around Europe. Everyone was in a rush to go
home as school started the next day.

I[sabelle picked up her luggage from the conveyor belt
and went outside to look for Carlos.

She was back in paradise. The sun was shining in all its
glory. When God created the world, he must’'ve stopped
for a siesta on the island. He’d been extra generous to
Majorca.

The sky was a cloudless blue, and the temperature was
nice and warm. She took off her sweater and breathed
in the air.

Carlos was waiting for her. They caught up on the latest
developments on the way to her house. [sabelle never told
her dad about her breakup with Nick. She also skipped
the part about her trip to the hospital. She was so happy
to see him and be back in Majorca.

April arrived later that day together with her boyfriend.
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“I can’t believe you're finally here!” She immediately
created chaos and caused panic as she walked through the
front door. “I thought you were going to marry that idiot
Nick and would never see you again.” She gave Isabelle a
big hug and squeezed her in her arms. “I've missed you
so much, bitch.”

“You're suffocating me!” Isabelle cried out. “Let me
breathe, please, Mrs. Lancome.”

April loved spraying so much perfume on herself that
anyone could smell her from miles away.

“This is Robert.” April pointed at the man behind her
without even looking at him.

“You must be the boyfriend.” Isabelle smiled and shook
his hand.

“No. I'm the butler” He was carrying two bags on his
shoulders and pulling two suitcases behind him.

“He’s always complaining. Don’t listen to him.”

I[sabelle looked at April, who was holding nothing but
a stack of Marlboro’s and her handbag.

Robert was a nice man. He was twenty years older than
April, meaning he was fifty-three years old, and was still
in excellent shape. In contrast to his beloved girlfriend,
he was quiet, polite, and always had a pleasant smile on
his face. Isabelle liked him. He seemed to have accepted
his fate as April’s butler and enjoyed it.

“So how was New York? Tell me everything. I want to
know what’s happening in Scores, what's going on between
you and Mr. Walters ... Oh, and did you finally fuck Frank?”

“Anything to make you happy, my darling. I'm your best
friend, remember?”
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Isabelle looked over her shoulder and saw Robert
staring at her. She felt a bit embarrassed.

Robert made a funny face and started a silent pantomime
performance behind April’s back. He put his hand in the
shape of a duck in front of his mouth to show she was
talking too much. Then he pointed first at his right ear
and then at his left.

“Let her talk. Don’t pay attention to what she says.”
Isabelle read his lips. “Let it go in one ear and out the
other”

Isabelle laughed softly at his performance.

“What’s so funny?” April asked her. “I'm talking to you.
I said I'd always be on your side, no matter what. You can
always count on me. Even if you kill someone, I'll say it
wasn’'t you.” She turned around and caught Robert in his
performance. “What are you doing?” she shouted at him.
“Go and unpack the suitcases.”

They had lunch on the terrace in the apartment. The
view was spectacular. The sea was as flat as a lake. It was
a beautiful day.

“Rob, how about we move to Majorca? It would be fun!
Don’t you think so, honey?”

“Beautiful new apartments are being built down the
road.” Isabelle pointed at a crane not far away. “Can you
see that crane? Right there. They're still building them,
but they’ll finish by the end of the year.”

“We can go tomorrow and take a look, sniff around, and
check the prices.” Robert nodded.

Isabelle enjoyed having them in her house; it was like a
refreshing breeze. She needed a break from all the drama
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she had in New York. She had spoken to Nick briefly earlier
to let him know she was alright. Much to her surprise, she
didn’t miss him that much.

April helped her clear the table after lunch, and they
both went to the kitchen to do the dishes. Meanwhile,
Robert went to the guest room to unpack the suitcases.

“Poor Robert. Do you always treat him like that?”

“What do you mean? Don’t say that in front of him. He
might start thinking I'm not treating him well. I don’t do
that to you. I never say to Nick, ‘Ouch! Poor Nick.”

“You never see Nick; that’'s why.”

“I've spoken to him on the phone a couple of times.”

“Oh, right. You win. It was only twice, though. Once
when we were here over Christmas and once after I
moved in with him.”

“Yes, and I didn’t say ‘poor Nick’ after you called him
Joe when you were in bed. Ha, ha!” She started to laugh
so loudly that there were tears in her eyes. “I love you,
girl. Please tell me the story one more time.” She couldn’t
stop herself.

“You'll choke if you keep on like that.” Isabelle felt silly.
She never wanted to be reminded of that night ever again.

“Only one more time, babe. So, you were naked, he was
on top of you, and you yelled, ‘Fuck me, Joe.”

April opened her arms and gave Isabelle a loving hug.
They both laughed. They finished their job in the kitchen
and went to find Rob.

“I need to make sure he’s hung my dresses correctly,”
April said, and pinched Isabelle on the arm.

“God, I've missed that habit of yours.”
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“Rob?” He was buried in clothes, trying to separate
hers from his. “Rob, tell Isabelle how good I did last week
at work. Four thousand pounds!” She put her hand an
inch from Isabelle’s face, holding up four fingers. “Four
thousand pounds, babe! What do you say to that?”

April looked so happy and satisfied. She was waiting
for Isabelle to react. Isabelle knew that if she didn’t show
enough excitement, April would pinch her again, and she
would be blue by the time they left.

“Wow, that's great! How much is that in euros?” she asked.

“Nearly five thousand euros,” April answered with
pride.

“Wow! Four weeks and almost five thousand
euros ... That’s a lot of money. I could’'ve stayed here,
worked in London, and come home on the weekends. It
looks like I've been wasting my time in New York.”

“Yeah, right! Did we forget about Mr. Walters and ‘11love
you, honey bunny.”

Even Robert laughed at the joke, especially when April
imitated Nick’s voice.

“I love you, honey bunny. I can’t live without you, honey
bunny.” She made a face as if she were about to throw
up. “You make me sick. Rob, did you know Isabelle can’t
live without a man? We’ve established that one hundred
percent.” April really enjoyed taking the piss out of her
friend.

Isabelle’s phone rang. Before she could answer, April
took it from her.

“I bet it’s him. Speak of the devil! Hello, Nick. How are
you, honey? It's April. I'm back. The bitch is back! Yes,
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she’s right next to me. I'll pass you through to her. Bye,
honey bunny.”

[sabelle took the phone and left the room, leaving Rob
and April laughing hysterically.

“Oh my God, is she always like that?” Nick was laughing
as well.

“That’s nothing. Wait until she gets drunk. You better
not say a word when she takes drugs, because she gets
aggressive.”

“Poor baby. She seems fine, though. Like an honest
person. [ guess she never lies.”

“You mean she never tells the truth. She talks so much,
and everything she says is so twisted that people lose
track of her story and don’t realize she’s lying.”

“I didn’t notice that...”

“You've only spoken to her three times. Also, she has
no reason to lie to you.”

“I'love you, honey bunny!” April poked her head through
the guest room’s window.

“Was that her?” Nick asked.

“No, my neighbor! Of course, it was her”” Isabelle giggled.
“The woman is un poco loca, but she’s great fun and a very
loyal friend. She makes me laugh and bitches at me all the
time, but it doesn’t bother me at all. I guess that’s her way
of showing me how much she loves and cares about me.”

“Well, you go and have some fun, sweetheart. I'll talk
to you later. Say hi to Carlos for me.”

“I will. I love you.”

She wanted to say, I miss you. But the truth was, she
didn’t miss Nick at all.
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Mallorca

Isabelle took Robert and April to Puerto Portals. The two
girls returned home at 7 a.m. Rob had left them in one of
the bars in the port. Isabelle was trying to be quiet so as
not to wake him up. April, on the other hand, ran straight
into their room, pulled out the blanket, and started to
poke him.

“Robert! Rob, are you sleeping?” She pinched him on
the back. “Are you asleep, honey bunny?”

“Not anymore. Get out of my face, for God’s sake.”

Isabelle smiled. Those two were quite a sight—Rob
was stretching in the middle of the bed, while April was
sitting on top of him fully dressed and holding his nose
so he couldn’t breathe.

“Good night.” Isabelle closed the door and went to her
bedroom. She’d promised to call Nick before she went
to bed, but was so tired she decided to leave it for later.

The sound of the coffee machine woke her up at
10:30 a.m. She went to the kitchen and found Rob making
breakfast.
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“Good morning. I hope you found everything you
needed in the fridge. It smells delicious. What are you
making? Pancakes?”

“No, I'm making French toast. Here’s your coffee. Milk
and sugar?”

April also walked into the kitchen, wearing only her
panties and one of Rob’s shirts.

“Good morning, sexy! Did you sleep all right?” Isabelle
asked her with a smile.

“Never better!”

They all had breakfast and went down to the pool. In
the development, there were three swimming pools, but
the one by Isabelle’s apartment had a view of the sea.

The next day, another friend of Isabelle’s arrived. She
had completely forgotten Marcus had asked her if he
could stay with her for a few days. So now she had a
full house. It was such a nice feeling to be surrounded
by friends. It was a big change for her after the time of
sorrow and loneliness she experienced in New York. It
felt like bright sunshine after heavy rain. She’d almost
forgotten about Nick. He called her every morning and
evening, and she could tell by his voice that he missed
her.

“Did you buy your return ticket?” Nick asked her the
same question every time.

“I might go to London for a week. April said I could
work in the club she’s working at and stay at her house.
She made four thousand pounds last week!”

“I thought you wanted to come back to New York, work
another month, and quit that shit,” he snapped at her.
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“Why London? I don’t like the idea of it. I don’t like the
Brits in general.”

“I want to go and try. It’s only to make some extra
money. | promise I'll quit soon. Very soon. I'm almost
done paying back the money I owed. I need only to stay
on the ball for a month, and then I can focus on starting
something new. By the way, did you check out the course
in business management [ asked you about?”

“No, I'm sorry. I forgot. I'll do it later today.”

[sabelle would make a great business manager. She
was smart and young. All she needed was some money
and the time to study. She was ready to dedicate all her
energy to that new chapter in her life.

The night Marcus arrived, Carlos invited them all for
dinner. He had asked Toni to book them a table at Sa
Roqueta.

Isabelle had introduced Marcus to Robert and April
earlier, so now he had to meet only her father. Marcus and
Isabelle knew each other from when she was studying in
Heidelberg, Germany.

Marcus was thirty-eight years old—a bachelor by heart
and soul. He was in the film production business, and after
a few bad movies, he’d lost almost everything. He sold his
villain Florida and his boat and penthouse in Heidelberg.
For the last few years, he’d been working hard day and
night to get back on his feet, and now he was doing better.

“I have an idea. You should call your new boat ‘Nearly
there,” Isabelle said to Marcus. They had talked about life
on the way back from the airport, and he mentioned he
was buying a new boat. “You know, it’s like you’re always
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at the edge of success, and you think, ‘Now I get it Ha!
But then life comes around, slaps you on the face, and you
need to start all over again. But that’s life, isn’t it? You're
nearly there!”

They all sat at the table, laughing, talking, and telling
stories from the past. Isabelle looked around and realized
it was exactly what she missed. In New York, she had only
her sister, who lived three hours away by plane, and Nick,
who didn’t even know what he wanted. They’d found their
way back to each other, but she knew things would never
be the same again. Atleast not for her! She loved Nick—of
course she did—but would never be able to trust him
blindly again or think about them as being one and the
same. She always had a voice in her mind, warning her
that one day Nick would decide she was no longer his
responsibility. She looked at her friends. They had never
promised her anything, but they had always been there
for her, especially her father. They were a part of her past
and were still there. She hoped they would be there in
the future as well.

“What are you dreaming about?” Robert asked her.

“A dream.” Her eyes sparkled.

They had a wonderful evening. After dinner, April
surprised [sabelle with a bag of Charlie.

“Where did you get that from? You've only been here
for two days. Well done, sefiorita!”

They went to all the bars in the port without skipping a
single one. Carlos and Robert left around 1 a.m. [sabelle,
Marcus, and April didn’t return home until the early
morning.
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The next day, April and Robert decided to move to a
hotel down the road. There were simply too many people
in the apartment.

“Let Marcus use the guest room, and you'll have more
space as well,” April said. She was right.

I[sabelle saw Robert again at the airport on Monday
afternoon.

April had abandoned him over the weekend and had
gone partying to excess. The three of them boarded the
plane to London in silence. Isabelle was ready for her new
adventure. Bring it on, England!
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London with April

London greeted them with a gray sky and rain. April’s
house was in the East End, beside the river. It was a
beautiful two-story town house with stunning views of
the Thames.

[sabelle’s room was on the first floor. She could see the
small backyard through her window. Robert had taken on
the role of gardener, planting various spring flowers and
it looked beautiful.

“You have a wonderful place,” Isabelle said while she
and April had a glass of wine and watched TV. Robert had
already gone to bed. “It’s really homey.”

“I love the neighborhood,” April added. “Safety is an
important factor nowadays, especially if you have kids.”

Isabelle had seen a few photos of Tod, April’s son. He
was five years old and a smart-looking little guy with a
bright smile. He had his mom’s sparkling eyes and a hint
of her dark skin. The rest had to be from his dad.

“I also want to have kids soon.”

“Does Nick know about this?” April looked at her in shock.
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“I guess so. He knows I'm not on the pill; we never
use condoms, and” she looked down, her long eyelashes
covering her eyes “he comes inside me every time.”

April almost spat out her wine. She cleared her throat
and turned to face her friend.

“Are you pregnant?”

“No. Butif I get pregnant, we're keeping the baby. We've
talked about it. | wasn’t ready when we first met, but I'm
nearly there.”

“You know him since less than a year ago. Babe, it’s too
soon to take such a step. We're talking about a baby, a little
human being. Once you have one, you can’t return it when
you get bored. A baby is for life, and it needs a family.”

“I know. I didn’t say I wanted to have one tomorrow. I
said one day ... soon.” Her mind drifted back to New York
and Nick. “I wonder what he’s doing right now.”

“Call and ask him.”

He was in his office, working as usual.

“Did you buy your ticket?” Those were his first words.

“I miss you too, babe.”

“I'm serious! Because if you haven’t, | have a great
idea. How about I buy you a ticket to the Bahamas? I've
checked the flights already. There’s a great connection
from London to Miami and then Miami to Nassau. If you
catch a flight on Wednesday next week, you’ll be there
on Thursday afternoon. My flight from New York lands
in Nassau at 11 a.m. on Friday. I could book a room in the
Atlantis Hotel. They’ve made me a great offer already.” He
stopped to take a breath. She could hear the excitement
in his voice. “We can stay there until Tuesday and fly back
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to New York in the evening. There’s a direct flight. So we
would arrive home by midnight. What do you say?”

That was a plan! She’d been to the Bahamas once
before. She was in Nassau for two days and stayed at the
British Colonial. She only went to Atlantis to look around
but still remembered how amazing it was. Staying in that
hotel would be like living in a fairy tale, and it was Nick’s
birthday that weekend. [sabelle felt so happy and excited
she almost cried, but this time of happiness. He wanted to
spend his birthday alone with her in the Bahamas, away
from friends and family, just the two of them.

It was Nick’s first romantic gesture.

“I love you, honey. I love you with all my heart. I think
it'sabrilliantidea! I can’t wait to make love to you on one
of those sandy beaches. Just you and me, naked under the
stars. Mmm. What do you think about that?”

“Stop right now. I'm in the office, babe, and I'm having
an erection. Oh, I wish you were here.”

“Don’t get too excited. Go back to work and book the
tickets. Oh yeah, before I forget. Did I tell you that [ miss
you?”

“No. Not lately”

“I miss you like the desert misses the rain.”

kokk

On Tuesday, April took Isabelle to Secrets, a strip club in
central London, hidden in a small street between all the
banks and offices. The place looked nothing like Scores;
it was one-fifth of its size. There was a purple sign with
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the name of the club on top of a small door, and a security
guard stood in front of it.

They entered a small hallway that led to a flight of stairs.

“Is that a basement?” I[sabelle had a bad feeling about
the place.

The club was tiny and had a capacity of only a hundred
people, the number of girls who worked on the weekends
in Scores. There were no private rooms but an open VIP
lounge and a small stage next to the D] booth, where a
big, black girl was dancing. There were no men in the
club besides the ones working. She checked the time; it
was 8:30 p.m.

“You've got to be kidding me!” She turned to April, who
was walking behind her. “This place is dead and small,
and, look around, the girls are ugly.”

“That’s the point.” April pushed her to walk faster.
“There’s no competition. We’re the prettiest girls in the
club.”

“Babe, I doubt anyone who comes here cares if you're
pretty or not. All they want is to see some ass. I bet they
don’t even talk to the girls.” She was getting in a bad mood.

The club sucked. She entered the dressing room to feel
even more disappointed; it was a mess. The club rules
were posted on the wall. She started reading them, and
her eyes almost popped out. It wasn’t a topless club;
it was a fully nude club! She was furious. Why the hell
didn’t April warn her about that? She didn’t want to
know how she made four thousand pounds the week
before. It wasn’t her business. Isabelle just wanted to
get out of there.
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She ran up the stairs and went out onto the street. April
ran after her.

“Where are you going?”

“To get a drink first and home after. You can save
yourself the trouble of explaining. There’s nothing you
can say that will make me go back downstairs. This place
sucks, babe. I'm sorry to say this, butit’s a cheap shithole.”

“OK. I'll take the night off too and go out for a drink
with you. Then we can go home together”

They went to some bar in the neighborhood. Isabelle
had two glasses of vodka, but her mood didn’t change.
London had been a waste of time and money.

She could’ve been in Mallorca, having a drink in the
port with her dad or her friend Peter and enjoying the
nice weather. Instead, she was sitting in an Irish pub in
rainy London. She wanted to strangle April. They finished
their drinks and went home.

“I'm sorry for snapping at you earlier. It’s not your
fault. I didn’t like the club. I had other expectations.
Sorry. It’s not the end of the world!” She looked out
the window. “I'm so silly! I thought I would come here
and find a club like Scores; only instead of dollars, they
would pay me in pounds. I had everything planned in
my head. I would work from Monday to Thursday and
return home on Friday. Cool, right? Well, I didn’t expect
Secrets. I'm sorry.”

[t was better like that anyway; she never thought about
what would happen if her plan worked out. What about
Nick? He wouldn’t move to London, Spain, or any part of
Europe.
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Her head started to spin. What was she thinking? She
should be happy it all happened the way it did, so she was
back on track with her former plans.

“I guess I'll take the next couple of days off. I promise
to drive you insane from morning until night.” Isabelle
smiled at April.

“I'll take you around and show you London. We'll go
shopping at Gucci, Armani, Dior ... All you need is Nick’s
credit card. Let’s go, girl!”

They did it all! Isabelle felt like they were part of Sex
and the City. They drove a brand new CLK with the top
down and listened to The Weeknd on the radio. Isabelle
enjoyed feeling the wind and the sun on her face. It was
great fun. They shopped in Harrods and spent more than
five hours there.

“We're like Thelma and Louise,” April said. “Please
don’t let a man come between us. You're like the sister
['ve never had.”

“I promise.” Isabelle smiled.

Later in the evening, they went to Chinawhite—one of
the most popular places in London. It wasn’t too busy for
a Thursday night. They ordered a bottle of champagne
and started the party.

She had forgotten all about Nick for a moment, but he
reminded her in the early hours of the next day.

“I hope you're having fun.” He didn’t sound happy.

“We’ve barely spoken. I wonder what’s going on over
there. Your phone is off most of the time, and you never
call me.” Nick sounded really upset, and Isabelle felt
guilty.
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She had let herself go with April and felt bad for not
letting Nick be a part of it. She could’ve called him the day
before and told him everything. It would’ve been better.
She tried to apologize, but nothing could calm his anger.
He felt abandoned.

“I bet you were busy flirting with one of those stupid
Brits last night. Obviously it was more important than
calling me. Why did you turn off your phone? Tell me! I can
handle the truth.” He was steaming. “What the fuck were
you thinking, you stupid girl? Do you think I'm dumb? I
pay for your ticket and your vacation; fly to the Bahamas
to spend my birthday with you, and you can’t even answer
your phone.” He paused, and she could tell he was short
of breath. “You know what, Isabelle? You'll never change.
You'll always be a lying, unfaithful bitch.”

She hung up and turned off her phone. She knew
he would call and yell at her until she couldn’t take it
anymore. Then he would start apologizing, and she would
start crying. She would be miserable for the rest of the
day, and he would send her love messages. To hell with
Nicholas Walters!

The house phone rang, and April answered it. She didn’t
know what had just happened.

“It’s for you, honey. It’s your lover boy.”

“Tell him I'm in the bathroom, and I'll call him later.”
She slammed the door to her room behind her, leaving
April on the stairs with the phone in her hand.

“I ... What did I miss? She’ll call you later, Nick.”
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The edge of goodbye

The plane landed in Majorca on early Friday afternoon.
The flight from London took only two hours, and Isabelle
slept through most of it. However, strange thoughts crept
into her mind.

She was supposed to fly to the Bahamas on Wednesday,
but she wasn't feeling thrilled about it. She wasn’t looking
forward to returning to New York either. It seemed to
her that her relationship with Nick had been a constant
roller coaster, and she was getting tired of it. She wanted
to be with someone who would understand and support
her, and Nick wasn’t doing any of it. He laughed at her
dreams, telling her to grow up, leave her fantasy world,
and face reality.

“Find yourself a normal job. You can work as a secretary
or something like that. We won’t need the money, but
you need to wake up in the morning and be responsible.”

Her sister was probably right about the fact that they
came from two different worlds. Isabelle didn’t want to
be a secretary.
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Peter picked her up from the airport. Her dad was in
Marbella, playing golf.

A secretary, she said to herself one last time before she
pushed the sad and dark thoughts out of her mind.

“Hey, babe, how was your flight?” Peter asked.

“I'm happy to be back.” She gave him her suitcase and
kissed him on the cheek. “Did you miss me?”

“Oh sure, Lucardi. I missed you like a bad virus. How
was London?”

“Fun!”

“What’s your plan? Are you going to stay here for a
while, or are you going back to the States?” He threw her
bag onto the back seat of his car and started the engine.

“I have a plane ticket for the Bahamas next week. It’s
Nick’s birthday.”

“You’ll end up getting locked up one day, Lucardi.
Didn’t the officers at the airport in Chicago tell you not
to return to the States for five years? They can put you
in jail for six months. Let him come here if he misses
you so much.”

“I know. But it’s not the only thing that bothers me,”
she said and looked at the boats as they passed the Club
de Mar on the maritime promenade. “He’s so jealous and
possessive and never supports me in anything [ do. I asked
him two weeks ago to check some business classes | want
to take. Instead, he looked for a secretary job for me.”

Peter looked at her and burst out laughing.

“You can’t even type, Lucardi. Who's going to hire you as
a secretary? And to do what? All you'd be good at would
be talking on the phone all day and looking pretty behind
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the desk. Don’t worry about Nick. You should do what you
want, not what he tells you to do.”

They arrived at her apartment. Isabelle left her bag
on the floor and stepped out onto the balcony. Her face
was emotionless as she stared at the endless sea before
her. The wind blew her hair, and she could feel Peter’s
presence behind her. He put his hand on her shoulder.

“Don’t rack your pretty brain now. If you listen to your
heart, nothing can go wrong.”

“You're right, Pete. I guess I should let God show me
the way. I'll go to the Bahamas, enjoy myself, return to
New York, and give Nick one last chance. If things don’t
work out the way I want them to, then I'll buy myself a
one-way ticket home and forget about Nicholas Walters
once and for all”

Time flew by. Isabelle spent the weekend with her
father. They talked a lot about her future, and what Carlos
told her didn’t differ much from what Peter had said. He
was worried about his little girl. He wanted to see her
happy, but she seemed quite confused.

Nick must’'ve sensed something was wrong, so he
changed his attitude and started being nice and charming
again.

“This isn’t going to work, honey,” she told him on the
phone. “We know each other long enough. You need
to stop treating me like a child and being jealous and
insecure because I do love you. I love you more than I
ever thought I could love someone. Please stop insulting
me and calling me names. You're only pushing me away.
[ wish you could start believing in me and trusting me.
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Don’t try to clip my wings when I'm trying to fly. You're my
man, my best friend, and my lover. You're my everything!
Please promise me you'll try.” Her eyes filled with tears.
She knew they could be happy together; all they had to
do was try to compromise. Love required compromise
and trying to make each other happy. Love meant giving,
not taking. She was ready to compromise, but was he?

“I'll do whatever it takes to make you happy,” he
promised her. “I'll never make you cry again. You're my
angel. I love you.”

And so, once again, she was sitting in a plane on her
way to Nassau.

For better or worse, she wouldn’t give up on Nicholas
Walters and true love.
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Bahamas and the Caribbean sun

Nassau was a paradise island, and the Atlantis Hotel
was its jewel. She checked into the hotel on Thursday
evening. It was incredible. The hotel was divided into
three parts: the Royal Towers, the Coral Towers, and the
Beach Towers. The facade of the main building looked like
something out of a fairy tale. There were huge arches and
pillars to make it look like a castle.

[sabelle got out of the taxi and entered the magic world.
The concierge helped her with her suitcase as she headed
to the reception desk.

“There must be a reservation under the name of Walters
or Lucardi,” she said, pulling out her passport from her
Dior bag.

The friendly guy behind the desk started typing on the
computer; his eyes were fixed on the screen.

“Yes, ma’am. You have booked the master suite in the
Coral Tower. That's suite 1261. I hope you enjoy your stay
with us.” He handed her two key cards. “Is Mr. Walters
arriving later today or tomorrow morning?”
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“He arrives tomorrow morning.” She gave him one
of the keys back. “You can give that one to him in the
morning.” She thought she would wait in bed for Nick.

The concierge showed her to her room. “Your luggage
will be here any minute now, ma’am,” he said and
disappeared.

The suite was beautiful and spacious and was divided
into two enormous rooms. There was a bedroom with a
master bathroom, a small balcony that looked out to the
southern part of the hotel, and a huge infinity swimming
pool. The living room was bright, with floor-to-ceiling
windows and a massive terrace overlooking the Atlantic.
There was an open bar, a big couch, and a coffee table.
[sabelle opened the fridge that was built in the bar. It was
full! She called Nick.

“Are you there, honey? How is it? [s it as good as it looks
in the brochure?”

“Better! It’s unbelievable! We’re going to have an
unforgettable time, babe. It will be like spending a week
in paradise. Just hurry up and come to me!”

She decided to go for a walk and check out the grounds.
The Atlantis Hotel had seven restaurants, a few beach
bars, a casino, a nightclub, a cigar bar, and a spa. It was
like a small city. The hotel seemed to be fully booked
because the lobby was crowded, and so were the bars.
There was a shopping passage, which included most of
the international fashion brands. The place was worth
the eight-hour flight in economy.

I[sabelle had dinner and went back to her room. Her
eyes were heavy, and so was her head. She fell asleep as
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soon as she lay down. When she opened her eyes again,
Nick was sitting beside her.

“Good morning, sleepyhead. You look like an angel.” He
kissed her, and she moved aside so that he could lie next
to her and snuggle for a minute. The minute turned into
an hour and a half of passionate lovemaking—the best
way to wake up.

Nick held her tight in his arms while she melted away
with pleasure. They had so much to catch up on; so much
to tell each other. It had only been three weeks, but Isabelle
had made up her mind about a few things. But first, they
had to catch up on kissing and holding each other.

Later on, they went to explore the resort. Nick took her
to one of the beach bars and bought her a pina colada
that came in a monkey head mug. It was made from palm
trees, and she decided to keep it as a souvenir. They
walked along the beach. The sun caressed [sabelle’s skin,
and a light breeze played with her hair. She could see
the endless horizon, where the sea and the sky became
one. Nick was right there, beside her, holding her in his
arms. It was such a perfect moment. They walked up to
the cliffs at the end of the beach and watched how the
waves broke against the rocks, making the water splash
all around.

“Do you want to go for a swim?” Nick asked her.

“No. Didn’t I tell you I'm scared of fish? [ swim only in
a swimming pool.”

He burst out laughing. “No, you’ve never told me. Why?
Do you think they’ll bite you? Hahaha! Oh, sweetie, you're
such a baby, and you live on an island.”
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“Yes, but I have a swimming pool where I live. You know
that. You've seen it.”

“So you never go into the sea?” Nick kissed her hair but
couldn’t stop laughing.

“Sometimes, when it gets really hot in August. [ might
jump into the water if 'm on one of my friend’s boats, but
someone needs to stay on deck and keep a lookout for
fish.” She seemed to be very serious about it all. “You know
what I mean. Watch out for jellyfish and fish in general.”

“That sounds crazy.”

“Think whatever you want, honey, but I'm telling you.
There’s no way I'm going into that ocean.”

“But why? It’s the strangest phobia I've ever heard.”

“I don’t know. I was on a boat with my dad and his
friends years ago. We had chicken for lunch. When we
finished eating, they threw the leftovers into the sea. All
the bones and food were left for the fish, which aren’t
supposed to have teeth.”

Nicklooked at her and burst outlaughing again; Isabelle
was so caught up in her story. She moved her hands, trying
to explain exactly what had happened, and her eyes were
filled with horror.

“I'm not kidding, honey. You should’ve seen those
beasts. There were probably hundreds of them, coming
from all over. Before I could count to three, the chicken
was gone. All of it!” She nodded to add a touch of drama.
“And the bones were gone too! So I always wondered how
the damn fish would know if it’s me or a chicken that
jumps in the water.”

He was laughing so hard that tears filled his eyes.
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“You know what? You're great, honey. You should have
your own sitcom. A one-woman show.” He kissed her, and
[sabelle also laughed.

They contemplated the sea in silence for a while. Then
they walked over the cliffs to another small beach. There
was no one there. They looked at each other and smiled.

“You see how much I love you. I asked for this beach just
for you and me.” He ran in front of her, turned around, and
opened wide his arms. “It’s called La playa de Isabella.”

She ran into his arms, and he lifted her in the air,
swinging her around until his head started spinning, and
they both fell on the sand.

“I love you,” he whispered in her ear.

“I' love you even more.”

He rose on his elbow and kissed her gently. Her lips
welcomed his and responded warmly. She smiled and
sensually licked her upper lip.

“You asked for the beach, but you forgot to bring me
the moon and the stars, Mr. Walters. The deal was a lonely
beach just for you and me, under the moon and the stars.”

“It’s only noon, honey. The moon and the stars will
come out later” His voice showed his impatience as his
fingers tried to untie her bikini top.

“No stars, no deal.” She laughed as she stood up and
ran away. “You need to wait until they come out, honey.”

He got up and ran after her.

“Wait until I get you. I'll throw you into the ocean so
that the fish can eat you.” He made a scary face.

They played like children and forgot about all their
worries and stress. If only every day could be like that.
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Happy in love

[t was late afternoon. Nick and Isabelle sipped at another
tropical cocktail that also came in a monkey head mug.
They visited the famous Atlantis Aquarium, which was
hidden beneath the hotel and spread all the way from
the Beach Tower to the Royal Tower. There were fish
and all kinds of species that represented the underwater
world. Isabelle had spent an entire day in the aquarium
in London and thought it was an amazing experience. But
the Atlantis Aquarium left her speechless.

[t was breathtaking. The place, the decoration, the
lights ... Whoever had created it was a genius.

There were tanks built in the rocks; the top part of
some was open so the fish could swim into outdoor pools.
There were sand sharks, reef sharks, seahorses, and even
goldfish, as well as lobsters, crabs, and water snakes.

“Look! That one looks like Nemo.” Nick pointed to a
small, yellow fish with bright purple and blue stripes.
“Be careful; it might bite you.” He pulled her away from
the glass.
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They passed through a small tunnel that was built into
the rocks and came out in a big open-air arena. A flight
of stairs led to the top, and she could hear loud music.

“Let’s check it out.” She grabbed Nick’s hand, and they
ran to the top.

“Oh my God! It’s beautiful,” she said.

“Yes, it is.”

They were standing in the center of a bar that was
located on a platform in the middle of the bay. Dolphins
swam around them. Isabelle bent over the rails to watch
the giant turtle that was passing by.

“I feel like Brooke Shields in The Blue Lagoon,” she said.

“Come on, Ariel! Would you like another drink?”

“Who's Ariel?”

“You've never heard of Ariel? Of course you have.
Everyone has! Ariel from The Little Mermaid? Disney?”

“Oh, that Ariel!” She hid behind him and tried to jump
on him, but he managed to escape. They almost knocked
the tray the waiter that passed by was carrying. “I'm so
sorry,” Isabelle said and gave the dark-skinned guy a shy
smile.

They found a table, and Nick checked the menu.

“What would you say to a cheeseburger?”

“I would say, ‘Eat it yourself!” I'm having the summer
salad.”

They ordered the food, and [sabelle asked for a Sex on
the Beach cocktail. They had lunch and spent the rest of
the day on the beach.

They made love before going out for dinner, and Nick
didn’t use protection again.
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“Are you trying to get me pregnant?” she asked him
after he collapsed beside her. They were lying on the floor
next to the window, overlooking the ocean.

“No, but I'm here for you if it happens.”

“You won'’t have to be here just for me, honey. You would
have to be here for the two of us. Me and the baby.”

She took a shower and started to get dressed. Nick wore
a pair of beige pants and a matching linen shirt. She put
on a brown skirt and a salmon-colored top from SHOKO.
The skirt went down to her knees but was slightly shorter
on one side. It was very tight, enveloping her sexy butt
and showing her long legs.

“You look very sexy.” Nick came from behind her and
kissed her neck. “You better stay close to me tonight in
case someone tries to kidnap you, my little Ariel.”

Nick had booked a table at the famous restaurant
I[sabelle had been talking about since their arrival: The
Bohemian. The name suited the place perfectly; there was
a massive redwood table, dark Bordeaux velvet curtains
on the windows, and cushions on the chairs. There were
big candles all around the room, and a small, floating
candle in a cup with rose petals on each table.

They ordered the Chateaubriand for two and a bottle
of Rothschild.

“It can’t get better than this,” she said to him with a
smile, as she sipped from her wine glass. “Coming here
was a great idea. No work, no stress, no friends, no
phones—you know what [ mean, right?” She touched his
hand, stretching across the table. “It’s just the two of us.
Paradise.”
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Nick couldn’t agree more. “Thanks for being here with
me.” He smiled. “It’s you, honey. You're the one who makes
it a paradise.”

[sabelle glowed softly in the candlelight. Nick wished
he could make love to her one more time, right there,
right at that moment.

The waiter arrived with their meal, interrupting the
moment. After trying their food, they agreed that the chef
definitely deserved praise.

This place is heaven, Isabelle thought. She had to
recommend it to all her friends once they returned home.
[sabelle knew her dad would love it too. She thought about
her mom ... Her mother had heard all about Nick, but she
hadn’t met him yet. Next time, she thought.

She gazed at the wine and the young man next to her.
It was a wonderful evening. They went to bed early that
night, as they were both exhausted—Isabelle from jet lag,
and Nick from the flight and heat—and she was able to
fulfill her promise.

“I thought you wanted to make love on the beach,” Nick
said when he started kissing her as she slipped off her skirt.

“You see, I'm the one who's too tired now.” She laughed.
“I'll take the bed for now, my love.”

Happy Birthday, Nick!

They spent the next day lying by the pool, getting a
nice suntan. Later, they had dinner at The Four Twins,
a Japanese restaurant, and, after that, Nick took her to
the casino.

“I'll teach you a trick,” he said. “If you play this way,
you’ll never lose. I've tried it many times in Atlantic City.”
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“Where’s that? Atlantic City?”

“It's near New York. I have to take you there when we
return home.”

Nick was burning with enthusiasm. He pulled out a
hundred-dollar bill and went to turn it into tokens for
the one-armed bandits, which is what he called the slot
machines. When he went back, he was carrying a plastic
cup full of change.

“So, this is how we’ll do it,” he explained. “You take
these four machines, and I'll take the four behind you.”
He handed Isabelle a cup and shared his change with her.
“Now, start inserting the tokens into the machines, into all
four of them.” He darted between the machines, following
his own instructions to the letter.

His energy was contagious as he ran from one machine
to the next. “Just feed them, baby. You'll see, one of them
will throw it all out. It always happens. Same thing every
time. Just keep on feeding them.”

[sabelle heard a ring, and then the sound of silver hitting
metal. “I told you!” he shouted, jumping in the air like a
ten-year-old boy. “You see? I told you it would happen!”

It was one of [sabelle’s machines.

“How much did we get? Two hundred? I knew it!” She
barely had time to laugh, as Nick was already bouncing
around like a child, and she let herself ride the wave of
his joy.

The night blurred from neon lights to champagne
bubbles, and by the time the clock struck twelve, it felt
like the whole evening had been leading to that moment,
as she whispered, “Happy birthday.”
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Nick pushed the tokens into his container. “Dinner was
almost for free, or at least the wine was.” He laughed. “Do
you want to play some more, or are you ready for a drink?”

“I'm not that much into slot machines.” Isabelle smiled. “I'd
rather play on the roulette table. But I'll have a drink first.”

She waited at the bar while Nick went to change
the silver for plastic chips so they could play roulette
afterward.

[sabelle taught him the same technique she had shown
Anna when she was in London with Frank in the winter.

“Watch where they set bigger bets. If someone puts
three hundred dollars on red, you put fifty dollars on
black. The casino won’t let the three-hundred-dollar
bet win over your fifty-dollar bet, believe me. It doesn’t
matter what they say, 'm damn sure all tables are being
controlled from an office somewhere inside.”

They tried Isabelle’s method, and it happened exactly as
she said. By the end of the night, the one hundred dollars
they had started with had turned into more than fifteen
hundred dollars.

Isabelle felt so happy she wanted to scream and let
everybody know how lucky and in love she was.

She glanced at her watch; it was five minutes before
midnight.

“I'need a drink,” she said, pulling Nick playfully towards
the bar of the nightclub that was right next to the casino.
“Go check if we can get a table.” She pushed him onto the
dance floor.

There were a few tables around it, but they were all
occupied. Nick returned from the bar and saw Isabelle
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holding two glasses of champagne; a bottle of Cristal was
chilling in an ice bucket.

“Happy birthday!”

Nick looked at his watch. His birthday was actually
on Sunday, but it was already past midnight. It was his
birthday!

They raised their glasses in a toast.

“To you, my love. I wish you all the best, all the happiness
in the world, and may God make all your wishes come
true.”

“I've got only one wish.” Nick smiled. “I wish you would
love me forever, the way you love me right now.” Their lips
met in a long, passionate Kkiss.

I[sabelle made him dance that night, and Nick enjoyed
every single minute of his 29th birthday. He had never
thought that love could be so sweet. Isabelle’s love was
the best birthday present he could have ever wished for.

The next morning, she gave him the rest of his presents.

Nick opened a small red box. “Oh, thank you, babe. I've
always wanted one of these.” He took out the shiny silver
Dupont lighter from the velvet pillow in the box. “Every
time I light a cigarette, it'll remind me of you and the
Bahamas. [ won't use it every day, only when we go out.
Thank you.”

He kissed her and pulled her back into bed. It seemed
the Dupont lighter wasn’t enough. Isabelle didn’t fight
him. Instead, she put her arms around his neck and
moaned with pleasure.

They spent Sunday on the beach, improving their
suntan. Nick was as red as a lobster by late afternoon.
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I[sabelle had tried to warn him when she saw the bottle
of tropical oil, but he wouldn’t listen to her.

“You can’t put that oil on your skin,” she had said. “Are
you trying to burn yourself?”

She had covered herself instead with factor fifteen sun
cream and had a nice golden-brown tan.

“Iwouldn’t recommend you go out in the sun tomorrow,”
she added. They were supposed to fly back to New York
at 6:30 p.m. on Monday. “I wish we could stay here a little
longer;” she sighed, sipping her cocktail.

They were sitting at the Laguna Bar again. Nick was
drinking his gin and tonic, daydreaming, and staring out at
the sea. But Isabelle noticed his mind was somewhere else.

“Where are you, honey?” she asked, gently nudging his
shoulder to bring him back.

“Oh, I'm sorry. I was thinking about the office, and all the
shit that’s waiting for me. What did you say?” He brushed
her hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear.

“I said I wish we didn’t have to leave tomorrow.”

His eyes suddenly lit up and sparkled. “Do you want to
stay one more day?” he asked.

“Of course [ do.”

“Then let’s stay. I need to call the office now.” Nick called
the office and changed the tickets.

“Oh yeah, we need to make sure our room will be
available for one more night.”

Nick got up from his chair. “Let’s do it, honey. I want to
spend one more day in paradise with you.”

He took her hand, and they walked back to the hotel,
where a wild night awaited them.
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Wild night and proposal dream

“Do you want to do some drugs?” Nick asked Isabelle.

“I don’t have any,” she answered defensively.

“I know, silly. But if I get some, would you like to take
them?”

[sabelle wanted to say no, but the bad girl in her woke
up after being asleep for a while and shouted, “Yes!”

Nick found him at the nightclub. He was standing right
by the exit, a tall Black man with his hands in his pockets,
and wearing a baseball cap.

“I bet he can sell us some,” Nick said and approached
the man.

His name was Big T, which was probably related to his
height. Big T and Nick disappeared for a moment, and
Nick returned with a bright smile on his face.

“I gotit,” he said.

They had another cocktail, but Isabelle was eager to
go back to the room.

[sabelle and Nick didn’t get a wink of sleep all night.
They drank all the alcohol they had in the room, did all
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the drugs Nick had bought from Big T, had wild sex, and
sat on the balcony, watching the sunrise afterward.

Isabelle fell asleep in his arms and woke up late in the
afternoon. She had a strange feeling in her heart.

She could remember her and Nick lying in bed, looking
into each other’s eyes.

“Will you marry me?” she heard him say.

She had pushed her body against his. Her eyes filled
with tears, tears of joy and happiness.

“Yes,” she murmured.

She closed her eyes, panicking now. She wasn’t sure
if that had really happened or if she had just dreamed
about it.

She decided to waitand see if Nick would say something.
And if not, then it had just been a dream.

Nick never said a word, so she decided it had been a
figment of her imagination. They got up at around 4 p.m.,
starving.

“I could eat you up with that sexy dress you're wearing,”
he said to her while she was getting dressed.

“I could eat a cheeseburger, forget the salads, a big
cheeseburger with extra cheese. That's it!”

They went looking for a place that served American
fast food.

Monday flew by like a half-remembered dream; the
sunset faded as Isabelle zipped up the last suitcase. She
packed their bags so they could check out of the hotel
early the next morning.

I[sabelle wanted to go to Nassau Center and wander
around the straw market.
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“I can’t go home without any souvenirs,” she said,
although she had already bought a monkey head and had
packed it in her suitcase. “Actually, the monkey head will
be useful to store your weed.”

Nick remained silent for a second and then nodded in
agreement. “Yeah, that will do.”

She finished packing and went out onto the balcony
to enjoy the sunset view one last time. I will never forget
about these last four days, she thought. And they were not
all an illusion like that weird dream from last night. She
bit her lip. Somehow, she wished it wasn’t a dream, but
reality. The temptation to ask him was too great, but she
resisted and went back inside.

“What would you like to do tonight, babe?” Nick asked
her.

“Not much. Let’s take it easy. We can go for a walk on
the beach.”

They decided to walk all the way to the Ocean Club and
check out the restaurant. The Ocean Club was a resort
attached to Atlantis that consisted mainly of villas. It was
a lot more family-oriented. Isabelle had read in the hotel
brochure that they had a romantic restaurant set among
the dunes.

Dinner under the stars.

Her throat tightened and tears blurred her eyes. She
blinked hard, trying to hold them back, as she didn’t want
to look like a child who was clutching a lost toy.

The straw market in the city was closed the next
morning, so they strolled along the narrow streets of
Nassau. The taxi dropped them off at the airport by 4 p.m.
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By the time they had checked in their luggage, passed the
security control, and gone through customs, it was time
to board the plane.

Her eyes filled with tears again. For God’s sake, Isabelle,
get yourself together and act like an adult, she said to
herself. She tried to straighten herself up. There was
no reason for her to be sad, as there would be many
more vacations. But no, somewhere deep in her heart,
something was telling her things would never be the way
they had been under the sun of the Bahamas.

When she boarded the plane, her chest ached, as if she
were leaving behind more than just an island. It felt like
she was leaving behind a piece of herself
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Back to New York

The first thing Isabelle did once they landed in New York
was call her sister. She hadn’t talked to Silvia since she
left Majorca, so she told her all about their trip, without
holding back any details. Isabelle wanted to give her sister
as much information as possible, and it worked.

“I guess Fred and I will have to go there too if it’s that nice.”

“It’s really easy to get there from Tampa. I think you
can also fly directly via Miami, but it’s not far from you
anyway.”

Silvia had relaxed about Nick, but she still didn’t like
him. She had only accepted him to please Isabelle, but in
her heart, she knew that man was no good for her sister.

She always tried to talk to Isabelle when Nick wasn’t
around so she could avoid talking to him, and never sent
him any greetings or asked about him.

“Well, I'll call you tomorrow, Sis. We’re on our way to
the apartment, and I think Nick is getting annoyed with
me being on the phone this whole time. I'll give you a
ring manana.”
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Life in New York was as boring as she remembered it. The
only difference was that now it was summer. The sun shone
on the big city. Nick returned from the office the next day
and took Isabelle on a tour around the building. The first
thing he showed her was the swimming pool on the roof.

“There are no fish in it, I promise.”

It was nice up on the roof of the building. Trees had
been planted along the walls, and there were chairs with
small cocktail tables under huge parasols. The swimming
pool was indoors, which Isabelle thought was better, as
the leaves from the trees wouldn'’t fall into the water.

“Great, it’s almost like a country club.” She put her
hands together. “The only thing that’s missing is a bar
and a lifeguard.”

“We do have a lifeguard. He has to be here somewhere.
He’s probably on his lunch break, but he’ll be back soon.
And about the bar, you’ll have to mix your own drinks,
my little princess.”

“I can manage that.”

They went back downstairs, and Nick had to leave for
the office.

“I'll give you a call later, honey. Let me know if you're
going to work tonight or not. And don’t stay too long
underwater when you go swimming.”

He closed the door and left. Isabelle turned on the TV
and got ready for One Life to Live when the door suddenly
flung open, scaring her to death.

“I forgot to tell you.” Nick’s head appeared in the
doorway. “Don'’t flirt with the lifeguard, because I'll find
out and spank your ass.”
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“You wish,” she said, and threw a nut at him.

Nick’s head disappeared, and the door closed again.
I[sabelle heard the elevator doors open and close. He must
have left now, she thought.

Isabelle never made it back to the roof that day, as she
got caught up in her soap operas.

Then, her sister called, and before she realized it, it was
time to go to work.

She knew, before even making it to the club, that it
would be a tough night for her. She needed at least a week
to get used to the atmosphere and the pace again. But this
time it didn’t really matter. If everything went the way she
had planned, she had only three weeks left, and then she
could say goodbye to Scores and table dancing.

Three weeks to go, and then she would start her fashion
classes. Nick had finally looked them up for her and gave
her the phone number for the New York School of Fashion
and Design. Isabelle had already called and made an
appointment for the upcoming week.

She called Nick on the way to Scores. “I'll be home at
4:30 a.m., babe. Do you want me to wake you up or let
you sleep?”

“Wake me up. I want to cuddle with you before I go to
work.”

The taxi stopped on the corner of 60th Street and 1st
Avenue, and she gave the driver a ten-dollar bill.

“I have to go, honey. I'm already here. I'll wake you up
with kisses. Love you.”

She took her three-dollar change and got out of the
car. It was pretty early in the evening, so she didn’t
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expect anyone to be there yet. She arrived earlier that
night because she wanted to chat in peace with Willow
for a while and catch up on the last episodes of Hell’s
Kitchen.

“Jordan! I'm going to kill you, bitch. Where have you
been?” Willow saw Isabelle the moment she walked
into the restaurant. “What kind of a friend are you? No
calls, no emails, nothing for a month.” She made a funny,
sad face. “You don’t love me anymore. I know. You love
only Nick.” Willow stepped out from behind the bar and
hugged Isabelle. “Go change quickly and come back. I'll
make you a drink.”

[sabelle glanced around the room. The restaurant was
empty, and so was the other side of the club.

“Welcome back!” Her manager stopped Isabelle on her
way to the dressing room. “How was Europe? We thought
you weren’t coming back.”

“Oh, yeah, right! Europe was great, but I tried working
in London and the club was horrible.”

“Where did you go? Spearmint Rhino or Stringfellows?”
Isabelle looked at him in surprise.

“I've never even heard of them. [ went to a small place
in the financial district, but I didn’t like it at all. Oh, and
on top of that, it was fully nude.”

“Oh, poor girl.” He hugged her. “Don’t worry, you'll be
fine here. But next time you go to London, try one of those
two clubs, Stringfellows or Spearmint Rhino. You'll like
it there.”

“I'will,” Isabelle said, and disappeared into the dressing
room.
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She slipped into a rose-colored dress, an imitation
of the new summer Versace collection. It was cut like
a beautiful ankle-length nightgown, with corset straps
running down the front from her breasts to her waist.
She paired it with matching panties and a garter. I guess
people will be able to see me from far away tonight in this
pink outfit, she thought as she looked in the mirror. What
she saw pleased her. She added a touch of pink lip gloss
and headed to the bar for her Cosmopolitan, ready to
talk to Willow.

“What’s new, girl? Are you still with Mr. Perfect, a.k.a.
Nicholas Walters?”

“You bet! We came back from Nassau last night. It was
a dream. I'm telling you; it was more than perfect.”

“Wow! I hate you, babe. You get to go to all these nice
places.” Willow giggled and made a funny face. “All I ever
get to see is Queens and Manhattan. I've never been
anywhere outside of New York.”

“Well, it’s a big city, you know. There are lots of things
to see,” Isabelle joked.

She never understood how people could be so closed-
minded, never leaving the city where they were born.
Didn’t they want to see what was behind those walls?

“You should come and visit me in Majorca this summer.
I'll show you around.” She tried her martini and grimaced.
“You surely haven’t cut back on vodka, huh?”

“Are you complaining, or was that a compliment?”
Willow laughed.

They talked at the bar for more than two hours before
the club started to get busy.
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“Jordan! Oh my God, I haven’t seen you for ages, girl!”
said Gaby, and kissed Isabelle. “How’s Nick? Are you guys
still together? I can’t believe it. Do you remember how
he dragged you out of the taxi that night? The world is
unpredictable, isn’t it?”

“What about you? Have I missed anything since I've
been away for more than a month?”

“Believe me, you haven’'t missed a thing. It’s been so slow
in here. Last night, [ walked out with five hundred dollars
in my pocket. Can you believe it?” Gaby’s expression was
serious, her lips in a line. “And it gets even worse. Last
Sunday, I didn’t even make enough money to pay my
house fee. I'm telling you; it's been horrible.”

[sabelle didn’t like what she was hearing. She hoped
with all her heart that Gaby had just had a bad week and
that it had nothing to do with the club in general. She
needed to make as much money per night as she had
before if she wanted to quit her job in three weeks. But if
business was going the way her friend described it, she
wouldn’t be able to, not even in a year from then.

“That sucks, man. What are we going to do if it keeps
on like this? | need to make some cash. I need to find
someone willing to spend money on me,” Isabelle said.

But no one went that night ... She returned home and
buried her face in the pillows. Nick was deeply asleep.
She decided not to wake him, as she was in a bad mood.

The next day, she woke up with a clouded mind. What
had happened the night before wasn’t good. She took out
the money from her bag and counted it: one hundred and
fifty dollars. It had to be a joke.
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Panic filled the air. She made herself a strong coffee
and sat on the couch, trying to figure out what to do. She
needed a plan.

If only she could get Joe to go to the club, that would
save her week. She was sure he would spend a few
thousand dollars on her.

She dialed his number. It went to voicemail.

“Hi, babe! It’s me, Isabelle. [ just wanted to say hello and
let you know I'm back in New York. Call me when you get
a chance.” She left the message.

She lit herself a cigarette and tried Nick’s number. No
answer.

“Hey, honey. I just woke up. Give me a call,” she said into
the phone. Well, it seems no one has time for me today. She
sighed, lying back on the couch and sipping her coffee.

Things had always worked out for her; why did it have
to be different this time?

[f the club wasn’t as busy as usual, it meant she needed
to shift her strategy. She had to find two or three clients
who would visit her as often as possible in the upcoming
weeks. They had to be big spenders, obviously.

I[sabelle figured she had to make at least five thousand
dollars a week; it didn’t matter if she earned a thousand
each night or all of it in just two nights. It was the only
way. Otherwise, she would be dancing all summer long.
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The shower incident

“This can’t be happening to me right now. I need to resolve
this situation. I'll stick to the new plan and find a few big
spenders,” Isabelle said, putting out her cigarette before
taking a shower.

Her mind was no longer clouded, and the sun was
coming out. With her eyes closed, she let the hot water
run down her body. [sabelle was going over the details
of her new plan when she heard the bathroom door
open.

“Who is it?” She couldn’t open her eyes, as she had soap
on her face. There was no answer. “Nick, is that you?” She
had a feeling someone was there, but received no reply.
“Nick, please answer.”

She quickly washed the soap from her face; fear
tightened around her chest. At that moment, she felt
someone standing behind her. Isabelle turned around,
eyes stinging from the soap, but she needed to see who
was in the room. Her vision blurred, and all she could
make out was a big shadow.
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She pushed it away and screamed, her voice filled with
horror. She slipped on the wet floor and fell hard on her
butt, hitting her back against the wall. She thought she
was about to die when a pair of hands reached towards
her, sliding under her arms. She screamed again.

“Don’t scream. It’s me. It's me, honey.”

She still couldn’t see him, but she recognized his voice.
Relief flooded through her, and she rolled herself onto the
bottom of the bathtub, sobbing.

“I'm sorry, I'm sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you,” Nick
said, trying to pull her hands away from her face. “I wanted
to surprise you and get into the shower with you. I swear”

Isabelle washed her face and opened her eyes, which
were red from the soap.

“How could you be that stupid, Nick? You scared me to
death. Why didn’t you answer me when I said your name?”
She looked at him angrily.

Nick tried to touch her, but she slapped his hand.

“Don’t touch me! Get out of here! I need to calm down.”

He realized it was better to let Isabelle cool off. His joke
had gone terribly wrong; instead of making her laugh, he
had made her cry.

[sabelle turned off the hot water and let the cold flow over
her body for a minute before stepping out of the shower.
Everything had gone wrong since they returned from their
trip. The club was run-down, she hadn’t made any money,
and now her man had almost scared her to death.

Her mood sank. The sun disappeared, and clouds
covered her mind again. By the time she got dressed and
went into the living room, there was no trace of Nick.
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“Such an idiot.” She was dialing his number and
preparing a sharp speech for him when the doorbell rang.

She opened the door to see a huge vase filled with white
roses and lilies. They were beautiful, and her favorite. She
took the vase and placed it on the coffee table.

The flowers also included a small card.

I love you with all my heart, with my mind that loves to
think about you, with my lips that love to kiss you, with
my eyes that love to look at you, with my ears that love
to hear your voice, and with my arms that love to hold
you. Let’s just say, I love you, mind, body, heart, and soul.
Please forgive me.

It was signed by Nick.

She read it once more. It was beautiful. The words
warmed her heart. She pressed the card to her lips and
kissed Nick’s signature. He was forgiven.

She spent the rest of the day doing nothing. She thought
about going up to the roof and lying on the sand for an
hour. But by the time she got ready and stood at the door,
a huge cloud covered the sky over Manhattan, and heavy
summer rain poured down.

It’s not my day, she thought, and decided not to do
anything else.

She called Joe and left him another message, but he
never returned her call. If the day goes on like this, it would
be better if I stayed home tonight, she thought. I might
break a leg if I go to work, or my taxi could end up having
an accident. Fuck it. I'm not going.
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She called Nick.

“Thanks for the flowers, honey. And in case you ask,
you're forgiven.”

“I'll try to come home earlier,” Nick said. “We could go
out for dinner”

“How about we cook something? I'm not in the mood
for going out tonight.”

I[sabelle sounded sad on the phone. Nick decided not
to ask her for now and waited until dinner. He sensed
something was bothering her and wanted to comfort her
in any way possible.

“Why don’t you meet me tonight at the big marketplace
on 43rd and 3rd Avenue? We can buy some steaks and
veggies and have a barbecue at home. What do you think?”

“Sounds great,” she said, though there was no
enthusiasm in her voice.

Nick started to worry.

“I'll see you there around 7:30 or 8:00 p.m. I'll call
you when I leave the office. Are you all right, honey?” He
couldn’t stop himself from asking.

“Yeah, I'm fine. Why?”

“Just asking.” He knew he shouldn’t push it. “I'll see you
later. I love you.”

Nick put down the phone. Something was going on with
I[sabelle, and one thing was certain: whatever it was, it
wasn’t good. He needed to find out.

He was waiting for her outside the market. She was late.

He saw her and immediately knew she was still in a bad
mood, though she was trying her best to cover it.

“Hey, honey.” He kissed her. “How was your afternoon?”
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“Great.”

He hated it when she gave him that answer. Whenever
something bothered her, she would simply say, “Great.”
And if she was mad at him about something, she usually
proved it by agreeing with everything he said or did. Yes,
honey. If you don’t mind, honey. Whatever you say, honey.
Man, it was worse than her yelling at him. And now he
had to deal with the “Great” situation until he figured out
what was really bothering her.

They bought two steaks, fresh salad, tomatoes, ciabatta
bread, and olives. On the way back home, Nick stopped
at the liquor store and picked up a nice bottle of wine.

“It’s not a surprise. Aren’t you supposed to be on
your period?” he asked, thinking that would explain her
behavior.

“Next week.”

It was a short answer, but he let it go.

They still managed to save the evening and have a good
time. Isabelle made the salad in the kitchen while Nick
grilled the steaks on the balcony.

“How was your night yesterday at work?” he asked.

“Don’t ask.”

So that was the problem! She hadn’t made any money. He
smiled without her seeing him. He knew his materialistic
girl well enough to understand that if she didn’t make
money, her world would fall apart. [sabelle would never
admit it. If he asked or offered his help, it would only
make things worse.

He had learned that he had to let her work things out on
her own. When she got tired of banging her head against
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the wall, she would eventually ask for his help. He felt
relieved. Finally, he understood. At least, it wasn’t his fault
this time.
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Isabelle’s cry for help

I[sabelle waited until Nick went back to the office to call
her sister.

“I know you don’t want to hear about it, but I need to talk
to you, Sis. You're the only person I can trust, the only one
who can understand me.” She sounded sad and desperate.

“Did he do something to you?” Silvia asked, always
assuming the worst.

“No, he’s actually the sweetest guy I've ever met. Ever
since we got back together, he’s been so nice to me, Sis.
Fine, he’s a bit jealous, but think about it ... What do I do
for a living?”

“Stop putting yourself down. You're not dancing for a
living. You've been dancing for how long now? Four, nearly
five months? And you’ll be done in two weeks. You're not
a stripper.”

“Whatever. Everybody sees things differently. That’s not
the problem, though.” Isabelle paused, trying to find the
right words. “Remember when [ was in Tampa, after you
sent me to the hospital for a suicide attempt?”
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“Yeah. What about it?” Silvia still didn’t know where
[sabelle was going with that.

“Remember when you told me it didn’t matter how
much he loved me, or how much we loved each other? You
said Nick and I weren’t right for each other, and sooner
or later; it would be over. Remember, you said I should go
back to my dream island and find a boyfriend from my
own world, because Nick wasn’t the one?”

“Of course I do. I told you he doesn’t deserve you.” There
was silence. “Have you suddenly realized I was right?”
Isabelle’s sister asked calmly. She could already imagine
what was going on in Isabelle’s mind.

“Yes, you were right. You were right about it! But I still
love him. I love him, Sis, and I hate him at the same time.
He expects me to find a normal job, settle down, sell my
house in Majorca, marry him, have a baby, and live happily
ever after here in New York. But, Sis, that’s the problem.
He’ll be following his career, working from six until nine
every day. We'll spend our weekends together and go
on vacation somewhere twice a year. He wants me to
turn into ... I don’t know. I guess he’s offering me a good,
normal life. Most people would actually be extremely
happy to live a life like that.”

“Most people would be happy, but not you, Sis. That’s a
great life, but it’s not the life you're used to or the life you
want. [ told you that three months ago, and you told me
you knew what you were doing. You said you loved him
so much you’d give up everything for him. Sis, if you stay
with Nick, you can’t spend every summer in Spain and
travel around the world. Who's going to pay for that? And
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the other thing is, you’ll be working. Do you know what
that means? You'll have responsibilities. You can’t wake
up one morning and say, ‘Hmm, I don’t feel like working
today, and just call in sick. You can do it once, twice, but
the third time, you'll get fired. [ don’t see you doing that.

“You need to go back home, back to Spain. You went
through so much to build the life you have. You sacrificed
so much to get here. Don’t give up, Sis. Don’t step back.
Go home. Find someone who will invest in your fashion
business or even get aloan from the bank. You've got your
house and your car, so they’ll definitely give you a loan.
Do something that makes you proud of yourself.”

“But I love him, Sis. I love him so much, though not
enough to give up all those things. When he’s not here,
[ miss him. And when he comes home, I look at him and
almost hate him. When we were in the Bahamas, I was
the happiest woman in the world. But when we came
back, I realized the Bahamas was just a vacation. This is
reality. I'm sad all day long and lonely. [ don’t have any
friends or family here. [ feel lost in this big city. I miss my
island, I miss Carlos and Peter, and [ miss my life, Sis. I've
got two more weeks left at that damn club, and then I'm
free. I'll be free to do whatever I want. After [ pay Gary
back, he’ll transfer the ownership of my house back to
me, and it will all be over. Then, I can focus on building a
future for myself.”

“I don’t know what to say,” Silvia said. “You have to figure
out what’s more important for you. Listen to your heart,
but don’t forget your mind, Sis. Don’t let your emotions
guide you. Be wise.”
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“I will. Thanks for listening to me, Sis. You're the best
sister in the world. I love you.”

“I'love you too, Sis. I'll be here if you need to talk, but I
can’t make that decision for you.”

[sabelle put down the phone and went to wash her face.
Crying wouldn’t help. She needed to face the problem
and find a solution. I need more time, she thought, I'm
not ready yet!

She called Nick. “Hey, honey.”

He could barely hear her.

“Is everything OK?” he asked. “Are you feeling better?”

“Yes, I'm fine now. I was just calling to say I love you.”
A tear rolled down Isabelle’s cheek as she whispered,
smiling bitterly. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too, honey. Listen, | have to go to a meeting.
Can we talk later?” He didn’t even wait for her to answer.

For a second, Isabelle held the phone tighter, wishing
his voice would stay longer on the line, that he’d say
one more thing to keep her there. But the three beeps
indicated that the call had ended, leaving her in silence
and with the city’s noise in the distance. She left the phone
on the table and stepped out onto the balcony.

It was about sixty degrees outside, which was warm for
May. There were no clouds in the sky, and yet it wasn’t as
blue as it was in Majorca. She looked down at the street.
[t was packed with cars, and there was traffic. She could
hear people shouting, cars honking, and the wail of an
ambulance in the distance.

It was New York. It smelled and sounded like New York.
Take it or leave it, she thought.
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She decided to go for a walk. She needed to do something,
think about something else, and free her mind before she
went completely crazy. She reminded herself she still had
time to make her decision. It didn’t have to happen right
away, but she couldn’t postpone it too much either.

Her return ticket was booked for June 26th. She had
one month left. By that time, she needed to know exactly
how she wanted her future to unfold.

She closed the balcony door behind her and turned on
the air conditioning. Nick liked it cool.

Then, she slipped into her Tod’s shoes and left the
house. Maybe I'll get a massage, she thought. That would
be a good idea. It will relax me and take away some of the
stress.

She found a small massage studio on 41st Street and
entered.

Her massage lasted an hour and made her feel much
better. “I need to start coming here regularly,” she said
to the Chinese man who had given her the massage. She
paid him sixty dollars for the hour and left.

Isabelle’s stomach was making funny noises, which
indicated that she was hungry. She hadn’t eaten anything
the whole day. She stopped by the deli on the corner of
Marlborough House and bought a turkey sandwich, as
their fridge was empty. We need to go grocery shopping
soon, she thought.

“Hello, Sydney.” She smiled at the doorman while she
waited for the elevator.

“How are you today, Ms. Lucardi? Mr. Walters just left.
He walked out a minute ago.”
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What was Nick doing at home? she wondered. He was
supposed to be in a meeting in the office. He’s probably
been worried about me and came to check. She went
upstairs and took a look around the apartment. He hadn’t
left her a note. She dialed his number.

“Hey, honey. Sydney told me I just missed you. [ was in
the massage studio and just arrived home. Is everything
all right?”

“I was in the area and wanted to give you a kiss, that’s
all.” Nick was happy to hear from her; she sounded much
better than earlier. “What’s your plan for tonight? Are
you going to work? You don’t have to.” He preferred she
stay home.

He had spoken to Michelle, his friend’s girlfriend, and
told her about Isabelle’s behavior. Michelle had said she
might be depressed, and suggested he pay her more
attention in the next couple of weeks. “Comfort her in
every possible way until she starts feeling better. Love
cures everything,” she told him. “And make sure she
doesn’t drink a lot; alcohol will only make her more
depressed.”

“And no drugs. I think you should stay at home tonight.
I'll give you money so you can pay your mortgage
tomorrow. What do you say?” Nick told Isabelle.

He was really worried. He knew that if she went to the
club, she would end up drinking.

I[sabelle was sitting on the balcony, watching the cars
driving down First Avenue and listening to him. He was
so nice and sweet, but she couldn’t take advantage of
his kindness. She loved him very much. She could take
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money from other men, but she wouldn’t take it from
her man.

“I can’t do that to you, babe. I need to go to work and
pay my own bills.”

“What's the difference?” he said. “One day, when we get
married, I'll be paying all your bills anyway.”

Where did that come from? She froze. Her cigarette
almost burned her fingers. She was scared to say
something, scared even to breathe. What did he just say?

“Honey, are you still there?”

“Yeah, | was thinking about what you just said.” Isabelle
waited, giving him a chance to repeat it, but he remained
silent. “I guess you're right, but we’re not yet married.
When we are, it will be different. Then I'll officially be
your responsibility.”

She tried to sound serious, but she giggled at the words.

“Officially my responsibility?” Nick laughed too.

“Let me know, but if you decide to go to work, you have
to promise me you’ll slow down on the drinks. Please,
babe. We both need to slow down on the drinking and
partying for a while.”

She raised her eyebrows. That didn’t sound like Nick.
Usually, he was the one who insisted on partying, but she
had to agree. Her body could use a break.

“I'll take it easy on the cocktails,” she promised, “and stay
away from drugs. Let’s try to stay healthy for amonth and see
how we feel after that.” If she’d had a camera on her phone,
she would have seen him praying with his eyes closed.

“I think it's a good idea, honey. We should try it. One
month, it’s a deal.”
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That was her deadline to decide about her future.
Everything was coming together. She needed to have
a clear mind, anyway, if she wanted to make the right
decision. She put down the phone and smiled. Isabelle
didn’t know what was waiting for her. If she had, she
would have never made that promise.
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More lies and broken promises

“You're drinking too much,” Willow said to her, trying to
sound casual.

“What’s up with you? Nick said the same thing today. I
don’t drink more than before,” she snapped angrily.

The only reason she got upset was because she knew
her friend was right. She had never drunk as much as
lately. But she didn’t want to talk about it with anyone.
Not yet.

It was Friday night, and the club was busy. She hoped
to see Joe, but he still hadn’t returned her calls. Instead,
she ran into Howard.

She spotted Howard across the room and headed over,
promising herself she’d control herself. Just two drinks,
no more. He welcomed her with a wide grin and put a
glass in her hand.

The music was loud, and the crowd made it easy to
forget about the little promise she’d made. One drink
led to another. By midnight, she was laughing too loudly,
and her heels wobbled every time she leaned closer to
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Howard. She didn’t care. When Howard ordered another
round, she raised her glass like nothing mattered.

He was just as drunk as Isabelle was. She’d known
him since her first day at Scores. He kept pushing money
into her garter and ordering drinks. Howard was from
Houston, Texas, and was in town until Monday. He
promised to return on Sunday.

“I'normally don’t work on Sundays, babe. But you know
what? I'll come for you. Just don’t stand me up,” she said,
pouring a shot of lemon drop down her throat.

“If I say I'm coming, I mean it. But just in case, give me
your number.” Howard pulled out his cell phone.

“How could we live without these things?” Isabelle
laughed, pointing at the small iPhone in his hands.

He typed in her number and pressed a button. “Now
you can call me too. [ just sent you my number.” He slipped
the phone back into his pocket.

“I'll call you if my plans change, but if not, I'll be here
on Sunday. And you better make sure your sweet little
ass is here too. Cheers.”

“Cheers.”

Howard spent all his cash on [sabelle—more than fifteen
hundred dollars. They were still sitting at the bar, drinking.
She was on her third Cosmopolitan; he drank straight
bourbon with no ice. The club was closing in an hour.

“You don’t love me anymore, Howie.” She rubbed his
shoulder. He hadn’t put any money in her garter for the
last twenty minutes.

Isabelle’s hand slid down his arm and ended up on her
leg, playing with her garter.
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“I'm out of cash,” he said. “I need to get some of the
Monopoly money they sell here.”

“Give Willow your card. She’ll get you some,” Isabelle
said, and added, “Hey, Willow, can you come here for a
minute?”

He handed Willow his card.

“How much do you need, Howard?”

“Make it a thousand.”

Willow smiled at Isabelle and went to get the money.

“Are you happy now?” Howard put his arm around
Isabelle’s shoulders. “I want you to smile. You look
beautiful when you smile.” He downed his whiskey.
“That was a fucking expensive smile. A thousand dollars
for a smile. God, why did you make me a man and not a
woman?”

Willow returned with the money and left it in front of
[sabelle.

“They’re all for you, honey,” Howard said. “Just please
show me that smile.”

They all laughed. Isabelle smiled and gave him a peck
on the cheek.

“Thank you, babe. You're so generous.”

They spent another half hour at the bar before Howard
decided to head back to his hotel.

“I'll give you a call. Be a good girl, and I might see you
on Sunday.”

“Bye, babe.”

“Bye, baby doll.”

Isabelle saw him to the door. He’s a good customer, she
thought on her way home. If she could keep him around,
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as well as reach Joe and find one more customer, she’d
be all right. She sighed, a long breath that lifted part of
the pressure. Tomorrow, she would be able to pay her
mortgage. By the time she left the club, she could hardly
fish her keys out of her purse. She was drunk, lost to the
night, so she took a taxi home.

“Ma’am, we're here.”

“Oh, I'm sorry. My mind was somewhere else.”

She paid the driver and walked inside the building. The
doorman nodded at her, but she was too tired to nod back.

Nick was sound asleep. She lit a cigarette and went into
the living room. She didn’t want to wake him. Sitting on
the couch, she stared at a point in front of her without
blinking. The room was dark. The only light came from
the moon shining through the blinds and the faint glow
of her cigarette.

“What are you doing here alone in the dark?” It was
Nick. She hadn’t heard him walk in.

“You scared me.” She slowly turned to face him.

“So did you, honey. I thought something had happened.
It's almost quarter to five.”

She put her cigarette down.

“Come on, let’s go to bed.”

He held her hand and helped her up. The smell of
alcohol hit him right in the face.

“Oh, babe, you promised me,” he said quietly. “You
promised you wouldn’t drink.”

“Stop bitching at me,” she snapped suddenly. “I said I
would take it easy, but I didn’t say | wouldn’t drink at all.”
She paused as she let out a hiccup. “And I did.”
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Nick only shook his head, without saying a word. There
was no point in arguing with her when she was in that
state. I'll talk to her tomorrow, he decided. He helped her
get into bed, then turned on his side to avoid the sharp
smell of alcohol that clung to her.

The next morning, Isabelle woke up to find a glass of
water and an aspirin on her bedside table. Her hangover
was brutal. She needed more than an aspirin.

It was Saturday, and Nick arrived home early in the
afternoon. Isabelle was still in bed; her head buried under
the pillow.

“Don’t say a word about last night,” she groaned when
she heard him enter the bedroom. “God has punished me
enough this morning.”

Nick hadn’t intended to, anyway. He sat next to Isabelle,
gently pulled the pillow away, and stroked her hair with
his fingers. He wanted to hold and kiss her, but she didn’t
move, turn around, or say anything.

“I'll make you coffee,” he said softly, and left her alone.

She could hear him making noise in the kitchen. It was
time to take a shower. The cold water cleared her mind
and eased the pounding in her head. Why was I so mean
to him? He didn’t deserve it, she thought.

When she came out of the shower, she found Nick in the
kitchen, making her a grilled cheese sandwich in the toaster.

“Do you feel better after the shower? You definitely
smell better,” Nick teased her, and managed to make her
smile.

“Did I stink before? Was I really, really stinky?” She
snuggled into his arms and kissed him.
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He kissed her back and forgot all about last night. He
was determined to do everything in his power to give
them a beautiful evening. He had already booked a table
at the restaurant his friend had called the-most-romantic-
restaurant-in-New-York-City: One if by Land, Two if by Sea.
A strange name, Isabelle thought. Their reservation was
for eight thirty that evening. She finished her sandwich
and coffee, and they went out.

The weather was beautiful, like summer. The sky was
clear and bright blue. They met up with James and Kirsten
for a coffee. Isabelle liked them quite a lot. The fresh air
did her good, and her hangover faded away. She even felt
ready to repeat last night’s drinking.

Nick will freak out if | get drunk today, she thought. And
there is no point in asking him for drugs. I guess [ will have
to be clean and sober today.

They made plans to meet James after dinner and
returned home. Nick tried to get close to Isabelle, but
she pushed him away. She didn’t want any affection. They
watched a movie on TV and did nothing else for the rest
of the afternoon.

He was worried; she seemed lost in her thoughts.

“A penny for your thoughts,” he joked, hoping she’d
open up. But the only response he got was an angry look.

Her mood softened later. They got dressed and were
ready to leave.

“Where are you taking me tonight?”

“It's a secret. But I promise you’re going to like it.”

They drove to SoHo. The restaurant was hidden in a
small, quiet street, making it difficult to find if one didn’t
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know where it was. There were no signs, no neon lights,
justa simple wooden door with the words: One If By Land,
Two If By Sea.

They rang the doorbell. When the door opened, they
stepped into a beautiful courtyard. It was an old, Spanish-
style building.

The restaurant had two levels. A grand piano stood
in the middle of the courtyard. Tables were scattered
asymmetrically around the room, tucked between big
decorative flowerpots. The second level was built like a
terrace, overlooking the main floor. There were candles
everywhere. The soft sound of piano music filled the air.
I[sabelle was stunned. So was Nick.

“It's breathtaking,” she whispered to him with a smile.

That smile was his best reward; it meant he had
accomplished his mission.

The floor manager led them to their table, one of the
candlelit spots on the terrace.

“Thanks, honey,” she said once they were seated. “This
was a great choice.”

“I'm glad you like it.” He touched her gently on the
shoulder.

Isabelle could feel how hard Nick was trying to comfort
her, and felt guilty again. She’d been a real bitch to him,
while he had done nothing but treat her kindly. She put
on a smile and decided to keep it there for the rest of the
night. She owed him that much, and she loved him.

Still, she couldn’t shake the thought that she had been
mean for no reason, as if she were trying to push him away
on purpose. If he leaves me, I'll be free. If he leaves me, all
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my problems will disappear. If it turns out to be a mistake,
I can always blame it on him. Very tricky, she thought. But
who am I really tricking? Myself?

“What would you like to drink, honey?” Nick’s voice
brought her back to the present. “White or red?”

“Excuse me?” She seemed confused, her eyes
questioning him.

“White or red wine, silly”

“Ah, white. I'm tired of red. We've been drinking red all
winter.” The taste of last night’s red wine still lingered in
her mouth, but she kept that thought to herself.

“Do you want something dry or something fruity?”

“Give me the menu.” Isabelle laughed, taking the wine
list from his hands.

She was thirsty, and he was asking too many questions.

Isabelle knew herself well; surely better than Nick
when it came to wine. He knew it too and let her take
the lead. Her eyes moved quickly up and down the list.

“Okay,” she said. “We have three ... no, two options.
Option one is Gavi di Gavi, and option two is a Jermann
Chardonnay. It’s up to you.” She turned to the red wine
page and began reading it while he gave it a thought. “Oh
my God! Stop, stop! I've changed my mind!”

Nick smiled, watching the excitement in her eyes.

“Look at this, honey.” Isabelle put the wine list on the
table so he could see; her finger was pointing to the middle
of the page. “We should order this: half a bottle of Opus One
and half a bottle of Quintessa.“ She snapped the menu shut
before he could complain. “That’s it. We'll take these two.
They’re both Cabernets, and [ love Mondavi Opus One.”
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She was about to launch into the story of her week in
Napa Valley last year, all the wine tastings and memories,
when she caught herself. If she mentioned it, he would
surely ask who she’d gone with, and that would ruin the
evening. Nick was always jealous when she spoke of an
ex-boyfriend. So she dropped the subject.

The sommelier arrived, and Nick gave him their order.
[sabelle’s eyes sparkled, and her smile lit up the room. For
the first time in days, she felt genuinely happy.

They had their starter and finished a bottle of Quintessa
with it.

“Do you want to have a cigarette, mon amour?” Nick
asked.

[sabelle sighed. Smoking wasn’t allowed inside, so
she grabbed her purse and followed Nick out into the
courtyard.

“I love you, babe. I'm sorry for being mean to you.”

“I love you more,” he said, kissing her.

He lit her cigarette and pulled one for himself just as
Isabelle’s phone vibrated softly.

“Is that you?” he asked.

She glanced into her purse and saw the light on her cell
phone. Isabelle had turned down the volume, until it was
almost silent. How had Nick heard it?

“Yes, it's me,” she said quickly, snapping her purse shut.

She saw the number. It was Howard from last night.
There was no chance she was answering the call. The
phone started ringing again.

“Why don’t you answer it?” Nick’s eyes narrowed with
suspicion. “Who is it?”
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“Someone I don’t want to talk to.” She tried to hide the
fear in her voice. “Let’s go back inside,” she said quickly,
hoping to change the subject.

The damn phone rang again.

“Who is it, Isabelle? Is that your other boyfriend? Or is
ityour new lover?” He yanked her purse out of her hands
and grabbed the phone.

“Give it back to me!” she yelled instantly, reaching for
it. But it was too late.

“Howard? Who the fuck is Howard?” His voice shook,
his hand trembled as he pressed the screen. “Is it someone
new? I've never seen his name before. It’s ... it's a number
from Houston,” he muttered, glaring at her. “Do you want
to tell me who he s, or do I have to call the motherfucker
and ask him myself? Your choice.”

“He ...heis an old friend of mine,” Isabelle stammered,
lowering her eyes and fixing them on her shoes.

“An old friend from Texas?” His voice was sharp. “Why
are you lying? Look at me. Look me in the eye.” He grabbed
her chin and turned her face towards him. “You're so
disgusting. You don’t deserve to be loved.”

“I can explain, ” she stuttered.

“I'm tired of your explanations!” Nick lit another
cigarette; his hands were shaking.

“Howard is an old friend of mine. I met him in Tampa.
[ just saw him yesterday in the club.”

“Shut up!” he roared.

“It was a coincidence.”

“Shut up! I can’t listen to any more of your lies. They're
suffocating me.”
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She tried to grab his hand, but he shoved her away.

“Don’t touch me. You're so disgusting, Isabelle. You
make me sick. Stay away from me.”

He flicked away his half-smoked cigarette and stepped
into the restaurant. Isabelle followed him.

They had barely sat down when the waiter arrived with
their main course. Nick stared at the plate for a beat.

“Could we have the check, please? And please don’t
open the Opus One, we have to leave immediately.”

“One moment, sir;” the waiter said.

A minute later, the manager went to the table.

“Is everything all right, sir?” He glanced at Nick, then
at Isabelle.

“Everything’s fine,” Nick said evenly. “We’ve just received
some bad news and need to go. The check, please.”

Nick felt like there wasn’t enough air in the room.
[sabelle stood too, purse in hand, offering the waiter a
bitter, apologetic smile.

Nick paid in cash.

“Keep the change,” he said, and hurried out.

I[sabelle rushed after him.
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Nick’s anger and frustration

Nick drove home in silence, stopped at the curb, and
pulled away without a word. Isabelle didn’t speak either.

Once upstairs, she locked the door behind her. So much
for a romantic night, she thought. Since the Bahamas,
everything seemed to be going downhill.

She tossed her purse onto the table and turned on the
TV; MTV came up. She tried to call Nick, but his phone
was off. Where had he gone? They were supposed to meet
James, so maybe he went alone. She felt so sad.

The empty apartment was Kkilling her. What had
happened? The night had started as a dream and ended as
a nightmare; from feeling like a princess to feeling lonely
and lost. Isabelle was alone; no one was there to hold her
or tell her that everything would be fine. No one. And it
was all her fault. She should’ve never given her number
to Howard. It was stupid. And now, there she was: alone
in the dark, empty apartment.

She went to the kitchen and opened the drawers near
the fridge, where Nick sometimes hid things. Nothing.
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Backin the living room, she checked his desk. Nothing.

Then, she went to the bedroom and opened his
nightstand drawer.

Bingo! There was a small pack of cocaine and an ecstasy
pill.

She poured herself a strong vodka with grapefruit juice,
snorted a line, broke the pill in half, and swallowed it, then
called April, who was in London.

The line rang. It was late afternoon there.

“Hello?”

“Hey, babe! It’s Isabelle.”

“Hello, bitch! Where are you? I've been trying to reach
you; your phone’s been off for two weeks.”

“I'm in New York.”

“I know that. You told me last time we spoke. What's
wrong with your memory?”

“Oh God, I forgot. I'm stressed out. [ forgot I told you I
was back in New York.”

“How are you? You don’t sound happy.”

“I'm fighting with Nick all the time. We don’t get along.”
Isabelle lit a cigarette.

“Come to London. Stay with me. I'll get you an audition
at Spearmint Rhino. It’s a big club, like Scores. My friend
works there; she’ll help you. Don’t take his crap, babe.
Book a ticket for tomorrow, or tonight if you can. I'll pick
you up.”

“I don’t know...” Isabelle mumbled. “I still love him. But
we constantly fight. I don’t go to work because I cry all the
time. And when I do make it to the club, I'm in a horrible
mood. [ have to get drunk first. It sucks. Something’s wrong.”
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“Love won'’t pay your bills, honey.” April’s always-
reasonable voice came through the phone.

“And paying my bills won’t bring me happiness,” Isabelle
shot back, trying to sound smart.

“Then why do you call me if you don’t want to listen?
Next time, call someone else,” April snapped.

“Don’t be bitchy. I really need help. I'm going crazy here.
['ve been crying for a week now.”

“Well, I told you what to do. Come here. You'll cry for
another week, but then it will be over”

“I might do that. I'll talk to Nick when he comes back,
and I'll let you know. Thanks for being on my side, babe.
appreciate it. You know I love you. Remember what I told
you, you're like a sister to me.”

She wished April were there in person. Still, their talk had
made her feel better. At least now she had a second option.

She picked up the pack of coke from the table and
snorted some more. By the time Nick returned, half of
it was gone.

It was 4 a.m. He reeked of booze and powder.

“Where were you?” Isabelle asked.

“None of your business.”

She knew he had been with James.

His eyes landed on the cocaine on the table, and he
exploded.

“Where did you find that?” He snatched it away. “I told
you to stay off drugs, but no, you never listen. You're
turning into an alcoholic and a drug addict. Go and look
at yourselfin the mirror, Isabelle. Look at your eyes. When
was the last time you went to bed sober?”
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His voice cut like a knife.

“I'm tired of it. I'm tired of you. You drink all night and
cry all day. You know what? Fuck you. Fuck you and your
drug-addicted friends. I have a job, Isabelle. I can’t do
this with you any longer. Find someone else to babysit
you. I'm done.”

He stormed into the bedroom and slammed the door
shut. Isabelle didn’t move from where she was sitting. His
words still echoed in her ears.

She drained her glass. The other half of the ecstasy pill
was still in her pocket. She pulled it out and swallowed it.

The bedroom door burst open. Nick rushed out, eyes
wild.

“Where’s my pill? Did you take that too? Are you trying
to kill yourself, Isabelle? One day you will, and I won’t be
there to save you and wipe your ass. I'm through with you.
You worthless whore. Go and call your friend Howard.
Why don’t you go out with him? Or better, call Joe Brown.
You talked to him yesterday, didn’t you? I saw his number
in your outgoing calls. Why are you calling him, Isabelle?
Do you want to fuck him?”

Nick grabbed Isabelle’s face in his hands and forced her
to meet his eyes. His stare was terrifying.

“Am I not good enough for you?”

She bit her lip, still silent.

“Answer me, bitch!” His voice rose, sharp with rage. He
was losing control of himself.

[sabelle felt the fear running through her. Her heart
started to race, and her hands were shaking. Nick was
scaring her, and she was trapped in there with him.

191



Nick was becoming violent. She pushed him away with
all her strength. He stumbled onto the couch, arms flailing.
I[sabelle slipped under his reach and ran to the kitchen
doorway.

“You know what, Nick? I'm tired of you, too. I'm tired of
you trying to turn me into something I'm not and never
will be.” Her voice cut through the room like a knife. “You
don’t love me, Nick. You love the idea of me. You think I
don’tknow? That I don’t feel it? Let me tell you something:
[ feel it, and it’s killing me. 'm not a doll that you can shape
how you want. I'm a grown woman. I have character, and
you’ll never change me. So back off!”

Her voice rose with fury; her anger built with every word.

“You're a mindless whore,” he spat, brushing past her.

The door slammed shut behind him.

She collapsed onto the couch and lit a cigarette. She
couldn’t believe Nick’s words. Her heart was pounding,
her pulse thundering in her ears.

The bedroom door burst open. Nick rushed out,
carrying her suitcases, and threw them on the floor.

“Pack your stuff, bitch. I want you out of my house.
Now!”

She froze. A part of her wanted to slap him across the
face, but another part was scared of what he could do
next. Isabelle stood there, as if she were paralyzed.

[t went dark before her eyes. Her brain seemed to stop
working. She automatically rose from the couch and
began packing her big suitcase. Nick searched through
the bathroom cabinets, throwing all her belongings into
a smaller suitcase.
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They didn’t speak. It wasn’t necessary.

When Isabelle finished, Nick hauled the suitcases to
the elevator and set them down with a thud.

“There’s no coming back this time, [ swear. Don’t call or
message me. If you do, I'll change my number”

The door slammed shut behind him, and the key turned
in the lock.

[sabelle stood frozen in the hallway, not knowing what
to do or where to go. It was 5 a.m.

She pushed her bags into the elevator and pressed the
first-floor button.

The doorman helped her drag the suitcases outside.

“Do you need a taxi?” he asked. His voice felt distant,
as if they were underwater.

“Yes, please.”

The ecstasy pill was hitting now, playing with her
senses. Now is not the time, she thought. She felt desperate.
The night sky was still black.

The doorman flagged down a taxi and put Isabelle’s
bags in the trunk, while she slid into the back seat.

“Where to, ma’am?” the driver asked.

She hesitated; her mind was blank. “Just drive away
from here.”

The driver glanced at her through the mirror, then
started the engine.

She pulled her phone out of her purse and hit redial.
The line rang until a sleepy voice answered.

“James, it's Isabelle. Can I come and stay with you
tonight? It’s an emergency. Nick and I ... fought.”

“I know. Here’s my address.”
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She scribbled it on a scrap of paper and handed it to
the driver.

“Take me there, please.”

She hung up; her face wet with tears.

James was waiting by the entrance when the taxi pulled
up. Isabelle tried to wipe her cheeks with the back of
her hand, but James opened the door, pulled her out, and
hugged her.

“Don’t worry, darling. It'll be all right.”

He paid the driver and grabbed the suitcases. They
were just about to head inside when tires screeched, and
a car door slammed shut behind them.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

Nick’s voice thundered.

“And you too, James. What do you think you’re doing?
[ throw the bitch out, and you let her stay with you? I
thought you were my best friend. And look at you. What's
next? Are you going to wipe away her tears? Tell her I
don’t deserve her? That she’s too good for me?”

Nick was standing next to them now; his eyes burning
with fury.

“Calm down, Nick. I'm not against you. Kirsten’s
upstairs, so don’t think I'm hitting on Isabelle.”

“You can have her if you want!” Nick roared. “I don’t
ever want to see her again.”

[sabelle tried to turn towards the building, but Nick’s
hand clamped around her wrist.

“You're not going in there. James is my friend. Go cry
to your pathetic little crowd.”

His grip hurt. Isabelle struggled, but Nick wouldn’t let go.
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“Why don’t you call Howard? Or Joe? Or Justino? Call JR,
call any of those losers, just stay the hell out of my life!”

It was 5:30 a.m. People were leaving for work, slowing
down to glance at the scene. Nick’s voice thundered in the
early light of dawn, sounding raw and violent.

James forced himself between them.

“Let her go, Nick. Someone’s going to call the cops, and
then we’ll all be in trouble. Let her go.”

Nick’s eyes burned into Isabelle’s.

“You’re not worth it,” he said, shoving her away. He
kicked one of her carry-on bags onto the street.

“Do whatever you want with her;” he spat at James. “I'll
talk to you later”

He stormed into his car, the tires shrieking as he sped
off.

Isabelle didn’t look back. She slid down the wall of the
lobby, buried her face in her knees, and sobbed.

James crouched down beside her, helped her up, and
carried her bags upstairs.

“What took you so long?” Kirsten asked as soon as they
walked in.

James gave her the short version. Isabelle couldn’t
speak; she was choking on her own tears.

“Poor girl.” Kirsten pressed a glass of water into
Isabelle’s hands. “I know from his ex, Nick’s always been
like that. Aggressive and hot-tempered.”

“Mind your business, Kirsten,” James cut her off. “That’s
between them.”

He lit Isabelle a cigarette, and they sat around a small
coffee table. James’s one-bedroom apartment was tiny,
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and Isabelle’s suitcases were piled against the wall,
invading it.

“I'm sorry for waking you,” Isabelle whispered. “I didn’t
know where else to go.”

“We weren’t sleeping,” Kirsten said. “James was out
with Nick. He came back an hour ago. I figured you were
together. I tried calling, but your phone was off and so
was his.”

“He picked me up, and we went to PM,” James explained.
“He was already wound up. Then your phone rang at
dinner. He checked the number and snapped. You know
how jealous he gets. He started shouting and dragged
me home.”

“Who was calling you?” Kirsten asked. “What man
makes him lose it like that?”

“A friend. Just a guy friend,” Isabelle muttered.

“Nick doesn’t believe that,” James said. “To him, any
man who calls you is another customer. He’s obsessed
with Joe Brown. What's your deal with him, anyway?”

“He helped me when Nick and [ were apart in February.
He found me a studio and helped me move in. We're
friends. Nothing else.”

[sabelle’s head spun. The ecstasy still burned through
her veins, warping everything. She asked for more water.
“So, what are you going to do now?” Kirsten asked.

“Ah, Nick will calm down by the end of the day. You'll
see, you guys will get back together,” James said.

“Are you insane?” Isabelle exclaimed. “I'm not going
back to him. No, no, no! I'll get a room in a hotel tonight
and try to catch the next flight to London. I'm getting out
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of here. He doesn’t want me, anyway.” She lowered her
eyes so they wouldn’t see her tears.

“Of course he wants you. I've never seen him go so nuts
about a woman. He loves you more than he’s willing to
admit. Why else would he go so mad over you?”

[sabelle stood up, pacing the room with tears in her eyes.

“I don’t care if he loves me or not. He doesn’t respect
me. Did you hear him? Did you hear how he was talking
to me? I know you're his best friend, James, but he kept
calling me a bitch.” She turned to Kirsten, desperately
searching for support.

“He’s like that,” Kirsten admitted. “But when he starts
shouting, you've got to shout back. Don’t forget he grew
up in Brooklyn. That’s the only way. You can’t change him,
Isabelle. He's the way he is, but he loves you. I'm sure of
that”

[sabelle was trembling, her nerves fraying. “I need to
go. Even if what you're saying is true, I need to fly back to
Europe. We're suffocating each other right now. It would
probably be better if we spent some time apart. If we're
meant to be together, we'll be.”

She sank back onto the couch next to Kirsten and
reached for her cigarettes.

“We were so happy only a week ago. We had such a
good time in the Bahamas, and since we came back, we've
done nothing but fight. I've been crying constantly. I feel
depressed and unhappy. It would definitely be better for
both of us if [ returned home. I've caused him enough
drama already. He needs a break, too.” She glanced at
them, looking for approval, but they both looked away.
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Isabelle felt drained. They must also be exhausted, she
thought. “I'm sorry I've talked your heads off. I really
appreciate what you're doing for me. I'll be out of here
first thing tomorrow. I just couldn’t go to a hotel like this.
They should’ve called the cops on me, [ guess. I've been
drinking and partying the whole night. [ was scared to go
anywhere in public. Thank you both.”
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The Knife and the Collapse

Isabelle was on her way to the bathroom to wash her
face when she suddenly froze. Her heart tightened, and
her stomach turned. She was pale as a ghost, and beads
of sweat ran down her temples.

“Oh God.” She spun around sharply. “James, call me a
taxi.” Her voice was thick with panic. “I need to go back
to Nick’s apartment.”

“What? Now?” Kirsten couldn’t believe her ears. “Don’t
you want to lie down for an hour and do that later? You'll
feel better after you've slept,” she insisted.

“Hell no! I need to go now. I left my jewelry box there.
[ can’t lose that. Not again.”

Kirsten had admired Isabelle’s jewelry before and
often wondered where she got it. Massive white-gold and
platinum rings covered in diamonds, pendants with heavy
stones, and a Cartier watch she recognized instantly; its
twin in the boutique cost twelve thousand dollars.

“I'need a car right away,” Isabelle said, snatching James’
phone and giving the operator her address. Within ten
minutes, the taxi was waiting downstairs.
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James walked her to the car. “Give us a call when you're
on your way back and be careful.”

“I will” Isabelle tried to fake a smile.

James gave the driver the address. “See you in a while.”

The taxi drove away into the early morning light. James
was worried. He couldn’t shake the thought of Nick and
what he could do to Isabelle. I should’ve gone with her, he
thought. If Nick hurts her, it would ruin not only her life but
his career, too. He considered ordering another car and
following Isabelle, but after checking his watch, he let it
go. It had been more than four hours since they stopped
drinking; surely Nick would be calmer by now. With a
heavy sigh, James went back upstairs.

The taxi took fifteen minutes to reach Marlborough
House. Isabelle entered the lobby and headed for the
elevator.

“Uh-oh, Isabelle.” Sidney’s voice rose from behind the
front desk. “I have to call him before I let you go upstairs.”

“Then do that,” she said sharply. “And tell Nick I need to
get something I forgot. If he doesn’t let me in, I'm calling
the cops.”

Sidney had started his shift at 7 a.m., but he’d already
heard rumors about last night’s drama. The fights between
[sabelle and Nick were becoming infamous. After relaying
her words on the intercom, Nick finally authorized him.

“You can go,” Sidney said. “But please, keep it quiet. It’s
Sunday morning. Most people are still asleep.”

The apartment door was open. Nick was inside, cleaning
and tidying up. He didn’t look at her.

“Take what’s yours and get out,” he muttered.
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[sabelle went straight to the bathroom drawer. Empty.
The jewelry box was gone. She knew she’d left it on her
bedside table. Rage surged through her. He had taken it.
She wouldn’t let him get away with it.

She stormed to the kitchen, yanked a large knife from
the wooden block, and headed to the living room. Nick
froze, arms full of clothes. His eyes widened.

“Where is my jewelry?” Isabelle shouted, pointing the
blade straight at him.

His mouth went dry. Was Isabelle bluffing, or was she
really going to strike him?

“Don’t do anything you’ll regret,” Nick said in a low,
measured voice, praying his words would cut through
her fury.

I[sabelle’s hand shook. She saw the fear in his eyes, then
her own gaze fell on the knife. What was she doing? Was
she about to kill the man she loved? If anyone deserved it,
it was her. To hell with the jewelry. To hell with everything.
Her eyes burned as hot tears ran down her cheeks.

She had believed in love, fought for it, but love had
betrayed her. There was nothing left to believe in. Her
despair turned inward. She turned the knife; the sharp
edge angled towards her chest.

Nick’s heart seized. He ran across the room, snatching
the weapon before it pierced her skin. The knife clattered
to the floor. [sabelle had no time to react. Her body sagged,
her legs gave way. Her head lolled heavily against his
chest, and then nothing; she collapsed.

He caught her in his arms, trembling, and carried her
to the couch; fear running through his veins.
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He tried to wake her up, but her eyes stayed closed.
For the first time that night, he felt the pain that had been
clawing at him all along, sharp and relentless in his chest.
What if I hadn’t taken the knife on time? What if she had
killed herself?

Something warm slid down his cheek. He touched his
face and realized he was crying. For the first time in his
life, tears streamed uncontrollably down his face. He bent
over Isabelle and kissed her lips, trembling.

“Don’tleave me. I love you. Please wake up. Please come
back to me.”

He stroked her hair away from her face.

“I can’t live without you, Isabelle. I'm scared. That's why
[ push you away. I'm terrified you’ll leave me one day, and
I'll die without you.”

She didn’t move, though her breathing was steady. Nick
rushed to the kitchen, fetched ice water, and sprinkled
it over her face. He pressed a cold washcloth to her
forehead; his hands shaking. He loved her, so why were
they destroying each other?

He fell to his knees, clasping Isabelle’s limp hand.

“Please wake up. I swear to God, I'll never hurt you
again. I'll love you until I die. I'll protect you, and if you
ever want to leave me, I'll let you go and still love you.
Just come back to me.”

Her lips moved. Nick leaned close, placing his ear
against her mouth.

“Nick...”

His heart surged.

“I'm here, Isabelle. I'm right here.”
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Her eyes fluttered open, trying to focus, then rolled
back. She drifted away again. Nick smothered her face
with kisses; his tears falling on her skin.

“Please don’t leave me. Open your eyes...”

Exhaustion overwhelmed him. Nick rested his head on
I[sabelle’s chest, weeping, until sleep claimed him.

Isabelle woke to the weight on her chest, gasping for
air. She opened her eyes to see Nick’s head resting there;
his body still leaning on the couch. She cleared her throat
softly, making Nick’s head jerk up; his eyes were red and
his eyelids swollen.

“I'm sorry. I fell asleep,” Nick whispered. “Thank you,
God, for bringing her back to me.” He kissed her gently.
“I'm so sorry, babe. I promise we’ll never fight again. I'll
never hurt you again because I love you. I love you so
much [ would die for you.”

Nick’s legs tingled as he stood. He steadied himself, then
slid his arms under her and carried Isabelle to the bed.

“You need to rest. We'll get a fresh start when you wake

”

up.

He lay beside her, tracing idle patterns on her skin.

“I'love you.”

Isabelle tried to prop herself up, but she had lost all
her strength.

“I' love you too. I don’t want to fight anymore.”

Her voice trailed into silence as her eyes closed again.

Nick woke up to a strange sound. Sitting up in bed, he
glanced around. Isabelle was still asleep. The knocking
started again, louder this time. He got up and went to
the door.
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James stood there, pale with worry.

“I was about to call the police. Sidney and I have
been knocking for ages. I thought something bad had
happened.”

He pushed Nick aside and stepped in, scanning the
room. His eyes froze on the kitchen knife that was lying
on the floor. His heart stopped.

“Where is she?” His voice cracked. “What have you
done, you fool?!”

He rushed towards the kitchen, then turned sharply.

“Where is she?”

“In the bedroom,” Nick muttered.

James kicked open the bedroom door; sweat beaded
coldly on his forehead.

“What are you doing?” Isabelle cried out, startled by
the noise.

James made it to her in a second, shaking her with all
his strength. He pulled the covers back, exposing Isabelle’s
body, as she was wearing nothing but lingerie. He froze,
staring, needing to make sure there was no blood. Relief
washed over him as she was alive.

He gently drew the blanket back over Isabelle and left
without a word.

James went back to the living room, his chest heaving.

“I thought you’d killed her;,” he said to Nick.

“I wanted to,” Nick admitted bitterly, “but then I
changed my mind. Thanks for worrying, buddy. [ owe
you an apology for this morning. I was out of my mind.”

“I know. I told Isabelle to call me and let me know if she
was coming back. [ was worried to death,” James replied.
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He had already forgiven Nick and was relieved beyond
words to see them both alive.

James stayed another ten minutes, then finally left. Nick
went back to bed and wrapped his arms around Isabelle.
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Back in love

The next few days passed without incident. Isabelle and
Nick seemed to be back in Dreamland, wrapped up in the
fragile illusion of love. They talked openly about the things
that had been tearing them apart, and each promised
to make compromises for the sake of their relationship.
Nick swore he would be more patient, keep his temper in
check, never insult her again, and stop trying to mold her
into something she wasn’t. He even promised to control
his jealousy. Isabelle, on the other hand, vowed to keep
her number private, stay away from drugs, and slow down
on drinking. For a short while, they were both happy.
[sabelle worked on Monday and Tuesday night. Business
was slow, but she managed to make about eighteen
hundred dollars. By Wednesday, she was excited; she had
an appointment at the fashion school she had chosen. She
spent the morning carefully preparing for the interview,
only to learn that the woman who was supposed to meet
her was sick and the appointment had to be rescheduled
for Friday of the following week. Disappointment crushed
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her. She called Nick to tell him, and his reply warmed her
heart: he offered to check other schools with her, just in
case. The way he engaged himself in her dream made
her believe, if only for a moment, that their love would
survive.

That weekend, they attended the wedding of one of
Nick’s childhood friends. Surrounded by people from his
hometown, Nick proudly introduced Isabelle as his future
wife. She wore a black Chanel dress; he wore a black suit
and bow tie. Together, they were a striking couple. The
reception, the laughter, the drinks at the Four Seasons
Hotel after, everything blurred into the memory of a
pleasant night. For once, there were no storms.

But then Monday arrived, and Isabelle was back at the
bar with Willow. She was sipping on her orange juice,
trying to keep her promise. Willow rolled her eyes.

“How long will you torture yourself with juices? You
work in a nightclub. One or two drinks won'’t kill you.”

Isabelle hesitated, then smiled and pushed away the
glass.

“You're right. Make me a Cosmo but go easy on the
vodka.” The glass landed in front of her.

Isabelle tried to sip it slowly, but Willow teased her,
“Don’t lick it, babe, sip it.”

A young man slid onto the stool next to her.

“Hi, I'm Richie,” he said. “And you are?”

“Jordan,” she smiled, giving him the name she used at
the club. She had seen him around before, but they had
never spoken.

Willow leaned forward. “The usual, Rich?”
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Then, the night began to shift.

“Yes, and one more for Jordan. She looks like she needs
it”

Richie was very skinny and short, maybe a head shorter
than Isabelle. He was dressed very trendy. She noticed he
was wearing a Roberto Cavalli shirt and light blue Dolce
& Gabbana club glasses.

“I've seen you around,” Isabelle said.

“Of course you have. I come here almost every other
day. I live on the corner of 63rd and 1st Avenue. You've
never been to my place?” His voice rose in surprise.

“Was I supposed to?”

“Willow, Jordan has never been in my place. Can you
believe it?” They both started laughing as if it were the
most unusual thing someone had done.

“Why should I have been in your place?” Isabelle asked,
annoyed. She couldn’t understand what was so funny and
hated it when someone laughed at her expense.

“Richie throws the best after-hours parties in his
apartment,” Willow filled her in. “Almost everyone from
Scores has been there. I'm surprised you haven’t.”

“So am I,” Richie exclaimed. “Well, you're invited
tonight. You remember the address, don’t you? 63rd and
1st Avenue, first building on your left, Apartment 4A.
Come after work. There’s always something going on.”
He finished his drink and moved on.

“You don’t have to worry about a thing.” Willow read
her mind. “Richie’s fun. He’s got people in his place every
night. You have to check it out. If you want, we can go
together tonight after work.”
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“I can’t. You know I promised Nick I'd stay away from
drugs. I really can’t”

“How will he know? Are you going to go home and
confess? Just take a Valium in the taxi after that, and by
the time you get home, you'll be ready to go to sleep. I've
done that same trick so many times, and my man doesn’t
even know I'm doing drugs. You just have to learn how to
do things, babe. You're still so innocent.”

[sabelle got up. She needed to take a walk around to
see what was going on in the club and try to escape from
the temptation Willow had set up in her mind. She tried
not to think about it.

The next morning, she felt ecstatic because she woke
up without a hangover.

Nick arrived at midday and brought her a big latte. She
loved her man and intended to keep the promise she had
made to him.

“How are you today, my love?” He kissed her good
morning. “You need to get up. It’s a beautiful day outside.
You should go for a walk.” He pulled the blinds up and let
the sun flood the room.

“Wow!” Isabelle had to cover her eyes with her hand
for a moment. “It’s so bright.”

“It's summer outside, honey. Get up.” Nick pulled the
covers away and chased her into the shower.

He stayed with her for an hour before it was time for
him to go back to the office.

“I'll be home at 6 p.m. the latest,” he said. He’d been
doing that all week: going home for an hour before
Isabelle went to work so they could have dinner together.
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“I'll make you spaghetti with fresh zucchini,” she
promised. “And your favorite tomato salad with feta
cheese.”

“And I'll bring your favorite dessert with a big cup of
love,” Nick joked. They looked like one of those families
from the Pleasantville commercials.

[sabelle enjoyed the day and the sun to the fullest. Later,
she cooked dinner and started to get ready for work. She
wanted to go earlier so she could return home sooner.
Nick arrived right on time to help her set the table.

The spaghetti was ready. Isabelle put the plate in front
of Nick. The tasty smell of pasta made him swallow the
water in his mouth.

“Hurry up, honey. I'm starving.”

[sabelle returned from the kitchen with the two salad
plates in her hands. They ate, and Nick licked his plate
and his fingers.

“You're getting better at this every day, my dear.”

“Thank you. Where’s my dessert?” Isabelle teased Nick,
slowly licking her upper lip.

“Oh, it's coming, baby.” He unbuttoned her shirt.

“Not so fast, lover boy.” She laughed and ran from the
table. He chased her from the kitchen to the living room,
and from there to the bedroom.

“I surrender;” she cried out as she let herself fall onto
the bed. Nick didn’t need a second invitation. He was on
top of her the next second.

[sabelle melted beneath him. Her body felt weightless,
her heart surrendered. Every touch of Nick’s hands was
tender yet electric, sending shivers along her skin. His lips
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traced her face, her neck, her shoulders, with patience
and devotion. She pulled him closer, wanting nothing
between them but the heat of their love. The world
outside disappeared; it was only the two of them, bound
by desire and by the silent promise that, at that moment,
nothing could tear them apart.

“Take me, Nick,” Isabelle whispered, her voice trembling
with love more than lust. Nick answered with a kiss, and
at that moment they both gave in completely, entirely.
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Spinning out of control

Nick drove Isabelle to the club on his way to the office.

“I'll see you later,” she said, blowing him a kiss.

She got changed in the dressing room and went to
look for Willow. She couldn’t find her, so she checked the
showroom. Nothing interesting in there either. She went
back to look for Willow and found Richie instead.

“Hey, Jordan.” He still remembered her name. She was
surprised. “I didn’t see you last night. You didn’t show up
at my place, did you?” He gestured towards the stool next
to him at the bar. “Would you like a drink?” He looked
around, as if searching for Willow. “I don’t know where
the hell she went. She said she’d be back in a minute. It’s
been ten already.”

“I'm coming.” Willow’s voice came from behind them.
“The manager wanted to talk to me.” She stopped and
hugged Isabelle. “How are you today, honey?”

“Give Jordan whatever she drinks,” Richie said, lighting
a cigarette. “You missed a great party last night. I didn’t
go to bed until 7:30 a.m.”
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Thank God I didn’t go, Isabelle thought. I would’ve been
sleeping until five in the afternoon.

She picked up her drink and tasted it. Perfect. Not too
strong, not too light.

“You might want to check it out tonight.” Richie wasn’t
going to give up.

“Actually, I might,” Isabelle said.

Willow gave her a surprised look.

“I came in early so I could leave by 2 a.m. and stop by
your place for an hour or two, as long as | get home by
4:30 a.m. and not look drunk. There’s no fucking way
Nick will find out about it. I can have some fun. I've been
too good lately”

“You go, girl.” Willow smiled.

Isabelle checked out from the club at 2 a.m., just as
she’d said. The night had been horrible for her; she hadn’t
made any money and was in a terrible mood.

At the corner of 61st and 1st Avenue, she hesitated.
Should she go home or stop for a drink at Richie’s? She
needed to release pressure before going to bed. Her
thoughts were clouded. She needed to figure out how to
make more money. Her plan to quit her job in two weeks
had already been shattered. At that pace, she’d need a
month.

A taxi passed, but Isabelle didn’t stop it.

Ah, to hell with being good. Once I quit that damn job,
I'll have enough time to be good for the rest of my life, she
thought.

She turned left and walked three blocks to 63rd Street.
First building on the left, just as Richie had said.
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“Good morning.” The doorman stopped her. “May [ ask
where you're going?”

“Apartment 4A,” Isabelle said.

The doorman barely glanced at her; he was clearly
used to late-night visitors for that address. He waved
her through.

“Go on, fourth floor, straight ahead.”

The door of Apartment 4A was open. Inside were Richie
and four other girls she didn’t know.

“Ah, Jordan, it’s nice that you came,” Richie greeted her
from the living room. “Go in the kitchen, there’s some
wine in the fridge. Pour yourself a glass.”

He turned his attention back to the girls.

Richie’s apartment reminded her of a warehouse. He
was in the clothing business—retail—so dresses, coats,
suits, and everything else hung in every spare corner of
the room.

“I had no idea you sold clothes,” Isabelle said.

“Oh, I've been in the business for years,” Richie explained.
“My mother started it. What we do is buy overproduction
from manufacturers and resell it at fifty percent off retail.
People love it. You can get a Louis Vuitton purse that costs
eight hundred dollars for three hundred and fifty dollars.
[ have limited pieces, of course, not the whole collection,
but it’s still good business.”

Isabelle looked around to see what else he had.
Everybody in the room was doing cocaine. Ten minutes
later, she took her first line.

By the time she left Richie’s, it was 5 a.m. He’d given
her half a Valium, so she could take it before she left and
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the other half once she got home. She stopped at a delj,
bought chewing gum, and slipped into a taxi.

Nick was waiting for her. She found him sitting in the
dark living room, smoking a cigarette.

“Where were you?” Those were his first words. He
wasn’t worried. He was angry. “I thought you wanted to
come back earlier today.”

[sabelle could tell by the way he dragged on his
cigarette—short, hectic pulls—that he was furious.
Terrible thoughts crossed Nick’s mind.

“I'had to work until late,” she said, hoping he wouldn’t
press further. He’d never asked about her job before, but
tonight felt different.

Nick glanced at his watch. It was 5:15 a.m. “The club
closes at4 am.”

“I was in the private room. They keep them open as
long as the customer pays. They close the main doors,
but they don’t kick people out.” She prayed he’d believe
her.

“That’s bullshit. I've been to Scores plenty of times.
They always clear the place after 4 a.m.”

Nick stood up and went to the bathroom. Isabelle heard
the water running, his usual shower before work.

In the kitchen, she swallowed the other half of the
Valium with a glass of water.

Nick said nothing else. Isabelle was lying in bed when
he came out, her eyes already heavy. She didn’t try to start
a conversation and fell asleep before he left.

When she opened her eyes again, it was 3 p.m. General
Hospital was about to start. She rushed to the living room
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and turned on the TV. If Nick had returned home at noon,
she didn’t know, as she hadn’t heard him.

There were no missed calls on her phone. She rang Nick
after the show. He didn’t accuse her of anything, but his
voice was cold, reserved.

“Are you coming back for dinner?” Isabelle asked.

“No. I have to stay late at the office. I'll see you
tomorrow.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I'll see you tonight
when I come back from work,” she said.

“That will be tomorrow morning. Probably at 7 a.m.”

“Fine.” If that’s what he wanted, she could play the
game, so she said nothing more.

Nick needed time to cool off. After all, he couldn’t
prove Isabelle hadn’t worked until late. How could he?
He could call the club and ask. But no proof meant she
was innocent.
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The game of love

Isabelle went to work early again. She hadn’t intended
to stop by Richie’s, but that’s where she ended up. The
night had been terrible; no one made any money, not
even her.

She found Richie sitting on the couch with three of the
girls from last night.

“What’s up, Jordan? I heard it sucked tonight in
Scores ... Everyone was complaining, huh? Never mind.
Tomorrow’s another day. Get yourself a drink.”

Isabelle went to the kitchen and returned to the living
room with a glass of wine.

“I can’t stay long today,” she said. “I had a lot of problems
because of last night.”

“Why?” Therese asked.

“My boyfriend is very jealous. We've agreed to cut back
on drinking and drugs.” Isabelle looked sad as she said it.

“Do you love him?” Therese asked.

Such a simple question, yet it opened a door in Isabelle’s
mind she had been trying to keep shut.
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“Yes, I do. But I've got this weird feeling that we won’t
last much longer together;” Isabelle admitted.

“But why?” Therese wasn’t letting it go until she had
all the answers.

Isabelle told her the story about Nick. Both women
listened closely, with a look of interest on their faces.

“You should leave him,” Therese said when Isabelle
finished. “He might be nice and kind, but he’s not right
for you. And you're not right for him. Listen, do what your
sister told you. She knows you better. If she said the same
thing, then you should listen. I don’t know him, but from
what you're saying, you should break up; don’t waste your
time, and don’t waste his either.”

Therese was getting increasingly involved in Isabelle’s
story.

“But what about love? I love him and he loves me,”
[sabelle said.

“No, honey, that’s not love. You're both playing a game
called the game of love. That has nothing to do with real
feelings. You're deluded and blinded right now; that’s
why you think it's love. But deep down, you know it isn’t.
That’s why you’re fighting yourself. That's why you're here
tonight. And there’s nothing wrong with that. Listen to your
inner voice, it won't lie to you. You must leave that man.”

Isabelle wanted to cry. Every word Therese spoke cut
her heart like a knife. That can’t be true. I know I love Nick.
I'm not pretending. I don’t need to, she thought.

“One day, you'll realize I was right,” Therese told her.

Richie returned from the kitchen with a fresh bottle
of wine, trying to change the subject because Isabelle
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was visibly upset. But she couldn’t shake the storm from
her chest. Once again, she was lost in her own mind,
wandering without direction, without peace. Isabelle
knew she wouldn’t find that peace until she faced the
truth that had haunted her for so long.

She decided to go home. It was 5:30 a.m.

Nick was awake. He had tried calling Isabelle’s cell
phone, but it was off. He had even gone to the club,
banging on the doors, but it was closed. He sat, waiting,
furious and curious to hear her excuse.

“I went to have a drink after work with Richie and
Therese,” she said. [t was the truth, at least partly.

“Who are they?”

“Therese is a friend of mine, and Rich is her boyfriend.
They live close to the club.” It was a half-lie. She had no idea
what kind of relationship Therese and Richie really had.

Nick relaxed a little. At least she hadn’t told him she had
worked until late, because then he would have exploded
like never before.

“Why would you go to someone’s house at 5 a.m. instead
of coming home? You know I'll be worried. Why are you
doing this again, Isabelle? I thought we decided to stay
away from drugs.”

“I haven’t done any drugs,” she protested. Richie had
given her another Valium, and she was starting to feel
tired. “I had a drink, but [ haven’t done drugs.”

That’s such a big lie, she thought, but Nick had no proof
against her. He had to believe her.

Nick’s eyes were sad. He loved that girl, but there wasn’t
anything he could do anymore to save their relationship.
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He felt it slipping through his fingers every day, and it
hurt.

He wanted to tell her what he thought, how he felt, but
he stopped himself. How often had they spoken and made
endless promises? He had sworn never to hurt her again,
never to call her names, and he hadn’t.

“I can’t do this much longer;” he said calmly. “You have
only one more chance. Don’t blow it, honey, because I love
you. I still believe in us.”

Nick walked out the door, leaving Isabelle feeling
confused in the middle of the dark room. She wanted to
run after him, stop him, and tell him she was sorry. But
she didn’t. She knew it wouldn’t make things better.

There was a worm in the heart of their relationship,
eating it from the inside out. Isabelle knew it and couldn’t
do anything, except stand by and watch their love fall
apart. And it hurt.

She stayed there a little longer before going to sleep.
She was tired, mentally and physically.

The next two days, she stayed at home. She needed
to take a break from everything and had fallen into
depression again.

Nick watched her cry, but he knew he had tried
everything already, and nothing helped. His heart ached
for her. He decided to call Silvia.

“Let her go. Let her go back home. Don’t you see she
doesn’t belong there? Are you blind? What are you waiting
for? For her to commit suicide? If you really love her, you'll
make her leave, even if she doesn’t want to.” Silvia was
blunt and gave him her honest opinion.
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They spent the weekend quietly. Nick went out on
Saturday to meet James and Kirsten, while Isabelle
stayed home, crying most of the time. She was worried
about herself. Maybe I should see a doctor on Monday, she
thought. He might give me antidepressants or something
to make me feel better.

Isabelle had missed her interview on Friday at the
fashion school, which had upset her even more. But Nick
convinced her it was for the best. She wouldn’t have made
a good impression.

He was right, so Isabelle decided she would call on
Monday and make a new appointment.

Nick tried everything to make her smile through the
weekend, but it was all in vain. He decided to give her
one more week, and if she didn’t get better, he would call
Carlos. He’d explain to Isabelle’s father what was going
on and ask for advice.

He didn’t want to lose her, but his heart couldn’t stand
to watch her Kkill herself slowly.

Things happen for a reason, he reminded himself. No
matter how hard he fought for her, if it wasn’t meant
to be, it would never be. He knew something would
happen soon that would show him what to do, which
way to go...

Nick didn’t have to wait long.

On Monday, Isabelle went to work and never returned
home.

By 7 a.m., Nick couldn’t wait any longer. He dialed her
number. No answer.

Where the hell are you, Isabelle? he thought.
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He was out of his mind with worry. If Isabelle had been
partying after work, she would’ve been back already. She
always made it home before he left for the office.

Nick kept calling her, but there was no answer.

“Damn,” he muttered, sitting at the dining table with
his head in his hands and wondering what to do next. If
something had happened to her, he would never forgive
himself. He should have listened to Isabelle’s sister’s
warning.

“Oh, God, let her be safe,” he prayed.

He called his partner and told him he wouldn’t be going
into the office. The hours passed, but there was still no
sign of Isabelle. He rang Silvia, hoping she had heard from
her. Nothing.

“God, let her be safe, please.”

He paced the apartment like a lion in a cage: nerves
frayed, patience gone. By 10 a.m., he tried Isabelle’s
number again. This time, it was off. Her battery has
probably died, he told himself.

And then, his phone rang.

“Hey.” Isabelle’s voice was weak, almost like a whisper.

“Isabelle, is that you? Where are you? I'll pick you up.
Tell me where you are!” His voice cracked with relief, tears
brimming in his eyes.

“Nick, Nick, I'm all right.” She sounded like she’d been
crying; he could hear it in her voice. “I called to tell you ...
want to tell you that I'm leaving you.”

He froze. It felt like an arrow had pierced his heart.
He stopped breathing. The world collapsed. The earth
stood still.
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“Just come back home and we’ll talk, all right? Please.
If you want to leave, you can leave. I'll help you change
your ticket. Just come back. I was so worried. I thought
something had happened to you.”

“I'm all right.” Isabelle swallowed her tears, trying to
sound strong and determined. She had thought about that
moment all night. If only Nick knew how hard it was for
her to make that decision. She had wandered the streets of
New York until sunrise, refusing to return home without
an answer, without a solution to the chaos that ruled her
life. She had to decide whether to stay with Nick or leave
him. There was no in-between. Her life depended on it.

At 7 a.m,, she had gone to Richie’s. The party was still
going on. He introduced Isabelle to two girls from the
Netherlands, Anna and Mandy. They talked about Europe,
which only made her more homesick. Finally, an hour
later, she had made her decision. She was leaving Nick.
The moment she had decided, the crushing pressure on
her chest lifted and turned into pain. What kind of joke
is this? What kind of game am I playing with myself? she
thought.

“The sooner you get over it, the better,” Richie told her.
“Go pack your stuff. If you need a place to leave your bags
for a day, you can bring them here.”
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Isabelle’s final decision

[sabelle was sitting on the floor of Richie’s bedroom, with
her phone in one hand and a cigarette in the other. She
had dialed Nick’s number many times, only to cancel the
call just before it rang. Isabelle watched her phone vibrate
repeatedly as he tried to reach her; each buzz grating on
her nerves.

She had finally made her decision.

“I'm leaving you, Nick,” she said, though the words
cracked against her teeth. “I'll be there in half an hour,
and I'll pack my things.”

She thought of asking whether he would be home, but it
was already late morning. He’d be at the office. Her tears
soaked the long sleeves of her T-shirt.

Richie and the girls looked stricken.

“You know what,” Mandy said gently, “if you want, you
can stay with us for a day or two until you change your
ticket. You’ll be more comfortable with us. I doubt you
want to be around any man right now. No offense, Rich.”
She glanced at him. “I know you meant well by offering,
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but look at her, she’s broken down. She needs someone
to take care of her”

“I'll go with you and help you pack,” Anna offered.

[sabelle could only nod. All she wanted was to put all
that horror behind her, go home, and start over. A life with
no tears. Never again.

They took a taxi to Nick’s apartment. Anna sat beside
her, murmuring words of comfort.

“Don’t cry. You'll be all right. Don’t show him weakness,
you're stronger than this.”

“What if it's a mistake? What if | made the wrong
choice?” Isabelle’s voice cracked. Her swollen eyes
searched Anna’s face for an answer.

“If it's a mistake, you can always fix it. We all get second
chances. But if it's not, you move on and find happiness.
Don’t torture yourself now.”

When they arrived, Isabelle paid the driver. To her
horror, Nick was waiting by the elevator in the lobby.

“Oh God, what have you done to yourself?” His face
tightened as he took in her broken state. He wanted to pull
her into his arms, shield her, heal her, but Anna stepped
between them.

“You'd better not.”

He blinked, noticing her for the first time. “Who are
you?”

“I'm a friend of Isabelle’s. [ came to help her pack.”

His jaw clenched; he wanted her to leave. He turned
towards the doorman to have her thrown out.

“Nick, please.” Isabelle’s voice stopped him. She fixed
her red, pleading eyes on him. There was so much in that
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look that words could never explain. Nick felt her pain as
if it were his own.

They went upstairs. Isabelle and Anna packed in silence
while Nick stood in the doorway, watching. Each shirt she
folded felt like a nail hammered into his chest. With every
piece of clothing tucked into her suitcase, something
inside Nick cracked further.

[t didn’t take them long. They finished in less than half
an hour. Nick helped them carry the bags to the taxi.

“Take care of yourself,” he said, holding Isabelle’s hand,
unsure as to whether he should give her one last hug. “Call
me if you need anything.”

[sabelle looked at him, hesitating for a moment.

“Come on, we’ve got to go,” Anna said, pulling her arm.

[sabelle turned around and got in the car. The taxi drove
away. Nick stayed there long after they were gone. For
him, everything ended that day. For her, it was just the
beginning.

They went back to Anna’s place. Mandy and Anna had
been in New York for a month, and they had rented a
two-bedroom, fully furnished apartment. Isabelle cried
herself to sleep. Anna let her use her bedroom because
she knew Isabelle would need privacy. Her bed and pillow
were soaking with tears.

She turned off her phone on purpose. Isabelle didn’t
want to talk to Nick, and she was a hundred percent
certain he had tried to call her. She fell asleep but woke up
an hour later from a nightmare, drenched in cold sweat.

She took a shower and lay down again, but sleep
wouldn’t come. Anna and Mandy had gone out, but they
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arrived later with groceries, two bottles of wine, and a
pack of four grams of cocaine.
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Nights with strangers

“We’re staying in,” they declared, putting an extra bottle
of wine in the fridge.

The girls tried hard to lift her mood. [sabelle drank wine
and took a big line of cocaine. It numbed her feelings, and
the pain faded. They spent the night talking. Everyone had
a heartbreaking story to tell.

I[sabelle told them about the time she and Nick spent
in the Bahamas.

“You'll find your real Prince Charming one day,” Mandy
said. “He won’t be here, though. You should look for him
at home; otherwise, you're story with Nick will repeat
itself with someone else.”

“But where’s home?” Isabelle wondered. “Is it not
where your heart is?”

“Yes, but yours is not in New York. You left yours in
Spain.”

Mandy was right. Majorca was the home Isabelle had
chosen. She hadn’t been born there, but after traveling
all around the world, she had decided that was where
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she wanted to grow old, maybe because it was close to
her hometown, Barcelona, and her mom. Maybe because
her dad lived there. Whatever the reason, she had left her
heart there. Mandy was right. And Nick would never move
to Majorca. That was a fact, too.

She slept half the day on Wednesday. When she woke
up, it took her a few minutes to realize where she was.
She was used to waking up in Nick’s bed every day. That’s
history now, she thought. She had to focus on the future.

First, she had to change her ticket and get to London.
Then, once there, she would work in one of the two clubs
April had told her about and make some money. She owed
about ten thousand euros on her development loan, due
by the end of June, plus another fifteen thousand to Gary.
And she still needed money to live. Once she paid her
debts, she could get a new loan from the bank and finally
start her clothing business. She had to act soon.

I[sabelle went to the kitchen to make coffee and look
for her cigarettes. They were on the table, next to her
phone. She hadn’t checked her messages since she left
Nick’s house, so she dialed the number for her voicemail.
[sabelle regretted it immediately. Nick had filled it. His
voice was heavy with sorrow. It broke her heart to listen
to him. A part of her wanted to run back, but the other
part reminded her of the plan she had just made.

She lit a cigarette, but the smoke made her stomach
turn. Strange, she thought. It was the end of May. Her
period was a week late. She ran into the bathroom and
threw up. When she stepped out, her face was as pale as
cottage cheese.
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Am I pregnant? No. Not with everything that’s going
on now.

[sabelle tried to calm herself. She made coffee and woke
up the girls. She needed to talk to someone, and they were
her only friends at the moment.

“I think I might be pregnant,” she said.

Anna spit out her coffee. “What?”

Mandy almost dropped her cup in her lap.

“My period is about a week late, and Nick never used
protection when we had sex.”

“What about you?” Anna asked. “You never took the
pill?”

“No, I always forgot to take it.”

Silence. They were all thinking.

“It can’t be,” Mandy said finally. “I've been pregnant twice,
and let me tell you, if you were pregnant, you'd have been
throwing up last night after all the alcohol we drank. No,
there’s no chance. You're just stressed. And all the drugs
you’ve been taking, they’re messing with your system. You
might get it later or even miss this month entirely.”

[sabelle exhaled with relief. The last thing she needed
was a baby.

Nick kept sending her text messages all day. She didn’t
return his calls or his messages.

She called Delta Air Lines and managed to change her
ticket for Thursday at 8:30 p.m. She called April and told
her the news.

“I'll be at the airport waiting for you,” April said.

Silvia called Isabelle, worried. Nick had already told
her what had happened.
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“I'm glad you finally did it,” Silvia said.

[sabelle filled her in on the latest details. “I'm leaving
for London tomorrow night.”

“Where are you now? Are you staying in a hotel?”

She told her about Anna and Mandy.

“That’s good. At least you're not alone.”

The two Dutch girls were wilder than she had expected.
After coffee, they went out and returned an hour later
with the same accessories as the night before: bags of
crisps, alcohol, and a pack of cocaine.

Isabelle felt guilty. She hadn’t given them any money
the previous night, so she pulled out a hundred-dollar bill
from her wallet and left it on the table.

“That’s nice, baby, but you don’t have to,” Anna said.
“You need to save your money.” She tried to push the bill
back into Isabelle’s purse, but [sabelle insisted they take it.

They started partying early that evening. Richie stopped
by to check on them. He stayed for a while, and then they
all went to his place.

“Are you going to miss us when you’re gone?” he asked
[sabelle.

“Of course I am. I don’t know what [ would have done
if you hadn’t been here to support me. I guess I'd still be
crying and living with Nick.”

“Do you feel better now, or does it still hurt?”

“Oh, it hurts,” she admitted, biting her lip. “The pain is
even greater than it was yesterday.” She looked straight at
Richie. “But I knew it would hurt. And I know one day it
will stop; it won’t hurt forever. That’s what matters. One
day it will be over”

231



Everybody felt sorry for her, but no one could really
help. She had to go through it alone.

The next morning, Isabelle got up early. She had slept
for only two hours. They had arrived home at 3 a.m. and
talked on the couch until dawn. It was her last night in
New York. She tried to rest, but sleep didn’t come. Her
mind was too crowded. Somehow, she managed to rest
for two hours and was up again by 10 a.m.

She checked her phone. Dozens of missed calls from
Nick. She packed her bag, made coffee, and tried to wake
up the girls. They didn’t move, as they were exhausted
from staying up with her for two days. She waited another
hour and then decided to go.

[sabelle wrote them a thank-you note and left it on the
table, adding her Spanish cell phone number and her
address in case they ever went to Majorca.
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Photographs and ashes

It was hot on the New York streets. [sabelle wore only a
pair of low-cut jeans and a tank top. It wasn’t easy to pull
two heavy suitcases behind her. It was 11 a.m. and she
didn’t have to be at the airport until 6 p.m.

She spotted a Starbucks on the corner and headed there.
Breakfast and a tall latte. Do they even have Starbucks in
Europe? she wondered.

Isabelle left her bags in the corner by the door and got
into the line. The place was packed.

While she waited, her eyes wandered across the street;
she saw a big, bright yellow Kodak sign. She squinted,
reading the window: One Hour Photo. Perfect. She still
had all the films from the Bahamas. She could drop them
off and pick them up while she had her muffin and coffee.

She placed her order and dug through her carry-on bag
for the films. She was sure she had put them there. Damn
it, I hope they’re not in the suitcase.

“Tall latte!” the barista shouted.

“That’s mine.”
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She grabbed the cup and looked for a table. None were
free. She went back to her bags, unzipped the outer pocket
of her suitcase, and found the films.

She glanced at the young man at the table beside her
and smiled at him. He smiled back.

“Could you do me a big favor?” she asked, voice as sweet
as she could make it.

“Sure,” he said.

“I need to run across the street to the photo shop.” She
smiled again. “Could you watch my bags for a minute?”

He studied her face, hesitating, then his lips curved into
a smile. “Of course.”

She set her coffee on his table and hurried out with
three rolls of film in her hand.

“They’ll be ready by 12:30 p.m.,” the clerk at the photo
shop told her. “You can pay when you pick them up.”

“Perfect.” Isabelle went back to Starbucks and spent
the next hour talking with the friendly guy who had been
watching her bags.

Nick didn’t call. He sent another message instead, asking
what time her flight was at and wishing her the best. Her
heart twisted. She wanted to call him, but she resisted.

Everything was going the way she’d planned, until
12:30 p.m.

As soon as she saw the pictures, she ran out onto the
street to hide her tears from the man in the shop.

She paid with her credit card, slipped the rest of the
pictures back into the big envelope, and dragged her
suitcases down a small side street off 3rd Avenue. Sitting
on the curb, she opened the envelope again.
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There he was, smiling at her from the glossy paper,
holding her, kissing her, loving her. The ocean behind
them, the blue sky above, her laughter captured in color.
She looked so happy. Tears filled her eyes.

She pulled her phone from her purse and dialed Nick’s
number.

“Hey,” she said, her voice shy.

“Hey.” Nick’s voice was slow, heavy with sadness.

“My flight leaves tonight, at 8:30 p.m.,” she paused.
Should she say what was burning in her throat, or simply
wish Nick well and hang up? Her gaze dropped back to
the photos. He was smiling at her. Isabelle touched his
face with her fingertips.

Nick was silent on the other end. She could hear his
breathing. [sabelle closed her eyes and lifted her face to
the sky. “God, help me,” she whispered.

“Did you say something?” he asked.

“I was thinking ... would you like to see me before I go
to the airport? We can have a coffee together.” She didn’t
know where the words came from, but it was too late to
take them back.

“Yes,” he replied instantly, giving her no chance to
change her mind. “Why don’t you come to my building?
You can leave your bags here, and we’ll find a coffee place.”

It was a good idea. Isabelle was tired of dragging those
heavy suitcases, anyway; the big one felt like half her
weight.

“I'll do it. I'll see you in fifteen minutes.”

She was there in ten. So was Nick. He looked tired. She
looked exhausted. Neither of them had slept much.
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“Let me help you with that,” Nick said, taking the bags
from her. They left them with the doorman and walked
towards 38th Street.

Nick stopped in front of a small Italian coffee shop with
tables outside.

“How about here?”

“That’s fine by me.”

She was still afraid to meet his eyes. When his hand
brushed hers, the touch alone sent an electric shock
through her body.

They sat at a small table in the corner. Nick ordered
two cappuccinos.

“It’s my third today,” Isabelle said.

“What?” He looked confused.

“My third coffee. And I have only eaten a muffin.” She
stretched out her hand, flat in the air. It shook. “I guess
that’s the caffeine.”

Nick caught her hand and held it between his. “You
don’t have to leave if you don’t want to.”

She met his gaze for the first time that day. There was
so much pain in his eyes.

“I know ... but it’s better if [ go.”

He said nothing. Isabelle pulled out the photos from
her purse.

“I developed them today. You can keep them. I have
the negatives.”

He looked down at the pictures, his eyes dimming.

“What happened to these two people? They used to be
so happy. They used to love each other so much.”

“I wish I knew.”
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Isabelle had no idea Nick was hurting so much. It
seemed they were both suffering the same pain. [sabelle
was used to her own, but seeing it in him tore her apart.
She leaned in and touched Nick’s face. A tear rolled down
his cheek.
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The last goodbye

Nick went through the pictures and slipped them back
into the envelope. They both sat there in silence. Isabelle
had so many things she wanted to tell Nick. So did he. But
they didn’t.

He walked her back to the building.

“I left the door open upstairs. You can rest or watch TV
if you want. There’s no need to stay on the street. And you
have, what? Another five hours?” He glanced at his watch.
“I can call a car for you if you want.”

“No, thanks. I'm taking a taxi.”

[sabelle had to start saving money; a limo ride to the
airport costed twice as much as a cab. She couldn’t afford
it.

Nick left without saying goodbye. No hugs. No kisses.
He walked away without turning back.

[sabelle stood there, watching Nick until he disappeared
around the corner. Sadness welled up in her chest. Nick
had had a good idea; she was tired, and a short nap would
do her well.
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She went inside. The doorman nodded but didn’t stop
her.

Nick must have planned this from the start, she realized,
smiling for the first time in days.

The apartment was exactly as she had left it. She locked
the door behind her. Her pictures were still scattered
everywhere. Nick hadn’t removed them. In the bedroom,
the photo of them in Tremblant still sat on his bedside table.

Her feelings overwhelmed her. Confusion clouded her
mind. What should she do? The same question came back
to torture her.

[sabelle’s packed bags were waiting in the lobby. She
had already booked her ticket. April was expecting her.
Everything was ready, and so was she.

But something was holding her back, something inside
her.

The sound of her phone ringing pulled her out of her
thoughts. It was Nick.

“Will you stay one more night if [ pay to change your
ticket? I swear I'll take you personally to the airport
tomorrow and won’t try to stop you in any way. Just one
more night.”

I[sabelle was so happy to hear those words. She had
been thinking the same thing, but she never would have
dared to ask. She didn’t want to pay to change her ticket
again either.

“I'll stay,” she said, holding her breath.

“Great. I'll take care of the rest,” Nick paused. “About
dinner tonight, do you mind if we stay in? We could make
steaks and a salad.”
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“Fine,” she answered quickly, trying to hide her
excitement.

When Nick hung up, Isabelle called April.

“I'm coming tomorrow. Same flight, only a day later.”

Next on the list was her sister.

“That’s the stupidest thing you could have done.
You know exactly what's going to happen. He'll move
mountains if necessary, and you’ll never make it to the
airport tomorrow. There’s nothing new under the sun.”

“That’s not true,” Isabelle tried to defend herself. “He
swore he wouldn’t stop me. I believe him. He already
changed my flight for tomorrow. If I don’t get on the plane,
I'll lose the ticket.”

“Do what you want,” her sister snapped. “It’s your life.
I'm tired of looking after you.”

“I promise. I'll call you tomorrow from the airport.”

She met Nick outside the market.

They wandered through the stands. Nick picked up a
loaf of fresh olive bread—Isabelle’s favorite—as well as
two big steaks for the barbecue, two burgers, and fresh
salad. [sabelle chose sun-dried tomatoes, cucumbers, and
onions.

“Would you like something sweet?” Nick asked, stopping
at the bakery stall. “A cheesecake, maybe?”

He bought her one. They paid and hurried back home.

Isabelle worked in the kitchen while Nick helped, not
leaving her side for a second. When the salad was ready,
they moved to the balcony to grill the meat. She stayed
close, watching him turn the steaks. She could imagine
what kind of husband he would make, and surely a great
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father. She pictured him having a barbecue for her and
her friends on her roof terrace in Majorca.

“What are you smiling at?”

“I was just dreaming,” she said, “but I can’t tell you what
about.”

The food was excellent. They had done a great job.
Isabelle set candles on the table, and soft music played
in the background. It was perfect.

Nick stopped eating and stared at her. Isabelle was
beautiful. He couldn’t believe she was still there. He had
thought he’d lost her forever, yet there she sat, looking
stunning.

He leaned closer; his face an inch from hers. His lips
brushed the air between them. Isabelle opened her mouth,
ready to welcome his kiss. He closed his eyes.

“No, don’t,” she whispered suddenly, pushing him away.
“Please don’t do that. You swore you wouldn'’t try to stop
me in any way.”

His gaze locked with hers. Nick could see the fear in
[sabelle’s eyes. He couldn’t understand why they kept
doing that to each other.

She loved him. He loved her. What was she afraid of,
and why did she want to leave him? He was ready to give
her everything. Why was she running away?

He poured more wine into her glass, then filled his own.

“Probably, one day, we’ll get back together;” she said,
as if she had read his mind. “I can’t explain to you why
exactly I'm leaving. I have to...” She swallowed the rest
of the words she couldn’t say, which were: find that
answer myself. “All I know is that, even though we’ve
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tried everything, and even though we love each other,
I'm not happy. I constantly feel like I'm missing something.
Something I'm not yet ready to give up. Maybe I'm not
ready for a relationship or a commitment like this. Maybe
it's something else. I need to find out for myself; otherwise,
I'll never be happy. Does that make sense? It sounds crazy,
and you probably think I'm insane, but that’s the way I
feel. I don’t know how to explain it better.”

“You don’t have to explain anything anymore. I
understand. I didn’t before, but now you’ve made it clear.
Maybe if you go back home, you’ll find what you're looking
for. Or maybe you’ll miss me so much that you’ll come back.”

Nick took Isabelle’s hand in his; his eyes captured every
line of her face, trying to save that image of her forever.

“I'll be here. I'll be waiting for you. Take your time.
Whenever you're ready, I'll be here.”

Oh, he’s so wonderful, she thought. She wanted to hold
him, squeeze him in her arms until he begged for air, but
she resisted the temptation. She had to stay strong. She
had to keep the promise she had made to herself.

They went to sleep. Isabelle took the bed, and Nick
spent the night on the couch. He didn’t close his eyes once.
Neither did she.

The next day, she left. Nick had called for a car to take
her to the airport and helped her carry her bags.

They kissed on the street. It was one of those passionate
kisses that made people stop and stare. She felt like
Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s or Greta Garbo
in Casablanca.

“We’ll stay in touch,” he said, closing the limo door.
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I[sabelle waved goodbye. Nick saw the tears in her eyes
but walked away. There was nothing more he could do.
That image, the glint of tears in Nick’s eyes, seared itself
into Isabelle’s memory, more permanent than his voice
or his kiss. It was the one thing she should have never
seen, and it would haunt her forever.

The ride to the airport was painful. Isabelle cried for
half of it, and spent the other half talking to Silvia on the
phone. It was over. She had left Nick.

At the Delta counter, she checked her bags. With time
to spare before boarding, she went outside to smoke.

Sitting on a bench, she read the message Nick had just
sent her: I will love you until I die. Please never forget me.

How could she? She loved him, too, with all her heart.

Suddenly, a burning desire swept through her. I can’t
go. I can’t leave Nick, she thought.

She dialed his number, her hands shaking with
excitement. Wrong number. She tried again.

Her heart froze. No answer. Nick’s phone was off.

He had sent her his last message and turned it off,
knowing she would try to call. He didn’t want anyone to
reach him.

[sabelle stubbed out her cigarette and walked back to
the terminal. She heard her flight being called through
the loudspeaker. For a second, she almost froze; her chest
burned with the urge to turn back. But she forced her
legs forward; if she stopped now, she knew she would
never leave.

She had to hurry. Isabelle rushed through security and
was the last to board Delta flight 177 to London.
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..to be continued...
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