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Miles Cameron just got the promaotion he’'s been working towards his
whole life. However, when he wakes up after a night of celebrating in
Sin City he finds himself legally tied to a stranger by wedding bands.
Desperate to protect his newly acquired promotion, he concocts a
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Between his career and his past, Miles has no interest in a
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Camila Sanchez never expected her life to spiral so far out of control
when she impulsively quit her job. But when she wakes up married to
the hottest lawyer on the West Coast, her world gets turned upside
down. When self-doubt sets in she agrees to an arrangement
involving moving in with her new husband. Her only goal is to spend
the coming weeks, figuring out what her next move is. But when the
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falling for him instead.
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Camila
“Wait—isJosh the guy you broke up with because he wouldn't titty fuck you?”’

“Ugh, God no! That was Damien.” My best friend rolls her eyes and scoffs. She says
his name like she's trying to hold back her disgust but a slight smile tugs at the
corners of her lips. “No. Josh is the one that had halitosis.”

“What?’ | squeal, trying to hold in my laugh.
“Bad breath.”

“Yeah, Taylor. | know what halitosis is, | just didn't know you broke up with
someone because of it.” She gives a small shrug with her shoulder, unable to keep the
smile off her face and | can’t help but shake my head and laugh. “How did we get so
far off topic here?’

“You're the one that brought up the non-titty fucker! And for your information, |
didn't break up with him because he wouldn't do it, | broke up with him because of
his reason.”

Just yesterday | was having my first out-of-body experience, and absolutely not in a
good way. Now I'm here. In Taylor's old Honda, driving eight and half hours to
Vegas having what some people would deem an inappropriateconversation. Others
might call us crazy, but honestly, thisisjust our normal.

“Mmm...and what was the reason, again?’



“Mila, he literaly said'Why would | want to do that when you have three perfectly
good holes? verbatim.”

| try to make a shocked face, but | can’t control the laugh that rips through me.

Driving down the freeway passing mile after mile of desert, | begin to zone out. The
dry, vast nothingness out the window is a far cry from Miami. We grew up living
next door to each other and have been inseparable since sixth grade. Her parents
traveled alot for work, and being an only child she spent alot of time at our house, so
much so that my younger brother even refers to her as his other sibling.

We've been with each other through everything. From middle school dances to
packing up her car and moving across the country to attend college in San Francisco
together. My parents were a little hesitant about that decision, but up until yesterday
that had been the most wild thing | had donein my life.

“What are you thinking?’ Her head tilts and she briefly looks at me with a raised
brow.

“l was just thinking... what if | suck up my pride and go craw?—"

“NO!” She cuts me off, aggressively shaking her head at me. “Absolutely not.
Camila, listen to me. You were miserable at that job, they treated you like shit and
they don't deserve you.” | keep my eyes focused outside while | twist the gold
pendant across the length of my necklace chain. “Look,” she lowers her voice. “I
know that you have this deep-seated desire to make your parents proud but I'm telling
you, they wouldn’t be happy to know that their daughter has been working at a job
she hates for the last five years.”

| always say, ‘Thingsin life that are absolute; death, taxes, and Taylor telling it like it

iS.



She's not wrong. | worked my ass off while in school to get my business degree so
that | could do something my parents would be proud of. But secretly | wanted
something for myself, so | minored in art as well. A career in the arts was risky, it
wasn't a solid safe bet like accounting or financial advising. So for the last five years,
I’ve worked for an investment banking company—albeit at the bottom of the totem
pole, and at times for some real assholes. But when | told my parents | got this job
even though | would have to work my way up, they were proud of me.

So every day, even though | continued to hate my job, | went in. | forced a smile and
said “Sorry, sir,” “Thank you, sir,” and “Of course, sir” a thousand times a day. |
spent day after day battling the anxiety that came with just the thought of going to
work. Sitting at my desk with my legs bouncing uncontrollably beneath me. A
permanent stomach ache. And I'm fairly certain | could also blame my boss and the
stressful work environment for my beautiful, thick hair starting to thin out.

However, yesterday when | was standing in front of my boss, in his tacky office that
had a mild mustard aroma, something inside of me broke—more like snapped.

Mr. Hall ison histhird tyrant of the day and can’t be bothered to close his office door.
No. He wants to make an example out of me and | won't be surprised if it is
something he'll get off on later. Remembering the way my face heats in
embarrassment as he talks to me like a literal child in front ofall my co-workers. | am
50 percent embarrassed that he is screaming at me again knowing everyone outside
his office is listening, but | am also 50 percent grateful he at least left the door open
so | won't suffocate in the mustard smell.

| watch his nonexistent lips move. His large arms that he tries to pass off as muscle
wave around and the crease deepens between his thinning eyebrows, but there is a

ringing in my ear.

What the fuck am | doing?



“Do you think you can manage that, Ms. Sanchez, or should we hire someone off the
street to get it done instead?’ Hisvoice sounds asif | am underwater.

| blink and shake my head. Am | experiencing vertigo?

“Ms. Sanchez,” he shouts.

That is aways his go-to—to threaten me, to push me harder. And because of the type
of person | am, | amost aways comply. But for whatever reason, that tactic isn’t
going to work today.

As if | am hovering above us in his office | watch myself say, “I think...I think
finding someone else to get it done instead would be best.”

He stares at me blankly for what feels like thirty minutes but in reality is probably
only fifteen seconds. Heislikely waiting for me to snap out of the aternate universe |
have fallen into. He blinks once, and both of our eyestrail down to his desk where his
fat knuckles knock on a stack of papers. “Very well,” and then with a flick of his
wrist, | accept his dismissal.

| beeline straight to my office and | take the two steps to round my desk and sit down
in my chair. The cushioned fabric seat gives warmth to my cold body. The space is
rather empty for someone who's been in the same four walls for five years, but | dide
the two photo frames | do have into myoversized bag and before | know it | am
typing up my resignation letter. | hand it off with sweaty palmsto Mr. Hall’ s assistant
and the corners of her lips turn down as | wave to her before stepping into the
elevator.
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| somehow manage to make it home, even though | have no recollection of how | got
here.

“Mila? Isthat you?’ Taylor yells from the bathroom.

My eyes have gone dry and the dizziness is still persistent. | sit my bag down on the
floor of our tiny apartment, unable to form the words to answer her question.

“Okay if it's not you, Mila, and it’s a robber, just know that the clothes by the door
are covered in dog shit. | had a very sick pup whose owner didn’t want to cancel their
grooming service today. Also, all my jewelry is fake,” she continues to yell from the
bathroom.

| walk like the tin man up to the bathroom door, “I quit.”

“Fuck yeah!” Taylor sits up from the bath covered in bubbles, splashing water
everywhere.

“No. Taylor, how did | do this? What have | done?’ Immediately the shock starts to
wear off and panic beginsto set in.

“Camila, look at me.” Her voiceis stern.

“1 love you, but you're in the bath, | think | can wait to look at you until you're out
and in your robe,” | say, rubbing at my chest.

“Okay don't look at me, but listen. That job was tearing you down, and every day



when you left for work | manifested it would be the day you quit. This is a good
thing, a great thing. Y ou will figure something else out, we'll figure it out together,
okay?’

| don’t know what elseto say so | just nod my head in agreement.

“Great. Let me dry off and then we'll pack.”

| finally look at her, because | can’t tell if the shock has completely scrambled my
brain or not. “Pack for what?’

“Are you serious? Don’'t you remember the end of your first week of work when you
came home crying and | told you that you could quit and we could go Vegas and

forget about it?’

Yes, my brain is definitely not keeping up with her anymore. “Are you talking about
a conversation from five years ago?’

“Isthat how long you've been at that shit hole job?’ Her eyes go wide.

11 Y%.”

“Okay then yes. Look, it doesn't matter how old the conversation is. The fact is, we're
celebrating. Go pack.”

“Tay, | can’t celebrate this.”
“Okay...” She bites her lip and nods her head. “Then we'll go to get our minds off it

and come back refreshed and ready to make a new plan. | know the world stops
turning when you don't know the next move.”



Taylor, my optimistic best friend.

“1 think you're the only person to ever use the words Vegas and refresh in the same
sentence,” | say with asmall smile.

“Go pack. We leave first thing in the morning.” A wiggle of her eyebrowsis her only
response.

“Thank you, Taylor,”| say. “Y ou wereright.”

“About stopping for the breakfast burritos this morning?’ she asks, leaning across the
center console.

“All of it. The breakfast burritos and an eight-hour drive to Sin City are exactly what
| needed.”

“Damn right!” She slaps my thigh. “Y ou’ re going to come home from this weekend a
whole new woman.”

My only plans are to enjoy a weekend with my best friend and not think about the
colossal mess that will be waiting for me back home. | look back out the window, and
promise myself that for the next two days | won'’t think about any of it.

“Okay wait. Did you really break up with Josh because he had bad breath?”

“That and he still used aflip phone.”
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| fold over laughing and then reach over to turn up the music.
Miles

| just gotthe promotion I’ ve been working towards for the past ten years, followed by
the verbal ass-whooping of the century. Did | bluff a client into signing something |
needed? Sure. But that's not illegal; | might toe the line sometimes, but | never cross
it. It’s one of the things that’s made me one of the best lawyersin San Francisco. | get
shit done that needs to be done and this time was no different. Unfortunately for me,
my managing partner, Samantha, doesn't always agree with my tactics.

The sun is at its highest peak in the sky as | look out my corner office window. The
city below is bustling. The people on the streets look no bigger than ants from al the
way up here. My office is quiet save for the clock ticking on the desk behind me. But
my quiet timeis quickly interrupted. | can smell my annoying, cocky friend before he
even says anything.

“Dude. Name partner? When were you going to tell me?’ Jonas practically shouts
from behind me.

“Close the door, and sit down.” | swivel my chair around, one arm hanging on the
back, the other resting under mychin. “It’s not official until Monday, but | got word
last night.”

“Son of abitch.” He shakes his head with awide grin.

“Y eah, but Samantha found out about how | bluffed Rick on the Davenport case and



shejust tore me anew asshole.” | open my laptop with araised brow.

“Well good, your old asshole was getting disgusting.”

| wad up a piece of paper and throw it at him. He deflects it with ease, laughing and
running a hand through his perfectly styled dark blonde hair.

Jonas doesn't get called a pretty boy for no reason. He might be as tall as me, and he
can throw a punch in the ring, but our comparisons end there.

He's about as friendly as they come, so it was a shock to everyone when we became
fast friends in college. Our differences only presented themselves further when we
both applied to the same law school. Jonas was practically a shoo-in for Stanford with
both his parents being alumni. His father was still teaching there and his mother was a
board member. |, on the other hand, had a retired Major League Baseball player for a
father whom | hadn’t talked to in years, and a sick mom.

| was desperate to get out. Desperate to make a better life for myself so | could take
care of my mom. I’ve aways believed | was the best at everything and that there was
nothing | couldn’t do. When | had agoal in mind, | not only reached it, but I fucking
obliterated it. | proved that to myself when | got into Stanford. But that's when |
started to spiral. | took my anger out on Jonas at the time, and | might still be the
same grumpy asshole | was back then, but I’ll never not be grateful to Jonas and how
he helped me during that time.

“Okay, on a serious note, congratulations, Miles. Thisis fuckinghuge.” He leans back
into the leather couch, crossingan ankle over his leg. “You might not be the most
approachable guy here but you' re awinner and you never fail to get the shit done.”

| know he means well and he's right, | have worked hard for everything | have, but
I’ve had to. But beneath a thick slab of skin, | feel atiny prick of guilt at his words



because | also know he believes he has everythinghehas because of his good looks,
and his parents' influence.

“Thank you.” I meet my friend's eyes, and we exchange a nod. “Now | just have to
play it cool for a while, let Samantha calm down so she doesn’t change her mind
before it’s announced.”

“Sam’s no joke. Her bite matches the bark and then some, but she would be...” he
pauses leaning over the arm of the couch to look out the glass doors, making sure no
one is around before whispering, “an idiot, to change her mind.”

| hang my head back on my chair and spin around to face the window.

“Plus, you've been doing the same shit the last ten years. It's not like she doesn’t
know how you operate by now, it’'s what makes you the best.”

“Yeah, she'll get over it.” | clear my throat, shaking the mental fog. “I think | just
need to blow off some steam.”

Jonas puffs out a long breath, the sound of the clock ticking fills the room again
followed by his fingers tapping against the leather couch. | spin around once more
and I’'m met with a shit-eating grin spread across his face and | know exactly what
he' s thinking because it’ s the same thing he suggests anytime either one of us has any
minor inconvenience.

Shaking my head, | lean forward on my desk and point my finger at him. “Don’t even
say it.”

His smile drops and he purses his lips together whilenodding his head, looking
around the room. Just as | sit back in my chair, like an uncontrollable child he shouts,
“Vegas?’



“What part of*| need to keep my shit together’ did you not understand?’

“So we'll just go till Sunday instead of Tuesday.” He drums his hands on the coffee
table before jumping up and heading to the door.

11 ‘Jon%! ”

One hand is aready on the door, his phone in the other, he doesn't even look over his
shoulder as he says, “I’m texting Lolato have the jet ready for us by nine.”

“Jonas!” | bark again.

“Relax, dude. We'll have a chill night, nothing wild, a few strippers and some blow.
Child’s play.” He shrugs. | know he' s joking but there’ s no talking him out of it once
I’m left staring at his backside as he walks down the hall. He passes the giant metal
letters mounted to the wall: Smith & Mitchell. I'm reminded of my unofficia
accomplishment. And aslong as | don’'t do anything to fuck it up, next week that wall
will shine with Smith, Mitchell, and Cameron.

Jonas
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Y ou up?

Me

| know you didn’t just send me a‘you up’ text.

Jonas

Soak it in. | can’t imagine you ever getting another one.

Me

Jonas
It sthe first Saturday of the month. Half-off pancakes at the cafe if we get there by 9.
Me

You make 7 figures. Why the hell are you harassing me out the door for half-off
pancakes?

Jonas

It's one of the ways | get my kicks.



Me

| don’t want to know about your kicks. I’'m going back to bed, leave me aone.

Instead of settingmy phone down and going back to sleep | open my work email and
busy myself for afew minutes.

Boom Boom Boom

It sounds like the task force is at my door.What the hell”2? move swiftly out of the
king-size bed. Not bothering to find a shirt, | hurry through the living room, clipping
my hip on the side of one of the green couches. | squeeze my eyes shut and breathe a
silentfffffuck.Just as my hand grasps the doorknob, I’'m met with a hideous fal setto.

“How could you use me like this? You said | was the one! Did last night mean
nothing to you?’

| rear back from the door, my eyes narrowing as | try to get my ears to work harder.

“You just want to use me like toilet paper, | get it. Well, let me tellyousomething.
Y ou will never find anyone who will lick that ass better than me.”

My eyes threaten to pop out of their sockets when | realize whose voice that is. The
door nearly flies off the hinges when | rip it open, grab Jonas by the back of his neck,
and throw him inside my suite.

He holds up his hands in mock surrender, “Okay, I’'m sor—.” He drops his head
trying to hide his laugh which only causes my scowl to deepen. “I’m sorry. But since

you're up, can we go get pancakes now?’ He points to the door behind me.

“You'reanidiot.” | adjust myself in my gym shorts that are twisted after | flew out of



the bed and move to the kitchen to assess the coffee situation.

Jonas only shrugs, “Just another way | like to get my kicks. Annoying you.” He
makes his way further into the living room and falls down onto the daybed by the
window that overlooks the fountains below. “Put a shirt on, so we can go, the Ubers
here take forever,” he yells across the open floor plan.

| run both hands through my hair and look at Jonas, the picture of unaffected, before
giving up and walking back to my room to change.

Camila

The dry sunis beating down on my skin and sucking the life out of me. Although to
be fair, it could also have something to do with all the Adios Motherfucker drinks we
downed last night. | gag alittle at the memory.

“Remember when we were supposed to just go to a nice dinner and have an early
night last night?’ | look over at Taylor, squinting out of one eye.

“Honestly, thisis better,” she says, keeping her eyes shut as she basks in the sun. “We
only wanted to have an early nightlast night,so we could day-drinktoday, but in this
heat? Who would want to do anything but lay out at the pool anyway? Now we'rein
recovery mode so we can go hard in the paint again tonight.”
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Y es, the point of this trip was to forget about how | quit my job with absolutely zero
backup plan. Last night the drinks did the trick and today I’'m too hot and too
exhausted to give it any thought. The only thing on my mind now is wondering how |
can eat and take a nap at the same time.

“1’m going to need a nap, and you’ re going to need more sunscreen.” | reach my arm
over, poking my finger into her shoulder. Her light skin is currently holding a light
tan but | know from many beach and pool days that at any moment it could turn red.

“1 should have brought that pizza down with us,” she ignores me.
“What pizza?’

“1 found a dlice of pizzain the mini-fridge this morning.” She turns her head to look
at me now, the first movement she’s made in an hour and | throw my arms over my
face as my chest shakes with laughter.

“Damn, | wish | remembered eating pizza. | hope it was from that retro place.” My
stomach grumbles in response to the thought. “Run back up and get it,” | tease her.

“1 would, but after wearing those shoes last night, my dogs are barkin’.” She lifts her
leg towards the sky, holding her thigh with her hands while shaking her foot.

“Alright, I’ ve got afew more minutes out here then I’m done.” It's only the beginning
of May, so | guess by Vegas standards it's not really that hot. But when you’ ve spent
the last eight yearsin The Bay Area, where it's pretty much always windy, and even
when it's warm there's a dlight chill, the 84°F feels like the middle of the sun.



“Okay. Fifteen more minutes, food, nap, food, club. Sound like a plan?’

“Ready, break,” | clap.

“The music in here sucks.”

“Definitely not the vibe,” Taylor says, curling her lip.

“Y ou want to finish these drinks and then bail?’ Before the words have even made it
to her ear, Taylor chugs the contents of her mixed drink.

“Your turn,” she says, smiling and eagerly nodding her head towards me. I’ m already
feeling the buzz and my drink is still three fingers tall but the eighties love songs
mashed with techno beats are more annoying than fun right now. | bite down on my
straw and suck down the rest of my drink while Taylor gives me a five-second
countdown. “Nice.” She takes the glass from me and dumps it on an empty tabletop
nearby.

| swivel around looking for the best way out of the patio bar, spotting a door right
past a group of men to my right. The space is so cramped, | have to squeeze between
the men and a long high-top table. “Excuse me,” | say. More out of habit than
anything because it’ s not like they can really hear me.

“Hey,” the tallest guy of the bunch shouts at me. His breath reeks of stale beer and
he' s yelling louder than necessary. “Where ya headed?’ | don’t respond, but still give
a polite smile as | push past him. | stop and turn back to face him when he's put a
hand up in front of Taylor. In her heels, she’'s astall as he is. “That’s aright, I'd
rather bring you home anyway,” he saysto her.

She tilts her head and flashes her full, beautiful smile and | just know in a matter of
seconds this poor guy is going to be licking his wounds. “Baby, if you had three



wishes from a genie, you couldn’t take me home,” she says before patting him on the
head. | cover my mouth to stop my laugh from flying out as she passes the guy and
we make our way outside.

Aswe walk down the Las Vegas strip for what feels like an eternity, | have to hold on
to Taylor's arm so | don't fall over laughing. Aside from the matching scars on our
forearms, from a rafting incident gone wrong while night swimming one summer, we
couldn’t be more opposite.

Her sea-green eyes and pale skin are a stark contrast to my dark eyes and year-round
deep summer tan. Never mind the fact that she has a good five inches on me in my
54" frame, but her confidence matches her height—and then some. Y ou would think
after fifteen years together | would have picked up some of her wild, carefree spirit
but I’ m starting to think there are just certain parts of myself that will never change.

The alcohol has been holding up its end of the bargain. For one weekend, | wanted to
not be plagued by my anxiety. | wanted to live a weekend free of feeling that
tightnessin my throat. No headaches or stomach aches. | wanted to forget the dreaded
feeling of being every bit the disappointment that | feared | would be to my parents.
I’ve been a pack mule with the amount of stress I've carried from that job, and
quitting it might have just worsened the load. But right now, | won't think about that.
| won't think about any of it. | focus on the feeling of the alcohol warming me as it
works its way through my system and tells my brain that everything is fine. At this
moment, my only concern isfor my feet because | look around and realize that Taylor
has been |leading us the opposite way of our hotel.

“Oh my God, Taylor! Our hotel is the other way.” | stop in the middle of the overly
crowded sidewalk.

“Be so for real right now Mila, we're not going back to our hotel yet.” Her feet stop a
few steps ahead of me when she realizes I’'m no longer by her side. “The night is still



young.” Her arms fly up over her head and she accidentally whacks a man with her
clutch. “Oops, sorry,” she shouts after him before turning around to face me. “ There's
still plenty of time to make bad decisions.” Her hand reaches out to me and where she
fails at wiggling her eyebrows she succeeds in flashing me her wolfish grin.

“Great.” | groan with aforced smile. “So, where are we going now?’

“You know the lady that | do the meal prepping for?’ Taylor has fifty or so odd jobs,
so it's hard to keep up with al her gigs, but with a slightly confused expression | nod
along anyway. “Well turns out, her husband's company opened this new club, and |
texted her on our way here. She was able to get our names on the list. Apparently, it's
super exclusive and practically impossible to get into.”

The hotel bed is calling my name but | can tell she's excited so | rally. “I’m going to
need aVVodka Red Bull,” | say pointing afinger at her.

“How about three and a kamikaze to top her off?” We link our arms together and
stagger off down the strip.

Taylor givesour names to a man who looks like he could be security for WWE and
we walk right in, past the line, up the stairs, and into the most extravagant roof-top
club I've ever seen. With the sun having set hours ago, it creates a dark indoor
nightclub feel. Cool blue and purple lights dance above and the music is so loud | can
feel it vibrating in my chest. We lock hands and have to make our way through the
dance floor to get to the bar that sits on a raised platform in the middle. Taylor flags
down a bartender to order our drinks as | lean against the bar taking in our
surroundings. Next to me, a woman is shouting at her crying friend, “He’s such an
idiot, screw him, seriously!” And even though I’'m in no position to judge, I'm glad
that's not my sSituation tonight. | give the crying woman a pinched smile before
noticing she's holding her heelsin one hand and a drink in the other.



Pata sucia.

| continue scanning the club and my eyes catch on a bachelorette party in one of the
VIP areas. Dicks everywhere. Penis headbands, penis straws, sunglasses with a
vibrator in the middle. One woman is even waving around an gaculating penis wand.
| have no idea how she managed to sneak that in here, but good for her.

Taylor's blonde head of hair whirls around with all of our drinks in hand. “Cheers,
bitch!” She screams over the loud music. | take the cocktail, set it down on the bar
with one hand, and hold out the shot glass with the other. “To us, and our last night in
Vegas, may tomorrow be filled with maximum buffet options and minimal
headaches.” We cheers our glasses and throw them back.
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The alcohol burns my throat as | force myself to swallow. | place the glass on the bar
and my hands hold the edge briefly as | try to stop the spinning that happens from
throwing my head back so fast. When | look up, the room still spins until apair of the
darkest eyes I’ ve ever seen are the only thing in focus. The music around me drowns
out and the hum of my heartbeat fills my ears. | wet my lips and immediately feel
heat rush from my face to below my waist. | tell myself it'sjust the alcohoal.

| should look away, but it's like I'm frozen in place. | vaguely register that Taylor
starts dancing next to me or against me, I’m not sure. | drop his gaze for amoment, as
| try to focus on my friend who's now doing some variation of the Jersey Turnpike
dance. But | can still feel his eyes on me, burning theside of my face. | take one quick
glance back at him and it causes my breath to catch in my chest.

| quickly bite down on my bottom lip and | finally turn away. I’m too drunk to be eye
fucking a stranger from across a nightclub.

Miles

The bathroom attendantoffers me a pump of soap and then goes back to straightening
the condoms and Advil packets. Some guy who looks like he’'s never seen the sun a
day in his life comes up next to me at the sink, reaching for a mint before he's
washed his hands.So fucking foul.l take the towel the attendant offers me and drop a
hundred-dollar bill in histip jar.

As | make my way back to our private section, | find that Jonas seems to have met a
new lady friend, which is on brand for him. Women flock to Jonas. | tell him it's
because of his good looks, but he claims it's because my scow! scares all the women



towards him. I’'m no stranger to women, | just don't have the time or the desire to
have a relationship with one. After seeing how it worked out for my parents, | can
confidently say | don't ever want that. My relationship with women is simple: sex
only. One time, no repeats, no relationship before or after. It sounds harsh, but |
always make my intentions clear before moving forward. And this has always worked
out for me. So | don't plan on changing my ways.

| enter our section just as Jonas and a woman in a red dress peel their faces off one
another. | dlide past them and lift the nearly full bottle of VVodka out of the ice bin.

“Miles, thisisuh?—"

“Ava,” the girl supplies.

| reach out to shake her hand, “Nice to meet you, Ava,” | lie. Because | really couldn't
give two shits.

| finish making my drink and sink back into the dark corner of the couch, busying
myself with my phone.

“My friends are over by the bar, | could grab them and bring them over.” Despite the
darkness, | still notice the way her eyes are glazed over as she watches me. Her eyes
trail down my body while her fingers run along the buttons of Jonas's shirt. | don’t
want to be a cockblock but I’m not interested tonight.

“Aly was it? I’'m good.” | tip my glass to her before getting up and walking over to
the glass wall that looks over the strip at the end of our section. | swirl the liquid
around my cup, causing a mini tornado before throwing the whole thing back in one
large gulp. Jonasis a big boy, he can handle this night on hisown. I’m too old for this
shit. What was supposed to be a chill night with a few rounds of poker last night
turned into complete debauchery. | give it another two minutes zoning out at the city,



pretending as if I’ve never seen anything more interesting than the twelve million
lightsit takes to light up the strip before | move to make my Irish exit.

My phone is sitting on the table but Jonas and Red Dress are back to making out so |
slink by and snatch it up. When | stand to pocket it, my eyes connect with a little
brunette across the room. She looks like a deer in headlights but | don’t turn away.
And even though my eyes are locked on hers | don't miss the way her dark brown,
amost black, hair flows wildly down her back. My hand twitches while holding my
empty glasswith the desire to tangle my fingersin that head of hair, to wrap it around
my wrist and...

“You good, bro?’

Jonas' s voice pulls me from my thoughts but | still can’t tear my eyes away from her.
She's staring back at me, her mouth dlightly parted. Her friend bumps into her in a
dance, and even from halfway across the room | can see her deep inhale. She pullsthe
corner of her lip in between her teeth as if she's attempting to hide her smile. And
somehow even in this crowded as fuck club, | feel a cool breeze wash over me as
soon as she looks away.

“1’m headed to the bathroom,” | announce.

“You just came back from the bathroom?’ Jonas holds his arms out confused.

“Yeah, | must have broken the seal,” | say, distracted.

“Or you'rejust old.”

| scratch my forehead with my middle finger and give him a smirk before heading out
into the crowd.



The early 2000s hip-hop booming has turned into background noise as | make my
way through the swarm of people. It’s not hard to keep my eyes on thisgirl. I'm more
concerned with how difficult it is to keep my eyes off of her, actually. They’'re still
posted up at the bar and it feels asif I’'m walking in slow motion, but the closer | get,
the more | can't mistake how stunning sheis. Her face is dewy, likely from being in a
crowded club. She looks about a foot shorter than | am, but she doesn't look small or
weak. Her black skirt hugs her hips and ends just past her ass, and immediately |
notice her sculpted thighs. Everyone talks about the boob guys and ass guys, but no
one talks about us leg guys. Something about her toned tanned legs in those high
heels has my dick twitching against my zipper.

| close the last few feet of distance between us. With her back to me,her hips dip and
sway to the music. The metal of the bar is cool under my forearm as | lean against it,
signaling for the bartender. | should say something instead of standing here like a
creep watching her dance, but when she tosses her head back shaking her hair, I'm hit
with the most intoxicating smell. The bartender comes rushing over with two
handfuls of shotsfor a group of women to my right.

“What can | get you?’ he yells over the music.

“Whisky. Neat.”

To my left, the swaying has stopped. | take note of how her spine is now straight and
no longer moving. When the bartender returns with my drink, he throws a napkin
down and slams the drink on top of it. | take the drink and throw another hundred on
top of the now-soaking-wet napkin.

| turn to face my mystery girl who is now watching where my hand clutches my
drink. Her eyes follow as | bring the glass to my lips, and | use the opportunity to
stare at her unabashed. | swallow the amber liquid and bite down the mistake I’'ve
made of mixing my spirits.



My lips part and | lean in towards her, while at the same time, she rests a gentle hand
on my shoulder and presses up on her toes. “Why would you brave that crowd to
come over here when you have your own private bar up there?’” She pulls back, eyes
twinkling.

“Because | couldn’t ask you what your name was from over there.” | mentally bitch
dlap myself. | couldn’t come up with anything better than that? She doesn’t seem to
mind though, her head dips quickly but not before smiling and pulling that lip
between her teeth again, and if | thought my dick was twitching before, he's full-on
trying to head north now.

Angling her head towards me she says, “I’m Camila.”
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“Camila, I’'m Miles. Nice to meet you.” | extend my free hand to herand she lets out a
small laugh as she places her hand in mine.

“This might be the most formal encounter I’ ve ever had in a nightclub.”

| don't know how to tell her that | don't typically introduce myself to women in
nightclubs, that the extent of my words start with“Let's go”and end with“I’ll call you
acar.”So instead | take another slow sip from my drink as she opens her mouth ready
to say something before her friend pops up over her shoulder waving her drink
around.

“Hey! Did | see you come over from the VIP area?’ she shouts.

Without taking my eyes off Camila, | respond to her friend. “I did. | can't guarantee
my friend is decent over there now, but would you like to come up?’

Her friend answers for her. “Duh. We love a good VIP couch! Lead the way, big
guy.”

Camilawinces and mouths asilent ‘sorry’. And fuck, is she cute.

And when have | ever thought a woman was cute? mentally shake my head and give
her a reassuring smile before placing my hand on the small of her back and pointing
her forward toward our section. The walk isn't that far, and after | discreetly adjust
the raging hard-on going on in my pants, al | can focus on is where my hand meets
her back. The touch is feather light so I’'m taken aback by the heat emanating off of
her melting into my skin.



As we make our way up the four stairs that separate the VIP level and the general
floor, Jonas is sitting on the couch alone nursing adrink. | don't have time to question
where Red Dress went because his head perks up as soon as he sees me with Camila
and her friend. “Hello ladies,” he drawls. “Welcome, can | make you a fresh drink?’
“You could make me two.” Her friend holds up two wiggling fingers.

“Lovely,” Jonas purrs. “I’m Jonas, and | see you’' ve met my grumpy friend, Miles.”
“Nice to meet you, Jonas. I'm Taylor, do you dance?’ she asks, taking the drinks from
his hands. Jonas looks at her, smiling like a kid who just hit the winning numbers
onThe Price Is Right, and | know he and Taylor are about to hit it off because Jonas

doesn't come to the club to hang out in the corner and look cool. The bastard loves to
dance.

“Isthe pope a catholic?’ he asksin aterrible British accent.

Her eyes go wide and her jaw drops. “Was that your Ginger Spice impression?’

“Yes! No one ever getsthat!”

“You're kind of funny.” She tilts her head, with a crease forming between her
eyebrows.

“Don’'t be so surprised, babe.”

“Well, usualy good-looking guys are corny. You know? Like they never had to be
funny.”

He grabs his chest as if he's deeply offended and to Taylor’s credit, she pays him no
mind. She rolls her eyes and turns on a heel, heading off to the dance floor, and to no



one’ s surprise Jonas quickly follows after her like alost puppy.

I'm finally able to turn my full attention back on Camila. “So, what are you
celebrating, tonight, Camila?’

She looks away with an expression | can't quite place before turning back towards
me, “A new adventure, | quit my job,” she says with afalse vibrato.

I’ ve been at the same firm since | graduated law school. My boss—and mentor—paid
my way through law school knowing | would be a return investment for her when |
came to work for her firm. People will put in decades of their lives at a firm inthe
hopes of getting where I’ ve been, and come Monday where | will be. Although | have
no idea what it's like to celebrate leaving any kind of company, | can play along for
her tonight.

“WEell then, cheers.” | lift my glass to her and a tight smile forms on her face before
she clinks her glass against mine. Our eyes lock for a brief moment before we both
throw our drinks back in unison. If | thought looking into Camila's eyes from across
the room was doing something to me, | wasn't prepared for what sitting this close to
her would do. It's causing the most foreign sensation to pump through my body but |
pour another drink and ignore it. When | sink back into the couch the lights above
cast a purple glow over her. Asif my hand has amind of its own | reach up and tuck
a stray piece of hair behind her shoulder. For a moment her lips part and | wonder if
that was too much, | follow the way her chest rises higher before slowly lowering.
Finally, she brings her glass to her mouth, covering up her smile.

“And you? What brings you to Sin City?’
Instead of saying ‘My boss just gave me the promotion everyone in my position

works their entire lives for, but | continue to make shit choices and if 1 make any
more, she's likely going to fire me rather than put my name on the door, so I'm here



with my idiot friend to blow off some steam’| say, “The drinks.” And hold up another
glassto her before downing it.

A few drinks—thatl didn't need—Iater, through blurred vision | make out Jonas and
Camila' sfriend falling all over each other trying to make their way back up the steps.
Camila and | are still sitting in the dark corner but she seems lighter, more at ease.
It's likely the mass amount of alcohol we' ve consumed. Taylor comes running over
waving her arms in front of us, the movement making me borderline cross-eyed.
“Jonas wants to go see the fountain before the sun comes up. Are you two coming?’
Her words slur but she shouts them with confidence.

| look to Jonas whos standing behind her giving me his bestdon’t you fucking
dareeyes. When | don't say anything, Taylor turns her head around to look at him, and
he quickly hits her with his megawatt smile.

Before | can respond, Camila grabs my bicep with both her hands. “Wait! We didn't
even get to dance yet,” she cries. | don’t dance. But when she looks at me with a
pouty lip and pleading eyes, for some reason | couldn’t deny her even if | wanted to.

| place my hand on her smooth thigh and give it a squeeze, “Y ou two go ahead, we're
gonnadance alittle.” | wave them off. “We'll meet you there.”

Taylor raises a brow at Camila and she nods her head, silently telling her it's okay.
They exchange a quick hug and Taylor points afirm finger at me, “Okay...wewillsee
you soon, then.” | don’t miss her threatening tone but | like that she’s protective of
her friend. | give a mock salute and as she turns around Jonas places his hands
together at his chest and bows his head. I’ m sure he thinks he’ s on his way to hook up
with this girl, but once they head out Camilaturnsto me and laughs.
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“He's going to need more than a prayer to hook up with Taylor.” Camila pushes off
the couch, reaching a hand out to me. | stand, taking it in mine and our fingers
intertwine as she leads us down the confetti-covered stairs to the dance floor. The
strobe lights above us do nothing to help my hazy vision. In fact everything not only
looks like we're all moving in slow motion, but it actually feels that way too.

We could have stayed up in our own little section but Camila drags us right to the
middle of the crowd. The combination of al the bodies, loud music, and alcohol
should be a sensory overload right now, but if someone told me we were the only two
people in this room right now, | would believe them. She stops when she finds a spot,
wraps my hands around her waist, and pulls me in tight behind her as she sways her
body to the music. With every beat, she circles her ass into me and I’m sure she can
feel how hard I'm growing behind her.

With my arms wrapped around her, | slowly bring one hand down and spread my
fingers out across her thigh. I'm suddenly extremely aware of my own heartbeat.
With every movement of her body, my thumb continues to rub up and down the
length of her leg which feels smooth as silk under my touch.

Camila tilts her head to look up to me over her shoulder, the neon lights reflect off
her distant but still gleaming eyes. She smiles, bringing her arm up and wrapping it
behind my neck. All the air is sucked out of my lungs and it has nothing to do with
the Vegas heat. When her head falls back onto my chest | lean down whispering in
her ear. “Y ou ready to get out of here, Camila?’

Camila



My brain isawake but my eyes just can not follow suit. There is immense pressure at
my temples and my mouth is so dry it feels like | could spit dust. At this point, I'm
glad | can't open my eyes because I’ m positive the room would be spinning.

Okay, Camila, just relax. Inhala exhalaAs | take a full breath in, I'm hit with a
refined and rich scent that causes the blood to start pumping through my body. | take
a few more deep breaths before | realize Taylor smells like desert rain and cactus
flowers, not whatever this woodsy—albeit comforting—scent is.

With my eyes still tightly shut, | begin trying to piece together last night.Drag show,
vodka, piano bar, vodka, dive bar where they threaten to cut off men’'s ponytails,
vodka, rooftop bar, vodka. Dancing with a complete stranger who made every hair on
my neck stand up when he touched my thighs, more vodka, leaving with said
stranger. Fountain, Elvis, ice cream, Walgreens.

The last few parts I’'m only seeing snapshots of. Slowly peeling one eye open, | work
through my disorientated brain to piece together my surroundings. I'm beyond
grateful for the thick Vegas black-out curtains that are keeping this luxurious room
dark when the sun would otherwise no doubt be blaring through the large
windows.Luxurious room.I move to sit up, slowly, looking at the marble walls that
surround the windows.L uxurious room.Beyond the bed, my eyes have to work hard
to see past the doorway that opens up into a sitting room with a kitchen beyond
that.L uxurious room.

Thisisn't my room. My heart rate increases to an alarming rate, and | can feel the bile
creeping up my throat.Inhala exnala. Twisting my spine, | look over my shoulder. I'm
greeted by a shirtless man with a body carved by Michelangelo himself. A close-
cropped scruffy beard covers his face with the exception of where his full lips are
coming through. His eyes are closed and it’s awonder how he ever has the strength to
open them with the weight hislong thick lashes must carry. Before | move to get up, |
steal a peek at him—from the top of his unruly dark hair, down his thick corded arms



to his large hands—and immediately | know I’'m going to be sick. Sitting shining on
his left hand is a gold band wedding ring.

What a fucking pig.I’m completely dressed, thank God. | don't have to rummage
around looking for my clothes. | want nothing to do with a man who comes to Vegas
and cheats on his wife. Although to be fair, I'm fairly positive we didnothook up,
seeing as how I’'m completely clothed and the only thing he seems to be missing is a
shirt. But still.

Asdowly as| can muster, while aso trying not to throw up, | begin sliding out of the
bed when a gruff voice startles me. “Normally | would be grateful you're trying to
sneak out on me, and in most cases, | would pretend to still be sleeping while you did
so, but since we didn’t even have sex, | won't count this as a one-night stand.”

Ugh, the nerve of this guy.

Since he's awake and | no longer have to move like I’'m avoiding laser beams, | plant
my feet firmly on the floor and stand. My fingers pinch the bridge of my nose as| try
to stop the room from spinning before making my way to the edge of the bed. “Okay
well, here's the thing,” | clap my hands together in front of my body. “I’'m so glad we
didn't have sex,” | say, pointing my clasped hands towards him. “| appreciate you not
taking advantage of me, but | can't think of anything more disgusting than a man who
cheats on hiswife so...” In an unexpected event, he rears back as if I've slapped him
across the face and then proceeds to look me up and down.

His scowl deepens. “I agree. | can't think ofanythingmore foul than cheating.” He
enunciates the word ‘anything’ as he motions toward me.

I’m so confused by this whole conversation, and with the mass amounts of vodka still
coursing through me right now, the last thing | want to be doing is having a
conversation with this guy. He tilts his head and raises his eyebrows, his arm still



stretched out to me. | look down and feel lightheaded when | spot the same shiny
gold band on my left ring finger. | bolt to the bathroom, tripping over a high heel
along the way, throw my face into the toilet bowl, and spill my guts.

Thick fingers hastily grab my hair and pull it away from my face. While a large hand
rubs slow circles around my back. It takes me another minute to register what's
happening and no sooner than that, I’m throwing up again. When | feel like there's
nothing left, and | can be calm and rational | sit back and stare up at the beautiful man
who | did NOT have sex with, but instead, just watched me vomit. Twice.

Mortified, confused, and on the verge of having a full-blown panic attack, | rest my
back against the cool porcelain of the soaker tub behind me. “Okay.” | exhale a deep
breath. “ So are you telling me, prior to last night, you werenotmarried?’

“No. | am not married. I’ve never been married and | never plan on being married.”

My cheeksfill with air before | blow it out and point to his hand. | watch as the color
immediately drains from hisface. “Isthere room in that toilet bowl for me?’ he asks.

| close my eyes and tip my head back to rest on the tub.
Miles—I think is his name—Ileans against the counter with his arms crossed taking a
few breaths before bringing one hand up to rub his eyebrows. He must be a doctor

because he is beyond calm when he says, “ Tell me exactly what you remember.”

I’m about to start listing off the same list | had made in my head maybe ten minutes
ago when my phone starts buzzing on the floor just outside the bathroom door.

“Do you want that?’ he asks me.

My face must read as shocked and panicked as | feel because Miles pushes himself



off the counter, and steps outside to grab my phone. A shock zips through me when
his fingers brush mine as he sets it in my hand. | offer him a tight-lipped but grateful
smile because the only thing that could have made this more embarrassing was if |
had to craw! across the bathroom floor in front of him to retrieve my phone.

The buzzing stops and the screen lights up with a missed call from Taylor. Several
missed calls, actually. Before | can call her back my phone is buzzing again.

“Taylor...” | answer.

“Babe! What happened? You never showed up at the fountain which, by the way,
they apparently stop running the show at midnight. Since when? | don't remember
that.” | put her on speakerphone as she continues to ramble about how she had to talk
Jonas out of taking his clothes off because he wanted to go swimming. Opening my
photo album, the last few photos and videos | have, although mostly blurry, confirm
exactly what | feared happened. “Neither one of us knew what hotel he was staying
at, and | tried calling you literaly all night. Anyway, he stayed in our room if Milesis
looking for him, but he said he can get us tickets to the best breakfast...” she
continues talking as | turn my phone over to show Miles a picture of us at the
wedding chapel ... with Elvis.

Thirty minuteslater and I’ ve only just pulled myself up off the bathroom floor.

After reassuring Taylor that | was fine and would meet her in an hour to pack and
check out, Miles sent the photos from my phone to his.



Page 9

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 2:38 am

With my shoes clutched tightly in my hands, | walk out to the impressive living
room. The velvet couch is soft under my legs when | sit down and begin working the
buckles on my heels.

“Well, the good news is, these rings are bullshit,” Miles says, stepping out of his
room while pulling a shirt over his head. A small smirk hits hislipsand | realize I’ ve
been caught drooling over his abs and the thick cut of the V lining his hip bones. |
brush my hair back out of my face as he pulls the gold band off his finger. He holds
the ring out to me between his thumb and forefinger. And then he crushesiit.

11 H OW—”

“It's plastic.” He nods to me. “Check yours, I'd be willing to bet they were bought
from the same gumball machine. Or keep it on.” He shrugs his shoulders when |
don't take it off. “Just washingyour hands two or three times, it’s liable to turn your
finger green though.”

| look down at the little gold band and rip it off asif it’s just burned me. Not for fear
of it turning my finger green but because | can't believe | hadn't taken it off already.

“I’ll have someone look at the photos and figure out where they were taken. Check
out the chapel and see how legitimate this whole thing is.”

| want to be concerned with how calm heis, but I’ ve not said more than ten words in
the last thirty minutes. It’s like my brain can’'t choose between fight or flight and I'm
stuck in freeze mode.



“What if itis?’ | finally bring my eyesto his. “Legitimate, | mean. What if it is?’

“Then I'll have it taken care of.” Again, just acasual shrug. The picture of unfazed.

| don’'t blink. | just stare at his back as he moves around the loveseat and heads into
the kitchen.

“The coffee hereistrash, but do you want some anyway?’

My cold fingers wrap around my phone on the marble coffee table. | stand, fighting
the urge to limp in my shoes, and | head to the door, passing Miles in the kitchen on
my way. Twisting the handle and giving it apull, | turn around to face him. “I have to
go,” my breathy voice comes out no louder than a whisper.

Miles walks over, and pulls the door back, leaning his shoulder against it. “I’'ll bein
touch.”

| don’'t blink. | don’t even look at him. | muster up the ability to nod once and then |
head down the hallway.

If beingin the car on a Sunday, driving home from Vegas hungover was bad, doing it
after having accidentally gotten married is fucked.

“Just so you know when | said ‘still plenty of time to make bad decisions,” | meant
like spending $15 on one dlice of pizza bad, not getting married to a stranger bad,”

Taylor says.

If | had the energy, | would reach over and hit her. But | just stay staring out the
window.

It turns out Milesis in fact not a doctor, but a lawyer. Which would explain how he



managed to be so unbelievably calm about the entire thing. 1, on the other hand, came
to Vegas to forget about the fact that | quit my job and to ignore my problems for two
days and I’'m leaving with a problem bigger than | could have ever imagined.

A sigh escapes me as | continue to look out the window, unable to even respond.

Taylor reaches across to me, grabbing my hand from my lap. “Mila, babe, it's going
to be okay. Miles will figure it out, according to Jonas, ‘Miles Cameron is the best
lawyer in San Francisco,”” she says, in a goofy baritone voice. “He's going to take
care of it. And honestly, he was hot as fuck.”

That brings my attention from the vast nothingness of outside to finally look at her.
“And what does that matter?’

“There could be worse things.” She shrugs her shoulders with a devilish smile and |
spend the next few hours making a list of things | can think of that are worse than
waking up married to a hot stranger. Number one: trench foot.

Miles

Talan should aready be waitingfor me in my office. | texted him after the plane ride
from Hell last night letting him know it was urgent. Jonas knew something was up,
but thankfully he was still too hungover to annoy me about it and instead, he just
dept the whole way back.

Walking through the offices of Smith & Mitchell this morning, my head is high. |
should be walking with sweaty pams, and uncombed hair, given the terrible sleep |
got last night, but today I’m going to do what | do best and get shit done. Talan to his
credit is waiting outside my office door by the time | reach him. | motion to him,
“Inside, now.”



“Good morning, Mr. Cameron. Today is the big day.” | like Talan enough, he's
helpful in the sense that he always gets what | need, and even more, | like that he
keeps my business private. Which is exactly what | need right now. Discretion.

When | finally figured out which chapel was responsible for allowing two completely
intoxicated strangersto legally bind themself together, | went down there and secured
al the paperwork. | couldn’'t be sure if the woman at the front desk was there the
night before, but unfortunately for her, she was there yesterday morning and caught
the brunt of my wrath.

| called a car to drive me back to my hotel, and for the first time, my facade about this
whole debacle slipped when | saw the signatures—if you could even call them that.
It's obvious we were very intoxicated. My knuckles turned white as | gripped that
paper before slamming the file into the seat next to me.

All | could think about was the sheer panic in Camila’'s eyes. My body physically
reacted to how scared she was and that alone was almost enough to unnerve me. I've
worked with people in a million and one different situations. People cry, scream,
laugh, panic, and find immense relief around me every day. | might not be a people
person, but it comes with the job and | know how to fake it. | didn’t become the best
at what | do by getting caught up in other people's emotions. But yesterday morning,
when | looked into Camila's eyes, | felt something tight in my chest that | couldn’t
recognize. | knew | needed to be the one to keep calm for the both of us.

So on the flight home last night, | reminded myself who | am, and what I'm capable
of. And | have to deal with this on the day that they’re supposed to announce my
promotion. Fuck. Me. “Not a great morning, but you're going to help me fix it,
Taan,” | say, sitting down at my desk and opening my laptop to start the day asif it's
any other.
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“Yes, sir.”

| explain the situation to Talan. Everything that happened the other night—or at |east
that | can remember—and everything | found out yesterday morning at the chapel.
When | don't hear aresponse, | ook up to find him staring at me, wide-eyed.

“Taan?’

“Yes, of course, Mr. Cameron.” He shakes his head and pulls out his phone. “I’m on
it. I have a friend down at City Hall.” His thumbs begin typing away. “We'll have
this cleared up in no time.”

“Thank you, Talan.” | nod to his dismissal.

| work through lunch,but | catch Talan trying not to break out into a sprint, heading
towards my office doors.

“Mr. Cameron, | spoke to my friend this morning and she was able to expedite the
annulment, we just need to have these papers filled out and returned to her in sixty
days and shelll be able to get it filed, and it will be like nothing ever happened.” His
chin is lifted high and he's beaming ear to ear as he waves the papers around. | sink
into my chair and my muscles relax for the first time in twenty-four hours.

I’ ve never been a man that shows a lot of emotion but | throw my hands up in the air
and spin my chair around looking out my office window. | let out an exhale so deep it
threatens to rattle the window. “Thank you, Talan.”



“Would you like me to drop these papers off toyour wife, personally or should | send
them in the mail?’ | don't have to see him to know he's proud of his little joke. And
now that | have that weight off my shoulder | let out the closest thing to a small
laugh.

“I"'m sorry, your wife?” Samantha's booming voice has me very nearly jumping out
of my skin. A ringing sounds in my ears, | stop breathing, and I’'m certain | see black
spots in my vision. Is this what a stroke feels like? Am | about to turn my chair
around and admit to the woman who just told me, alittle over forty-eight hours ago,
that if | don’t keep my shit together there will be no promotion? The promotion that
they’ re supposed to announce to the entire office in less than two hours? Absolutely
the fuck not.

Quickly, putting my courtroom face on, | turn around, “Samantha.” | smile. “Nice to
see you. Sorry | missed you this morning, but it's been nonstop in here.” | gesture
around my fairly empty desk.

“Cut the shit, Miles. Whatwifeis Talan referring to?’

“Thisis awkward.” | ignore the hammering at the back of my skull and she stares at
me waiting for me to dig my own grave. Not today. “Look, Sam, | didn't want to
make anyone uncomfortable, but | guess we're here now. Remember that trip | took
to Kauai last year, that everyone made a big deal over? My first vacation in eight
years?’ She continues to stare blankly at me. Okay, definitely not going to make this
easy on me. “My wife, Camila, wanted to do a small wedding, just her immediate
family and my aunt came. | didn't want to tell anyone in the office, in case feelings
were hurt. Y ou know how it can be sometimes.” | give her a playful wink.

“A year. You expect me to believe that you' ve been married a full year, and no one
here knew?’



“Talan knew.” | raise a hand to Talan who now looks like he's posing naked for alive
painting class.

“And this, Camila? She's never come to asingle fundraiser or event?’

“Why would she? | barely go to any of those events myself.” Her eyes narrow in on
me, “But you know what, I'll see if we can make the next one,” | lie.

Samantha stalks over to me with the grace of a snake that just found a wounded
rabbit.

“Oh, I’'m sure you will.”

| fight to not audibly gulp because if there's one thing | never do, it's show my tell.
Samantha starts to retract from my desk andl’m still holding on to that breath and
fake smile when she stops at the door and turns back to me. “Oh, and Miles? | came
in to let you know that Smith had a family emergency to take care of this morning, so
we're postponing announcing your official promotion until after the gala.”

Through my tight-lipped smile, | manage to get out, “Not a problem.”

“No. But it will be if | find out you're pulling some more shady shit.” Her smile is
sickly sweet but | keep my face neutral while she struts out of my office. She's
halfway down the building before Talan and | both blow out a long breath. | roll my
eyes and look at Talan, who looks like he's either about to be sick, or wants to run
away and hide. | don't know and right now | don't really care.

“Mr. Cameron, I’'m so sorry, sir, | had no idea she...”

| lift my hand, cutting him off. “It’sfine Talan. I'll take care of it.”



“What should | do about the papers?’

“Set a calendar reminder for fifty-nine days from today, I’ll talk to Camila, but make
sure that in fifty-nine days, you get those papers to her, no matter what.”

“Yes, absolutely. I'll make sure of it. But, I'm sorry, sir. Why fifty-nine days?’
“Because it gives us just enough time to get the papers signed and turned in before
the sixty-day mark, but also enough time for me to convince Sam that Camila is
actually my wife.”

Y ep. Definitely having a stroke.

Camila
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“Let's begin.”
Confused, | look around the dimly lit room. One large ficus tree sits in the corner.
Three out of the four walls that surround me are brick, with the fourth wall being a

window overlooking the bay. | sit cross-legged on my mat, the thin material giving
little cushion between me and the cool hardwood beneath me.

Mira, my yogainstructor, brings her hands together at her heart. She hasn’t asked any
guestions about why I’ m the only person here or why I’'m here midday when | usually
attend the first morning class.

Every class follows the same physical steps. Breath awareness, warm up, a series of
postures, and a final resting pose, or savasana at the end, typically accompanied by
some powerful words of affirmation or poetry. However, every class leaves me with a
different mental clarity. Some sessions are better than others. Today as | round my
back down to my mat to take my final resting pose, | have found zero comfort.

| cannot connect my mind to my body when my mind is racing elsewhere.

Mira s soft voice floats above me, “In your mind, repeat after me. | am enough.”

| fucked up.

“1 am a powerful creator.”

| quit my job.



“Where | am right now is perfect.”

| got drunk and married a stranger.

“1 am worthy of love and belonging.”

What have | done?

As | roll over, push myself up to a sitting pose, and bow, Mira looks at me, concern
etched in every crevice of her wise face. Likely she can tell her affirmations were
completely lost on me today. Since | don't want to talk about it | begin rolling up my
mat. “Where is everyone today?’

“Midday can be a strange time. Some days many arrive, others only one.”

| nod my head and move to gather the rest of my things.

“A different time for you to be here today, friend.” It's not a question but I’m not
obliviousto the curiosity in her voice.

| offer her a tight-lipped smile as | force my mat into my bag. “I have somewhere |
need to be in fifteen minutes. | thought stopping here first would help me.”

“And did it?”

| don't know if | would recognize help if it smacked me in the face right now. But it's
not Miras fault. And | can’t stand to think that | would upset her, so | muster up a
forced smile and bow my head. “Yes. Thank you.” | turn on my heel and head

towards the door.

“Camila.” Her voiceis still soft but commanding.



| pause before looking over my shoulder at her.

“Trust yourself to make the best decisions for you.”

| don't allow myself to think the negative thought that wants to dance across the
forefront of my mind when | know she's likelytelling me this because she can sense
everything I’ ve been feeling.

The salty airbrushes across my face, tangling my hair behind my head. The smells at
the Wharf all start to blend together. From chocolates and fresh pizza to the Pacific
Ocean splashing up beneath me.

Tourists move about all around me but my gaze stays focused looking out across the
bay towards Alcatraz. | can clearly remember a family trip we took out here when |
was a senior in high school. My dad ordered tickets for all of us to do the Alcatraz
tour, but he accidentally ordered tickets for the night tour instead of the day one. My
mom was too scared to go, so my dad had to bring us by himself. Taylor had come
with us on that trip and we spent the two days after the creepy excursion tormenting
my younger brother, Sebastian. It was on that trip that we decided we would apply to
college here. My parents weren’t happy with that decision, I’m sure they assumed it
wouldn’t pan out the way | had planned. I'll never forget their faces when I told them
| was moving.

Originally, my only plan was to go to school, get a degree, get a successful job, and
make everything that my parents went through for their children worth it. I've only
ever wanted to live a life that would make them proud. And ever since | moved out
here nine years ago, I’ ve followed through on all those plans.

And yet somehow here | am. Staring out at the same bay that once held my dreams,
but now with the dreadful feeling that maybe they were right. My options at this point
are limited. |1 can’'t go back to that job, to a man who tore me down at every



opportunity. | might be so lost that | don’t know my own needs and or even my own
desires right now, but I know enough to know that | will never go back to that job.
That leaves ailmost an even more unbearabl e option. Going home.

| try to think of the disappointment on my parents faces, when | tell them | quit my
job, and have no idea what I'm doing, but my stomach bottoms out at the mere
thought. | have meager savings that will only hold me over for a short time so unless|
figure something out now, those fears are going to become my reality very soon.

| never would've thought that sitting on a bench waiting for the man | accidentally
married would pale in comparison to another problem in my life, but here | am. When
| got atext from an unknown number this morning that simply said, “Meet me at the
Wharf at 5. -MC” | physically shook my head at how | hadn’t even been thinking
about that problem. | guess on the drive home | had a lot of time to think. And one
thought that continued to circle was how calm Miles was. How—relatively—calm he
kept me. So when he said he would take care of it, | trusted that.
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I’ ve never been married before, hell, I've barely had a relationship, unless you count
casually dating in college and a boyfriend in high school for two months. | dated one
other guy shortly after college but he broke up with me when he found out | had been
faking my orgasms. | didn’t think that would be the appropriate time to tell him | was
positive most of the women he had been with had been doing the same.

But if Miles is ready to meet me, only twenty-four hours later, it must not be that
difficult to have taken care of. Now if he could only fix my other issue too, then |
might be willing to agree to his self-proclaimed title of Best Lawyer in the City.

Miles

Walking up to the pier,I’'m momentarily distracted from my game plan by that
untamed head of hair blowing in the wind. Distracted enough that | almost get run
over by a hot dog truck. “Hey, man!” The driver throws his arm out.

My nostrils flare, but now isn't the time to pick a fight with the hot dog guy. My
molars grind together as | storm across the walkway, making my way over to the pier
where Camila is sitting on a bench. | don't know why seeing her knocks me so off
balance but | need to regroup. | repeat the plan over again in my head.Convince
Camilait would be for her benefit to play the part of a happily married couple.

Thisis no different than what | do every single day. Day in and day out, | get people
to do what | need, and if | have to bluff, dupe, or blur some lines in the process to get

it done, then that’swhat I'1l do.

There' s a deep wrinkle between her eyebrows. She's had time to let the full weight of



what happened sink in now. The shock has no doubt worn off and I’'m sure she's in
full-on panic mode now. Unfortunately for me, that’s only going to make my task
more difficult. | straighten my tie with one hand and comb my fingers through my
hair with the other. Schooling my facial features to remain calm, | close the distance
between us.

“Camila”

Her head snaps up to me. And even though she's squinting from the sun and the
breeze, I'm till taken aback when | look into her dark, coffee-colored eyes again.
She looks casual in her leggings and an oversized, distressed, navy hoodie and my
first thought is that she still somehow looks just as beautiful as she did two nights
ago, dressed to the nines in a packed club. My second thought is, | hope that’s not
another man's sweater.

Where did that come from?

“Hi.” She offers me a smile and raises her eyebrows at me. Only now do | realize I’ ve
just been standing here staring at her like an idiot.

| take the seat next to her on the bench and she follows my every movement with her
eyes. “So,” | pause,clock in, game time.“1 wanted to meet you here because | had my
assistant look into our situation and he said it's really not a big deal, however, it looks
like legally we'll be married for the next sixty days or so, and then we can be granted
an annulment and it will be like none of this ever happened.” | remain stoic, my voice
void of any emotion. I'm waiting for her to freak out, cry, or scream. To tell me that
we need to find another way. But she surprises me by nodding her head and looking
back out across the water.

“Okay. | guess that makes sense.” Her voice is distant. Tired. “I don’t know anything
about marriage licenses’ and annulments but you're the lawyer, so | trust you.”



“You do?

“Should | not?” Her head snaps back to face me.

“No, | mean, yes, you absolutely should. It’s just rare for me to meet someone who
givestheir trust so easily.”

A tight line forms from her lips and she offers nothing else but a shrug of her
shoulders. What is happening? Who is this girl and why is she not freaking out? Holy
shit. | might actually pull this off. Camila’'s hands are tucked inside her sleeves,
which she’s twisting into tight knots. The breeze has started to pick up, maybe she's
just cold. | expect to see relief wash over her, especially after accepting this lie so
well. But that deep creaseis still there. Thisisit, thisis my opportunity now.

“1 know it's not ideal but it will be okay and it will be taken care of. In the meantime,
| was...” | pause as she shakes her head, pulling her lips in between her teeth. Tiny
beads of liquid form in the corners of her eyes. “Hey,” I'm dightly thrown off by an
unusual twisting in my chest. It’'s the same feeling that happened the other day when
she took off running to the bathroom. | have no idea what I'm doing, or why I'm
doing it, but | find myself lifting my hand and rubbing small circles across her back. |
don’t know what’s more alarming, the fact that | can now identify this feeling as a
need to comfort her or that I’'m doing it like it’s the most natural thing in the world.

“No. It's not you. I’'m sorry. | don’t mean to be crying in front of you like this.” She
sniffs, waving ahand in front of her.

“It’ saright, youaremy wife,” | joke trying to make light of the situation because even
though | watch people cry aimost daily at my job, I’ve never felt a need to comfort

any of them.

Shetilts her head and gives me alook likeyou, asshole.



“When | told you | was celebrating quitting my job, | lied. | was actualy
tryingveryhard to forget about that fact for a night. Hencethe mass amounts of
alcohol.” Shetilts her head and her hands fall between her knees.

| give her some time and wait for her to continue.

“My parents...They have very high expectations for me.” She hesitates, wiping her
eyes with the back of her dleeve. “Anyway right now, I'm slowly running out of
options. If | don't figure out my next move soon, I’'m going to have to go home with
my tail between my legs, and to be honest, that thought makes me feel as sick as
waking up next to a stranger and finding out I'm married.”

| appreciate her attempt at ajoke but as | sit staring at this beautiful woman, listening
to her cry makes me wonder if | shouldn’t just call Taan and have him bring the
papers down here right now. The last thing she needs is me conning her into being
my fake wife formybenefit. | can feel the scowl on my face as | look out across the
water. | have to remember everything I’ve worked for these last few years.
Everything I’ ve done to get to where | am andwhyl’ ve done it. Those thoughts are all
it takes, and | hear myself saying, “We could help each other out...” Her fidgeting
body stills next to mine. “We could pretend to be married,” | clarify.

“We are married.” She huffs a small laugh and bumps her knee into mine. The
movement is so casual but for whatever reason I'm hypersensitive to every touch
from her. | look at her finally and say, “I mean, you could move in with me. You
know, while you figure out your next move. Y ou wouldn't have to tell your parents
you quit your job.”

| swear my heart feels like it's going to beat right out of my goddamn chest as those
eyes fight against the wind to stare at me in utter disbelief. After a moment, Camila
throws her head back and barks out a laugh. She grabs my arm with one hand where
the warmth of her fingers burns through my suit, and wipes away the tears now



streaming down her face with the other.

Too distracted by her hand on my arm, | just wait for her to cam down. When she
finaly looks back at me she sobersinstantly. “Oh my god. You're serious?’

| nod, take a deep breath, and hold it in. | don’t know if I’m more annoyed that she's
laughing at me or because | can’t bring myself to be mad at her for it.

“Well I’'m not sure telling my parents | got drunk and married a man | just met is
going to go over any better than telling them I'm a failure.” Her fingers tangle with
her necklace before pinching the gold pendant that hangs there and she begins
zipping it side to side. “Although in the eyes of Mr. and Mrs. Sanchez, sadly, | think
they might prefer the first option.” She brushes the stray hairs that are wrapping
around her face now. “This is too much for someone with my kind of anxiety,” she
murmurs to herself before looking back at me. “That doesn't explain what you would
get out of this situation though?”
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I’m down, but I’'m not out. | can still come back from this.

“I work at alaw firm.” | shrug my shoulders. “It's not going to be hard for people to
start figuring out that I'm legally married and, to be honest, it will ook terrible on my
end if people find out and | have to explain that | accidentally got married.” That is at
least one truth | can admit to.

“S0, you would lie to them? Y ou want meto lie?’

“It's notlying.Technically wearemarried. And will be for the next two months. It
would just look better for me if the person | was married to actually looked as if she
were my wife. And really, thisis more for your benefit. Maybe | feel bad about what
happened, and I’'m looking for away for you to benefit from this mistake. Some time
to not worry about anything except finding a new job sounds pretty helpful to me.”
I’ve already said more than | should. Every good lawyer knows to only give
necessary details and move on quickly.

Camila puts her head down in her hands, knees on her elbows, and shakes her head.
It's the longest minute of my life, but | don't say anything else. | let her process, I'm
confident that I’ve got her. Until she lifts her head and says, “I don’t even know you.
| can’t move in with you and pretend to be married to you. Thisis absolutely insane.”

It's hard to argue with logic. And this is exactly why some situations call for a trick
here and there.

“Think of it as a mutually beneficial business arrangement. You don't want to tell
your parents that you quit ajob or admit defeat and move home, and | don't want any



of my colleagues to find out I’'m married and think it's fake.” Bringing up her parents
was a low blow on my end, I'll admit it. But I’'m not looking at her like Camila, the
girl | couldn't keep my eyes (and hands) off of for a night. I'm looking at her like
Camila, the girl who holds the key to getting my name on the door.

“Don't you think this sounds kind of ...complicated?’

The only thing that would complicate this situation is feelings and since | have no
interest in those, I’m confident this arrangement can work out for the both of us.

“l don't think so. It will be strictly business. | have no interest in ever being in a
relationship, so if that's something you're worried about, you can take it off the table.
And look, | might skirt the truth about some things, so there's no point in lying about
the fact that | obviously found you attractive the other night but as the marriage
license shows, we both had too much to drink. I'm able to keep things completely
professional between us from now on, and if it makes you feel better, | can have my
assistant draw up some sort of contract for us. A business agreement if you will.”

Camila doesn't say anything for along time.

Is this what my partners feel like in a courtroom when they lose? I've never
experienced a loss like this before. I’'m about to get up and leave. She clearly thinks
I’'m insane. And at this point, I'm right there with her. | don't know what | was
thinking.

Placing my hand on Camila’s knee and giving it a light squeeze, | throw out one last
hail Mary. “Hey, you know what? Never mind, don’t worry about it. Do me a favor
though, and get me your parents’ addressin case | have to send the paperwork there.”

With that, | give her leg one last bump with my knuckles and stand to leave. | cannot
believe I’'m giving up on this. She's till sitting there staring at where my hand just



left her leg as | walk around the bench, pausing to look around so | don’'t run into
anything or anyone this time.

“Wait.” It's barely more than a whisper but Camilas voice stops me dead in my
tracks.

That's twice today now that I’ ve stopped breathing. Turning around to face Camila,
the wind blows her hair in all directions now. “Okay,” she breathes.

And my heart all but falls out of my ass. “Okay?’ | ask.

“Okay.”

Camila

My eyes arepuffy but have adjusted to the dark room. The only light is the blue glow
emitting from my laptop that's cracked open and playing my‘Let Me Be
Dramatic’ playlist. I'm sitting on the blanket-covered couch in my living room trying
to figure out how | got here. And | don't mean here on this couch, | meanhere, as in
my life. Thistime last week | had ajob. A job that gave me Sunday-Friday headaches
because | was in a constant state of anxiety. But | had ajob. My parents were at home
not having to worry about me; they were proud. And now here | am, an accidentally
married, jobless disappointment, waiting for Taylor to come home to see me staring
at ablank TV.

The jingle of keys rattles just outside the doors and | have only a split second to
wonder what kind of reaction she’ll have to my newest and greatest surprise.

“Ooompfh.” Actually, she's not even going to notice me after running into all those
boxesin front of the door.



“Hey, Mila,” she says cautioudly. “What's ah...what's going on here?’

Looking over at my best friend | must have the wordterrifiedwritten on my forehead
because she comes rushing over to sit beside me. | believe there are many different
kinds of friendships but there's a certain comfort that comes from a friendship like
ours. One where we can be ourselves, completely vulnerable. So as soon as | feel her
arm wrap around me and pull meinto her side, | let it al out.

| tell her about my fear of having to move home, meeting with Miles, hisideato play
out this marriage for a while, how | agreed to move in with him, and how he agreed
to pay our rent so Taylor wouldn't have to worry about it. Oh yeah, | made him tack
that on at the end. The moment I’'m done word vomiting and | look into those big
green eyes, it confirmsto me that thisideais even crazier than | initially thought.

Something about Miles's face, even with that permanent scowl, made me feel safe
though. It made me think this plan could work and that maybe it wasn't as crazy as |
initially thought. As soon as | agreed, he told me his assistant would work out the
details to have my things packed up tonight and movers would come by, along with
his driver Wills, to pick me up and move my thingsin later tomorrow.

“And what is he getting out of this?” Her skeptical face tells me she thinks I've
agreed to be his Pretty Woman.

“1 think he’s mostly just doing it to help me out because | cried in front of him,” |
confess. “But also, | don’t think he wants his coworkers to find out. | guess it doesn’t

look good to be the guy that’s married but...not really.”

“So al you have to do is pretend to be married to the hottest grump on the West
Coast?’

My bottom lip is raw from how hard I’ ve been chewing it. | look around our tiny one-



bedroom apartment with all its color and random art. From street vendors and swap
meets to some of the most exquisite galleries around the world. Blankets, floor
pillows, and flowers litter the place. The most expensive things we own are kitchen
appliances and tools that Taylor calls her babies. | call them the cities shiniest
pickpocketers because on more than one occasion she's bought an appliance before
paying rent and we've had to make up the money somewhere else. But she loves to
cook, and it's one of the only things she's stuck to doing as long as I’ ve known her, so
| let her indulgein it.
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Our spaceisn't alot, | have atwin bed in the bedroom, and Taylor sleeps on the pull-
out couch in the living room but it'sourspace. It's filled to the brim with things we
love, and now just thinking about leaving her here, | start sweating and | have to
squeeze my hands to stop them from trembling.

As if she can sense my panic, Taylor scoots closer and begins rubbing my shoulder.
“Camila, I’'m not going to lie, | am a little concerned with who you are and what
you've done with my best friend.”

“l am too,” | say honestly.

“But I’'m gonna be honest, it doesn't seem like that bad of agig?—"

| pull away from her grip. “You can't be serious?’

“1 amnothingif not always serious,” she deadpans and | have to fight the urge to roll
my eyes. “But, are you worried about how complicated this could get?’

Immediately | shake my head, “No. Obvioudly, | was attracted to Miles the night we
met, but he made it very clear that he is not now or ever looking for a relationship.
Thisisonly abusiness deal to help us both out.”

“First of all, who said anything about a relationship?’

“Well since I’m not known for a casual hook-up...”

“Yet!” she pointsafinger at meand | fix her with a stare.



“Ever. Anyway, | only agreed so | wouldn't have to call my parents and tell them |
would see them sooner than Christmas this year because | quit my job.”

“Listen, babe, | would sell pictures of my feet covered in peanut butter before | et
you move home and face the supposed wrath of Elena and Diego. “

| swipe her with the back of my hand. “Peanut butter?’ | squeal. “Y ou’re disgusting.
And | hate to break it to you, but you would need to stop investing in food processors
and start investing in some pedicures for that business to pop off.”

“Hey!” She holds up her tired-looking feet. “First of all, don't knock other people’s
kinks, and second...people would pay for deez toes,” she says, wiggling her toes back

and forth.

| laugh at her and feel some of the weight starting to leave my chest. | heave a sigh
and lean back into the couch.

“Listen, Mila, it's basically two free months for you to focus on nothing but what
your next move is. And who knows, maybe without the pressure of needing to find
something in some stuffy office, you might be able to find something you actually
enjoy.”

| don't know that I'll ever get that lucky. But | give her a smile anyway.

“Thank you, Taylor.” | embrace her and she gives me one of her too tight hugs.

“Anytime.”

Her hand still rubs my back. “You're not just saying all this so you can sleep in my
room for the next few weeks, are you?’



“Such a skeptic, you are. But I'm definitely sleeping in your room.” | laugh and pull
back. Her hands hold my shoulders tightly and her eyes focus on mine. “But | also
meant what | said about figuring out your next move with the hot lawyer. It sounds
like ano-brainer.”

It sounds so simple when she says it like that, but | know that living with Miles
Cameron is going to be anything but simple.

Squintingup into the setting sun, | crane my neck all the way back, till 1 find the top
of the high-rise building. “Excuse me, Miss.”

To my left one of the moversistrying to get by with a handful of my boxes in hand.
“Sorry.” | move to step out of the way before following the next mover into the
building. He holds the door to a private elevator, | look left and right.

“Miss?

“Oh. Um...” | turn my face into asmile. “Thank you.”

The ride up is quiet and long. My stomach flutters and | can’'t stop tugging at my
sleeves. When we finally make it to the top and the doors slide open I’'m confident if
my jaw fell any lower it would shatter on the light-washed wood floors beneath me.

| step through the entryway, into the largest space |I've ever seen in the city. Bright
orange light beams through the floor-to-ceiling windows that make up the entire back
wall.

The minimal living room takes on a hazy golden color. My fingers glide along the
back of the oversized sectional as | move over to the windows. The Golden Gate
Bridge acts as the centerpiece of the space. In between the concrete fireplace and
sectional sits alow lightwood square table with only a small potted plant sitting on it.



Despite looking like a model home and no one actually living here, it is unbelievably
calming and inviting.

To the left of the elevator is a beautiful chef’s kitchen with an island the size of my
old bedroom. More natural wood and sleek dark iron fixtures accentuate the room.
There are exposed shelves with beautiful handcrafted ceramic mugs and vases. The
entire open floor is serene, with natural elements covering the space from top to
bottom. But my eyes go straight to the wall above the dining table. Hanging above
the built-in bench is one of the most colorful and exquisite paintings I’ ve ever seen.
It's an oil painting with vibrant greens and gold. Full of texture, making up banana
palm fronds. A stark contrast to the rest of the space but no less stunning.
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I’ve been standing in front of the pam leaf painting for a while when | notice the
movers coming down a set of stairs past the kitchen. | follow them but stop short
when they all get back in the elevator, offering a quick wave before the doors slide
close.

The cold brush of the kitchen island sends a chill down my arms as | brace myself
against it. “Now what?’ | whisper to myself.

“They were told not to touch your things, so you could unpack if you wish.”

A scream escapes me as | jump back clutching the counter tightly behind me. An
older woman with jet black hair that’s only just begun to gray comes to stand next to
me, dropping a basket of kitchen towels on the island.

“I"'m sorry.” | place ahand on my chest. “1 didn’t realize anyone else was here.”

“That's alright, honey. No one else besides me usually is.” She smiles, shaking out
one of thelinens.

| scratch my forehead and then reach my hand out towards her. “I’'m Camila.”
She takes my hand and gives a rather firm shake for someone her size. “Rosa,” she
replieswith asmile. “I’m leaving once I’ ve finished these linens, but there's dinner in

the fridge for you and I’ll show you to your room on my way out.”

“Oh. | should probably wait for Miles to come home.” Even though I'm confused
about what the proper etiquette is in this situation. This situation being that | just



moved into my fake husband's penthouse.

Still smiling, Rosa shakes her head. “You’'ll be waiting a long time. Mr. Cameron
doesn’'t usually come home until very late. I'll show you to your room, and then
you'll eat.”

| hope my face isn't betraying me and shows more gratitude than confusion as | nod
my acceptance.

Rosa has left me in a beautiful guest suite and I'm noticing a theme with minimal
decoration. The room has two walls of floor-to-ceiling windows, an oversized forest-
green bed across from them, and a side table with only an empty vase and lamp.
There is a beautiful large oak wood empty dresser and hanging above it is another
remarkable oil painting, this one of elephant ear palm fronds. | step into the ensuite
bathroom and roll the dimmer switch, lighting up the spa-like space that appears like
It's never been used before. | knew Miles had to be well off and obviously | didn’t
expect to be sharing a room with him in this sham marriage, but | wasn't prepared for
this level of extravagance either. | make my way back into the bedroom, sit down on
the floor, and open one of my suitcases. | brace my hands on the frame of my luggage
when for the first time, what I’m actually doing beginsto sink in.

Having aready showeredbefore | left my apartment, all | had to do was put away
some clothes and toiletry items. | told the movers not to pack any of my art and left
most of my personal items behind as well. | tiptoe down the stairs, in case Miles has
come home and | didn’'t hear him. When | reach the second to last step my heart rate
picks up.Inhala exhala. He invited you here, stick to the plan. You're fineMy ears
strain to pick up any sounds other than my heavy breathing. | would have just stayed
up in my room al night to prolong the inevitable, but my growling stomach forced
me out. | peek around the corner into the kitchen and the muscles in my shoulders
relax when | realize I’'m alone.



The quiet air in this place is defining. | open the music app on my phone and press
play on my ‘Girls Night In’ playlist.

| welcome the cool air of the fridge on my face as | look to see what Rosa left for
dinner. I'm not sure if it's from the long day I’ve had, or if Rosa really is just that
incredible, but | find glass Tupperware of the most delicious-looking lasagna I've
ever seen with reheating instructions on top.

| stand at the kitchen island, one foot propped up on my other leg as | scoop bites of
pasta onto the homemade bread. Movement out of the corner of my eye causes me to
pause with the perfect bite halfway to my mouth. Miles steps out of the elevator and
stops dead in his tracks with that signature scowl. It really should be intimidating but
it's having an oddly different effect on me. It’s at this moment that | realize maybe |
shouldn’t be down here.

“I'm sorry,” | begin.

His eyes scan my body up and down before shaking his head and he moves towards a
door off to the right of the elevator.

“1 wasn't sure when you would be home, and Rosa told me to eat,” | say looking
around.

“I’'m glad you were able to get settled in.” He drops his bag inside the door before
closing it again. “I’m just not used to someone being here when | come home.”

My playlist is still going and it dawns on me then, that I’m wearing pink silk pajama
shorts and atight black cropped tank top. He moves slowly to the opposite end of the
island and I’'m frozen in my spot. The only thing moving is my heart as it erratically
bounces around my chest. | don't miss the way his eyes roam over me. Pausing a brief
moment at my bare legs and then alonger moment at my breasts, which | absolutely



do not need to look at to know that my nipples are welcoming him home as well. The
way his eyes trail my body is amost obscene. Something about his gaze heats my
body in a way that's absolutely foreign to me, but for whatever reason | couldn’t
move or turn away right now if | tried.

His thumb runs along his bottom lip before he clears his throat and pulls his eyes
from me, taking my breath with them. | wait in loud silence as | watch him get his
food from the refrigerator. While it heats, his fingers grip the knot of his tie and he
pullsit loose. A moment later his jacket is gone and he starts rolling up his sleeves. If
he's going to be brave enough to let his eyes roam over my thighs and breasts, I’ m not
going to be shy about staring at his forearms—tan with dark hair dusting them.

Three words. Forearm vein porn.

Now it’'s my turn to clear my throat. “Y ou have a beautiful home,” | blurt out.

“Thank you. My designer was pretty upset with me, she could never shut up about
how much more she wanted to do with the space.”

“No. I likeit.” | say looking around. “It's very...you.”

“Quiet?

| laugh, feeling alittle more relaxed. “| was going to saypolished.”

The corner of his mouth lifts half an inch. Not a full smile, but holy shit, if he looks
that good wearing the tiniest smirk knownto man, I’'m not ready for a full-fledged
grin. Before | go down this road of ogling him again | try to think of something safe

to talk about. “Umm, and the paintings.” | point to the one above the dining table.
“They're gorgeous. Who are they by?”



His brows pull together and immediately that half a smile vanishes entirely. “I don’t
know.”
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I’m getting whiplash. First by my body betraying me under his gaze. Then all it takes
is for slight movement from the corner of hislip and | feel it in my chest. Now we're
back to grumpy Miles and it's making my stomach turn. I’m never going to survive
this.

“So, how is this going to work? Am | going to be like Belle and be locked in my
room for the next two months? It's a lovely room, don't get me wrong, but if you
want to convince people at your work that I'm really your wife, do | need to drop off
your lunch or something?’

He walks around the counter until he stands only two inches in front of me. | hold my
breath when he lifts his hand up to my neck. The thick pads of his fingers spark
against my collarbone when he runs the chain of my necklace between his fingers. |
suppress the urge to lean into his touch when he adjusts the gold clasp to the back.

“Something like that.” His words are soft and lazy when he drops his hand back to
the counter. All | can do in this moment is pray to whoever will listen, that this man
who makes a living off reading people, can’'t see that I’ve completely stopped
breathing. His eyes narrow in on my neck before he looks away and | remember that
I’m here because I’ ve made every choice with zero thought the last few days, and |
need to get my head back on straight.

| straighten my spine and lift my chin. “Okay then. I’m heading to bed.” Internally |
roll my eyes at how my breathy voice betrays my false confidence. | have to actively
slow my pace as | head towards the stairs so Miles doesn’t think I'm trying to run

away.



“Camila.” His voice startles me and | pause, slowly turning around to see his eyes
studying me. “Don't stay locked up in your room.” He shakes his head as if he was
going to say something else and | blink once before heading off to my room.

The sheets and duvet cover on my bed are tucked in tight along all the edges. When |
didein| fedl likeit's giving me a comforting hug. The pillow is crisp and cool under
my face and before the darkness consumes me, I’ m left wondering how I’ m supposed
to get back to myself while living with a man who has me thinking and feeling things
that are completely foreign to me.

Miles

“Okay,great, so McClellan will take the lead on that.” Samantha sits at the head of the
conference room table, closing a binder of papers. “The last point | have for you this
morning is if you have yet to get your tickets for the fundraiser gala next Saturday,
please see Mark up at the front before you leave today.”

Jonas bumps my knee under the table and | snap my head towards him where he's
giving me thewhat the fuckeyes. I’ve been sitting in the world's most boring mid-
week meeting for over an hour. That's not even fully true, | don't know if the meeting
was boring or not. | have no idea what this meeting has been about because | haven't
been able to stop thinking about my new house guest. Every time | try to tell myself
to focus, it's because I’ ve caught myself thinking about Camila and how she looked
standing in my kitchen. I’m not surprised by my attraction to her, after al, it’s kind of
what got me in this situation to begin with.

| am however surprised that | haven't been able to stop thinking about her. When |
dlid that dainty chain across her neck last night, I’ m positive she held her breath for a
few seconds. | definitely shouldn't be thinking about her this way, since she's living
with me and that will only complicate things. But when | saw her mouth part like she
wanted more from that touch, for a moment | wanted to give it to her. | imagined



pulling her into me and crushing her lips with my own, holding her face with one
hand while the other tangled in her hair. | could imagine her hands trailing down my
stomach, her fingers diding along my waistband. That touch would be enough to
make me lift her up by her ass, her legs wrapping around my waist, arms around my
neck as | waked her back to the couch without breaking the kiss. And then |
remembered the line:Get shit done but never cross the line.

Everyone else has filed out of the room except Sam who is still sitting at the head of
the table. | gather my things and head towards the door. | get one foot in the hallway
before her commanding voice stops me. “Miles.” | turn to face her. “I look forward to
meeting your wife at the fundraiser next weekend.” | give one nod before passing a
slack-jawed Jonas on my way back to my office.

| can feel Jonas hot on my heels as we enter my office.

“Okay so0... do you want to tell me why Samantha thinks that my best friend of
sixteen years is married, or should | start the amputation now? Because let me tell
you, on the list of things | had planned today, giving up my left nut would have been

on that list before finding out you weremarried?’

| open my laptop and begin pulling up files. “I need you to send me the notes from
the meeting,” | say, ignoring his question.

His eyes widen as he looks at me like I’ ve grown a second head. “One, | didn't take
notes. And two, are you going to answer my question?”

“1 might have zoned out, but | saw you typing the whole time.”

Jonas digs the palms of his hands so far into his eyesthat if | had the energy to

spare, | might be concerned for him. “I was typing out the lyrics to a Pearl Jam song,



asshole. | didn't want to look likeyouand be completely obvious | wasn't paying
attention.” He throws his hands in the air. “Now dude..talk!”

The thing about Jonas is he might be a pretty, party boy, but when your ass is shoved
in acorner, he'sthe only guy | would trust to be by my side.

Thinking backto the summer before | started high school, | can remember running
home, in the hot afternoon sun. | was flying up the stairs, taking the steps two at a
time up to my room. | stopped in the doorway when | found my mom packing. Not
that her packing was unusual, my dad traveled alot for baseball, but she was packing
my things. When | asked what was going on she said we were leaving and staying
with my Aunt Grace for awhile. | could tell my mom was upset, and we had always
been close so | knew | could have asked at the time, but she seemed so hurt, beyond
talking. So | silently started packing my things alongside her. We left that night and
never went back. She later explained that she and my father would be getting a
divorce, but that when he was home | was more than welcome to spend time with
him, which | did. It wasn't until the following summer | found out they had gotten a
divorce because my father had been cheating on her. | refused to see him after that. |
resented him and even if my mother could forgive him, | couldn’t.

By the time I got to law school, my mom was battling her second bout of breast
cancer and wasn't doing well. | would fly home on the weekends that | could and we
were lucky enough that my aunt was around to help out as well. My dad reached out a
few times, but | never answered. Though | know my mom talked to him, | later found
out he was the one paying for her medical treatments. But | still had no desire to have
any kind of relationship with him. | was angry that my beautiful mother with the
kindest heart was suffering while this asshole got to live a long healthy life with his
new wife.

My father always engrained the mentality “do whatever it takes to be the best” in me.
When | was younger | wanted to be the best to make him proud, As | got older |



wanted to be the best to shove it in his face that | got here without him. That he
couldn't claim any of my greatness. He had to watch me become successful and
know that he had no part in any of it. But the worse my mom got, the more |
struggled. | began suffering in my classes, | pushed the one friend | ever cared about
away. | was antisocial in asmall class where making connections was everything, and
| was drowning.

My mother’s funeral was a blur, | don't remember much, except there was a lot of
food that no one really ate. And Jonas. I’'m still not sure to this day how he found out
about my mother or the funeral because | definitely didn't tell him, in fact, | had been
areal dick to him a few weeks before, more so than usual. But he showed up. He
showed up for me when | needed someone more than | knew. He embraced me in a
silent hug, and we' ve been best friends ever since.

So | close my laptop and recount the story of what happened last weekend. From Sam
finding out the next day to how | conned Camila into thinking this was for her
benefit. And since Iwas laying it al out there already, | told him about last night too. |
don't know why, maybe | was hoping he would be able to give me some clarity, or a
pep talk. But instead, he blew out along breath, sank back into the couch putting his
arms behind his head and with the biggest smile his face could handle, he said, “Oh.
Y ou aresofucked.”

Camila

My first night here was...weird.I'm not necessarily uncomfortable, which is
surprising but the whole situation is just not normal. | don't think either of us was
quite prepared for how to act. The past few nights I've had dinner with
Rosa—although she doesn’'t actually eat with me. So readly I’ve been eating alone
and I’ve been in bed before Miles gets home. Tonight I'm determined to stay up as
late as | need to in order to see him. | have to believe that if we can just find some
common ground, maybe we could build some kind of friendship and it will make



everything less awkward.

| can’t even use his house as a way to learn anything about him, aside from the fact
that he has palm frond paintings in every room even though he seems to not care for
them very much. He either doesn't have any personal items or he keeps them all in his
room or his home office. I’ve made a mental note of the intense coffee setup he hasin
the kitchen and judging by the pair of sneakers|’ve seen by the door I’ m assuming he
does some kind of workout in the mornings before he goes into the office. Other than
that, everything about him is still a complete mystery to me.

While Miles is at work,being successful,I’ve spent the last few days staring at my
computer, willing it to show me a job worthy of telling my parents about. But also
one that | won't completely hate. And every day it’'s the same routine—after a few
hours of staring, | aways find myself giving up and scrolling through some of my
favorite artists social media.

Tonight I’'m curled up on the couch, scrolling through some local street artist page |
just found, when | ook up to find Miles coming out of the elevator.
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“Oh. Hey...” | look at the time. “Y ou’'re home kind of early.”
“Sorry to interrupt your alone time.”

| can't tell if he's annoyed with me or maybe it has something to do with work, but
between trying to fight my attraction to him and trying to figure out his mood swings,
it's too much for me. | had planned on staying up to have dinner with him, but | didn't
think that maybe he wouldn't want to have dinner with me. Instead of waiting around
to find out, I chicken out, gather my things, and start heading towards the stairs to my
room.

“Did you eat?’ His voice surprises me.
“Yes” | lie.

“And then did you spit it back out and put it perfectly on this plate?’ He holds out the
two plates of food Rosa left for us.

| roll my eyes so hard | can hear my mom telling me' They’ re going to get stuck like
that”. “You just seemed like maybe you weren't in the mood for company tonight, so
| was just going to head back to my room.”

The crease between his eyebrow deepens but the corner of his lip pulls up ever so
dightly as he starts reheating both plates. “You're not company, Camila. Have a

Sitting across from Miles while we eat our dinner in silence together might actually



kill me. Next time | will gladly choose to starve to death in my room before | choose
to listen to the sounds of our silverware hitting the plates and our silent chewing. |
can’t take it anymore.

“Tell me something,” | blurt out.

I'm met with ablank stare.

“I mean, | know you're apparently some kind of big shot lawyer, you prefer a
minimalist design aesthetic, and | think you might be a runner.” | squint, pointing my
fork at him. “But other than that, | don't really know anything about you. Tell me
something about yourself.” When he hesitates, I'm about to give up and excuse

myself from this awful dinner.

“I'm thirty-six, | went to Stanford Law School, the designaestheticis called Japandi
and | hate cats.”

With my eyebrows practicaly in my hairline, but somehow unable to keep the smile
off my face, | say, “Wow. You realy dug deep there, Mr. Cameron.”

Hetilts his head and his face is a mix between confusion and annoyance.

| hold my hands up in mock surrender, shaking my head. “I don't know if | can
handle that kind of info dump. Y ou're getting alittletoopersonal for me here.”

| swear | can see a smile start to crack.

“Alright, smartass. Let’ stalk about you.”

| fold my arms on the table in front of me, as if to challenge him. “Unlike you, | can
tell you about myself without sounding like I’m at ajob interview.”



He swipes his hand out asif to sayplease, enlighten me.

“Well, where do | even begin?’ | smile. “I’'m twenty-seven, an Aries, | grew up in
Miami, | have a younger brother, | like art...” I'm ticking things off each of my
fingers now.

“So you're an artist? What do you do, finger painting?’

“No,”| say, dramatically. “I didn't say | liked to create my own art. Not that | didn't
try when | was younger,” | admit. “But a few too many flower vases that came out
looking like bongs told meto just stick to appreciating art and stop trying myself.”

Ever the talkative one he just nods and motions for me to continue.

“Let's see, I'm an enneagram two, my three items if I’m stuck on a deserted island are
sunscreen, aknife, and a hammock. Oh, and my favorite foods are breakfast pastries.”

“Breakfast pastries?’
“Yeah, you know? Croissants, scones, muffins...pain au chocolat?’ | sound like the
evil French villain in akids movie. “I could eat any and all kinds for breakfast, lunch,

and dinner, and be happy.”

Miles puts his fork down and leans on his forearms across the table to match me.
“Well, asinsightfulas this has been...”

“Knowing my sign alone gives you more information than you gave me,” | interrupt.

“Knowing your enema or whatever,” he waves his hand around, “and your sign
means nothing to me. | don't even know my own sign,” he says.
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| rear back shaking my head, because I'm sure | heard him wrong. “One,it's
enneaGRAM ,and two, how do you not know your own sign?’ | practically shout at
him.

He shrugs and picks up his fork to continue eating. Between bites, he says, “I’'m sure
someone has told me before, but | forgot. | don't believe in any of it.”

| roll my eyes so hard they might actually get stuck. “Well, you give off mgor Leo
vibes. Maybe Scorpio because of the whole grumpy act you've got going on, but if |
had to put money onit I'd say you are aLeo. When is your birthday?’

“August 1st.”

| smile.

“What?’

“Nothing.” | shake my head.

“What does that mean?”’

“It doesn't matter, you don't believe in it anyway. Right?’

“You know | can google thisright?” He goes to reach for his phone but I’m quick to
place my hand on top of his, and what | meant to be asilly little game of keeping him

guessing has instantly turned into something else. | go to move my hand but he
catches my wrist in his, and | can't take my eyes off where his thumb starts rubbing



with a feather-light touch at the most sensitive part of my inner wrist. | can hear my
heartbeat in my ears and when | look up, his eyes are watching where his finger
moves too.

Slowly Milles pulls his hand back. To try and ease some of the tension | inhale
deeply. “Next we'll have to figure out what enneagram number you are.”

| stand to bring my plate to the kitchen. As | pass him, his eyes connect to mine and
I’m silently begging him to say something. To tell me thisisn't in my head, that I'm

not the only one confused by this situation and what I’ m feeling.

Instead, he says, “There's afundraiser | have to attend next weekend, and we're both
expected to be there.”

And even though he doesn't say it, | know this is only for show for his colleagues.
And for some reason, I’m upset when | remember it isn't for anything more.

So | nod my acceptance and head off to my room.

Miles

“Doyou know if you’'ll be looking for silver or gold today, sir?’

| open the text thread to make sure | haven't missed a message from Camila.

Me

We need to pick out a wedding ring. Can you meet me at the jeweler’s on 31st later?

Camila



| have somerings, | can just throw one on.

Me

Unfortunately, if anyone sees you walking around with a mood ring on it's going to
blow our cover.

Camila

Ok, first of all, it's an amethyst, not amood ring. And second, yes ?? | guess I'll meet
you there.

Me

Wills will be waiting downstairs for you at 3, we have a 3:30 appointment

It's 3:45 and | wouldn't be surprised if Camila decided not to show up. Jonas is
aways complaining, telling me | could stand to be a little nicer over text, and in

general.

“I’m not sure, let's pull out both. | want her to have all the options,” | say to the sales
manager.
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He goes into a back office and | look around the dimly lit shop. | pass rows of cases,
making my way up to the front of the store and I’ m surprised to find Camila standing
outside my car talking with Wills through the driver’s window. Her hair flows softly
down her back and she's wearing jeans with a flannel button-up wrapped around her
waist and a tank top that hugs her body like it's painted on. My eyes scan every inch
of her. I’ve come to the conclusion that Camila could wear a paper bag and | would
still be attracted to her.

When | came home last night and found her curled up on the couch—hair up in a
messy bun and her oversized t-shirt covering her tiny shorts, giving the illusion that
she wasn't wearing anything under it—I completely forgot about asking her to come
with meto the jeweler today.

She's still talking to Wills as if we don't have an appointment to get to, so | stalk over
to the front door and push it open alittle harder than necessary. She smiles and waves
to Wills. My eyes narrow on her, “What?’ she asks.

“You'relate.”

“l was here at 3:30, the door was locked.” She throws a pointed stare at me. Making
me feel like a fucking idiot because she's right, the doorwaslocked. | called the shop
yesterday and paid extrafor a private appointment. | told myself it was to be cautious.
In the event that we run into anyone who thinks she should have already had this ring
and that'swhat I'll tell Camilaif she asks. But really | think it's just that | don't want
to be bothered by other people when I'm with her. “Plus, Wills and | were in the
middle of an interesting conversation.” I'm not jealous that she's having
conversations with my driver but I'm sure as fuck annoyed. | hold the door open for



her as she walksin and | brush her comment off asif | wasn't aware.

The sales manager is still in the back, so we walk around the store peering in al the
cases on the floor.

“S0...how was your day?’ she tilts her head, batting her eyelashes at me with faux
sweetness. | can tell she's annoyed with my shortness and no doubt the pissed off face
I’ve been wearing all day isn't very appealing either. | shake off the swarming
thoughts and try to regroup.

“I’d boreyou to tearsif | told you. Plus, I’d rather hear about your day.”

She scoffs, waving a hand. “My day was filled with looking at a lot of realy awful
job search websites.”

“No luck on the hunt then?’

“1 hated everything.”

“Maybe you're not looking at the right places.”

A sad sound escapes her lips, “Y eah, maybe.”

| feel my eyebrows draw together as concern crosses my mind. Concern that she isn't
happy and concerned with the feeling in my chest of wanting to erase the sad look on
her face.

“Ah,Mrs. Cameron. Welcome. I’ ve pulled quite the assortment for you, today. | hope
you will both be very pleased.” The sales attendant lays out a black box filled with

silver and gold bands and diamonds of every shape and size. “Do you know if you
prefer gold or silver?’ he asks.



“Gold. | don’'t have the skin tone for silver.”

“l can’'t imagine you look bad in anything.” When her head snapsto me | realize I’ve
said that out loud.

“Wonderful, well let's try some of these then, and we'll go from there.”

Camila picks up one of the smaller oval cut diamonds on a thin gold band with two
small round diamonds on either side of the center stone. She gasps. “Thisisinsane.”

I’m confused. “You don't like it?’

“It’ s stunning, but it's so big.”

“Is this two carats?’ | ask the man. He nods with a smile. “It's only two carats,
Camila”

“What do you meanonly?”’

| hold up afour carat emerald cut on a diamond-encrusted band.

Her nose scrunches up and she shakes her head, “If | just won the Superbowl, that
would definitely be the one for me.”

The salesman rolls his lips between his teeth, trying to hide his smile,

“Okay. | wasn't aware | bought a ticket to your comedy show today,” | say, setting
the ring back down.

Her melodic laugh eases any tension that was in the room before.



“So you like this one?’ | wrap my fingers around her small hand holding the first
ring. She purses her lips as she thinks. “It’s a far cry from youramethyst,” | whisper in
her ear.

“It'sfor my anxiety!” She playfully shoves her shoulder into me.
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Thisisthe second time she's mentioned having anxiety. | assumed before she was just
stressed about our situation but maybe it’s something more. Since | don't understand,
and now doesn't feel like the appropriate time to ask, | just place my hand on the
small of her back. “Well if that's the one you like, that's the one we'll get.”

“Miles, it'stoo much.”

“Nothing is too much for you.” Her eyes meet mine and | can almost feel my own
pupils dilating. What the fuck am | saying and why do | keep saying it out loud? Still,
| don’t take my eyes off her. Never let them see you sweat, right? “We'll need a band
aswell.”

“1 have a moonstone band too, that could look nice together,” she teases me.

“What kind of stone don't you have?’

We share a smile and | look at the sales manager who is now fighting a look of
amusement and confusion as | realize all of this is the trivial stuff people who are

actually married would already know about each other.

Thankfully I'm paying him enough that he doesn't question anything and instead
heads to the back to grab the matching wedding band.

“What about you?’ she asks.

“What about me?’



“What kind of ring are we getting you?’

“1 picked mine out almost quicker than you.”

She gives me a smile and | realize | would do anything to be on the receiving end of
her smile.

“1 didn’t anticipatethat being so quick. I'll have to call Wills. It might take him some
time to get back since | sent him out for the afternoon.”

“Okay. Do you want me to wait with you?”

My brows tug together. “Were you planning on going somewhere else?’

Her mouth twists in a sheepish smile, “Well... | saw a dog adoption event going on
about two blocks down on my way here.”

“A dog adoption...”

“Y eah. Do you want to come?’

“Why would | want to go to a dog adoption?’

“To see al the sweet babies, and give them some love. Who knows, maybe you'll fall
inlove.”

Something about the excitement on her face doesn't allow me to tell her that will
never happen.

“l don't even like dogs.”



Her mouth falls open and her eyes widen. “What? What do you mean you don’t like
dogs?’

| shrug and hold out my arm for her to lead the way. | might not care for animals but
I’m finding I'll do anything to spend time with Camila.

“Oh my god,” Camila squeals, bending over a short wire fence to pick up some kind
of small brown dog with wavy hair. “Oh my god Miles, look at her! Have you ever
seen anything so cute in your life?” She holds the dog close to her chest like a
newborn baby in one arm and rubs the top of her head with the tips of her fingers.

| heave a sigh and look around the park, there's about eight pens set up all with
different dogs in each one. And all of thisis from the same rescue. How can this be?
How are there so many dogs out here without a home?

“Oh my gosh, you are the sweetest thing. You' re going to go to a wonderful home so
soon. | just know it. Yes, you are.” She nuzzles the dog before putting her back down
on the other side of the waist-high fence.

“Okay, serioudly, how can you not like dogs?’ Camila walks beside me through the
rest of the park.

“I mean I’'m not a serid killer, it's not like if | saw one in the street | wouldkick it or
anything, but | also wouldn't pet it, and I’ ve never had a desire to have one either.”

She gives a disbelieving shake of her head. “I aways wanted a dog when | was
growing up.”
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“Of courseyou did.” | smile and she scowls at me. “But?’
“But my parents worked alot, they said it wouldn't be fair or responsible to get a dog
if we couldn't give it the love and attention it deserved. | guess looking back, they
were right but at the time | was always so pissed at them.”
“And since you’' ve moved out? Why have you not gotten one since?’
“1 guess the same reason,” she says as her eyestrail off into the distance. “Taylor and
| lived in a dorm room when we first moved here and from there we moved into that
small one-bedroom. I’ ve been working ten-hour days and her schedule is all over the
place. It's never been the right time. But one day.”
“One day huh?’
Camilasmilesup at me, “Y eah. One day.”
CAMILA
As if someone just threw a blanket over the sun, the clouds roll in, dark and heavy.
The sounds of puppies whining and jumping on crates intensify as volunteers begin

packing up the park.

“Looks like it's going to rain.” | wrap my arms around myself as thunder booms
overhead. | follow Miles aswe walk at a clipped pace out of the park.

We're about two blocks away from the jeweler when thunder booms overhead and it



begins to pour. Long fingers interlock with mine as Miles pulls me behind him and
startsto run.

His strong arms pull me under an awning and the abrupt stop has me slamming into
the side of his body. My hands wrap around his chest and back to steady myself. And
even though we' ve both been running out in the cold rain his body somehow radiates
heat. The solid ridges of his muscles flex beneath my fingertips and before | can
embarrass myself any further | take a step back.

His breathing has slowed. “Here,” he says, starting to take off hisjacket.

“No. I'mfine, really,” | say, shaking my head.

“Then come here.” He opens the flap suggesting | standinhis jacket.

At my hesitation, he raises his brows and jerks his head. “Please. Before you freeze to
death.”

My teeth chatter as | step into his side again and embrace his warmth. With my head
agood six inches below him he can’'t see my eyes close as | inhale a deep pull of his
fresh woodsy scent. It's quickly become my new favorite smell. It’s inviting, calming
even. But also so sexy at the same time. At this point, | must be huffing him because
I’m completely lost in my own thoughts when his voice rumbles through his chest
against the side of my face.

“1’m going out of town tomorrow.”
That pulls me from my weird sniffing trance. | tilt my body so | can look up at him

but this puts me right in front of him and just this slight angle change feels way more
intimate than it should.



The column of his neck works as his eyes focus down on me and he swallows. “Just a
few days, | need asignature from aclient. I'll be back Tuesday.”

“Oh. Okay.” I'm aware of how disappointed | sound. So | quickly change to a more
lighthearted tune. “That's alot of work for one little signature.”

His eyes break contact with mine and land on my lips. We're so close if | just popped
up on my toes our mouths would meet. But | stay firmly planted on the ground and
his eyes come back up to find mine again. “Well, we both know how important one
little signature can be,” he says.

The sounds of water rush behind me and it could very well al be in my head, but it
feels like he begrudgingly pulls his eyes away. | twist in his jacket to see Wills has
pulled up. Our eyes connect once more before he pulls my hand into his and we walk
out into the rain together again.

Miles

The crisp airfeels cooler on my sweat-soaked body. There isn't usually anything a 6
am. boxing session can't help me forget about, but as | take the elevator back up to
my apartment, I'm still drowning in thoughts of Camila. | was itching to get back
home to see her, to just be near her. | spent the first night in my hotel wondering what
she was doing, thinking about her padding around the apartment in her silk shorts.
The next night | was pissed off that | couldn’t get her out of my head. | went over
each of our conversations like some kind of lunatic trying to remember every one of
her words. By the third night | gave up on trying to forget about her and | let myself
think the one thought that wouldn’t escape me no matter how hard | tried. | got in bed
that night drowning in thoughts of what it would be like to have her body under mine.

| try shaking my thoughts as | exit the elevator and kick my shoes off by the door.
Pulling the velvet box out of my gym shorts | roll it around between my fingers



before setting it on the counter. I’m trying to be glad that | was able to pay to have
her rings made, sized, and cleaned in such a short amount of time, but having to pick
them up this morning cuts into my morning routine.

The forty-five minutes | carve out to make and drink my coffee before getting ready
for work have always been the most and often only peaceful moments of my day.
This morning, although my mind is wandering, it's no different.

Until aloud crash echos from down the hall followed by Camila screaming.

My legs move faster than my brain can keep up. Adrenaline pumps through me as |
start thinking of worst-case scenarios. My legs amost fall out from under me when
my socks slide on the floor as | run down the hall towards her room. “Camilal” | yell,
standing outside her door. No answer. | try the handle and thankfully it’s unlocked. |
push the door open calling for her again. She's not in here but she screams again, this
time less afraid and more of a whimper or whine. | follow the sounds coming from
the other side of her bathroom door. “Camilal” She doesn’t respond, and this time the
door islocked when | try it.

I’m getting impatient. | don’'t think before | Hulk out and throw the full force of my
body into the door. A wide-eyed Camila stands shivering in the back corner of the
shower. She quickly uses one forearm to cover her chest and the other to cover that
tight little spot between her legs. My brain cannot keep up.

“You're naked!” | shout.
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“I’m in the shower, what kind of psycho showers with clothes on?’

| motion for her to turn the shower off. “Okay, well can you shut those off so we
don’t flood the place.”

“I can't!”

A heavy sigh escapes me when | take in the fact that I’m going to have to get in the
shower. The ice-cold water crashes down on me as | reach my arm out, turning the
handle down. “What happened?’ My voice comes out rougher than | intended.

“1 don’t know. The water just turned freezing mid-way through my shower!”

Without the roar of the water crashing down, the mood in the room takes a dramatic
shift. It's gone from loud and overstimulating to so quiet | can hear my own
heartbeat. And on top of that, | have to fight every instinct to keep my eyes on her
face.

“When did you get back?’

“Late last night.” If | wasn't so focused on her face | would have missed the dlight
nod of her head.

“Where's your shirt?” she asks as if she’'s not standing in front of me completely
naked.

“1 just got back from aworkout.”



“A run?’ Her lips curve dlightly but her eyes are daring. And not even the freezing
cold water could shrink my dick right now.

“Boxing.”

“Hmm.” She trails my body slowly but pauses just below my hips before her eyes
snap to mine again. “Y ou have atattoo?’

| can’'t think. | can’t focus. I’m unable to stay in this shower with her a second longer.
My legs stay firmly in place as | reach my arm over the glass wall until my fingers
brush against the plush towel. | pull it down and hold it wide open, mentally
preparing myself to wrap it around her and sprint like hell out of this bathroom but to
my shock, she drops her hands. My eyes quickly roam over her perfect full breasts
and her pointy little nipples. Her freezing fingers brush against mine where I'm
strangling the towel. She covers herself at a leisurely pace, and even though the
image of her nipples will be burned in my brain, | tell myself they are hard from
standing in the cold shower and not for any other reason. That's the only way I'm
able to pull myself away from her.

“I"ll call someone to come and fix the water heater today,” | say, before storming out,
leaving her standing in atowel behind me as | violently scream at myself.Don’'t cross
the fucking line.

I’ ve readand re-read the same document four times already. Four times and | couldn’t
tell you if it was notes on a murder trial, or another office survey asking what snacks
we should provide for the junior associates break room.

Before | attempt to read it for a fifth time, Jonas strolls in with a bagel in one hand
and coffee in the other. Normally | would be annoyed with him interrupting me, but
today I’ m welcoming any distraction | can get.



“Do you actually work here or do they just pay you to be their eye candy?’

“Speak for yourself, | came by like an hour ago and Talan said you weren't here yet.”
He sits back in his usual spot on my couch.

“How did you get past Talan?’ | ask, ignoring his roundabout question.

“Har har,” he deadpans, setting his coffee down on the table. “Talan’s running that
PA training this morning. And honestly, the dude was way too stoked about it if you
ask me.”

Right. How could | forget? | nominated him for that job.

“$S0...where were you?’ He smiles, biting into his bagel. “Marital problems?’

Oh, I'm definitely having some kind of problem. They start with that terrifying
feeling that was coursing through every cell in my body when | heard Camila scream
and they don't end after | busted the door down and found her naked. No, my
problems continued to follow me as | stalked down to my bedroom to take care of
myself in my own shower. Stroke after stroke | was going blind with the image of her
perky nipples begging meto pull them into my mouth.

And she was definitely flirting. When she let go reaching for her towel, she knew
what she was doing to me. | spilled on the shower wall imagining what would have
happened if | had stayed instead of sprinting out of there like the room was on fire.

At least | remembered to leave a sticky note on her ring that | left on the kitchen
counter. | know it's possibly the least romantic thing | could have done, but that's
what | need right now. Zero romance. It’s fine to be attracted to her, she's undeniably
the most gorgeous woman |'ve ever laid my eyes on. But missing her while I'm
away, enjoying being around her more than | should, and thinking about her while



I’'m at work is not what | need. Those things are going to fuck me up. In the short
time that 1’ve known Camila, it's apparent that she deserves someone who can give
her the world. Unfortunately, I’ [l never be the guy that wants a relationship so | need
to remember this is a business deal. One that is going to help keep my name on the
wall. | need to regroup and refocus.

Starting with pretending to read this document for afifth time.

“Okay if not marital problems, were you at least getting those papers | needed
signed?”’

“1 got them last night, asshat. And next time you come intomyoffice with a bagel, you
better have one for metoo.” | dig through my bag for the manilafolder when it dawns
on me, in my post orgasm-induced haze, | forgot to grab the folder from my home
office. “ Shit!”

“No. No ‘shit’. | need those papers today or I’'m screwed.”
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“Relax, I'll just have Talan run back to my place and grab them.”
“Dude,” he throws hisarms out. “Talan’s not here! We just talked about
this. Are you okay?’

Clearly not. But with Talan gone for the day, the only thing | can think to do is text
Camila

Camila

The elevator has been climbingfor what feels like minutes at this point and | can't
stop wiping my sweaty pams on my jeans. The shiny reflection on the mirrored
doors in front of me moves up and down with my hands. My breath catches in my
chest when | look down at the source of the rainbow reflection. The stunning
diamond and matching band were sitting so unceremoniously on the kitchen counter
for me. Finding them with a sticky note placed on top was a colder bucket of water
splashed on me than my actual shower this morning.

Miles breaking the door down was shocking enough but when | looked him up and
down, in nothing but his borderline too-short shorts, and saw the dark ink sticking out
from below them | couldn’t help myself. Of course, he would have a thigh tattoo.
Thereisn’t anything about Miles that isn't sexy.

He had only been gone a couple of days, but my body sparked with excitement at the
sight of him before me. Thankfully he couldn't have run out of there fast enough, or |
would have made myself look like an even bigger fool. | all but sat my ass on asilver



platter for him, and the man ran. Actually ran. No words needed to be exchanged to
tell me that |1 needed to inform my body her desires were not aligning with my brain
right now.

Finally, the elevator comes to a stop. The doors slowly open to find Smith & Mitchell
in bold brass letters anchored to the wall. An older woman sits at a desk smiling at me
as | make my way over to her. “Hi, good morning. I’m looking for Miles Cameron’s
office.”

She says nothing but keeps the same strange smile plastered to her face and points me
in the direction of his office. My stomach churns and | wonder if she knows my fake
husband saw me naked this morning.Oh my god, you're losing your mind. She
clearly doesn't know that, she just has a weird non-moving smile. You're fine. Relax.
Inhala exhala.” Thank you.” | turn on my heel and make my way to his office door.
The hallway islong, with offices lining only the right side and | might very well wear
the skin right off my finger from twisting this ring so much.

I’ ve seen Miles under club lights, sitting across from me at dinner with a sullen face,
and half naked in my shower, but seeing him in his suit sitting at his desk, looking
every bit as powerful as | know his body is under said suit, | forget the very reason
I’m herein the first place.

“Milal Nice to see you again!” I'm shaken from my lack of thoughts when | notice
Jonas flying across the room towards me. Byyou,I’m sure he means the folder I'm
carrying but | smile at him anyway as he pulls me into a hug. From over his shoulder,
my eyes connect with Miles, who stands and rounds the edge of his desk.

| turn my attention back to Jonas. “This is for you then, I’'m assuming?’ | say as |
hand him the folder.

Jonas all but melts to a puddie on the floor, “Ugh, yes! Thank you. Y ou're the best!”



He grips both my shoulders and plants a big kisson my cheek before running out the
door. “I'll see you Saturday,” he yells over his shoulder waving the file around in the
air. | shake my head and let out a small laugh, before turning my attention back to
Miles who is now leaning against his desk with his arms crossed and a vein in his
forehead becomes very prominent.

We stand staring at each other for a few moments. | want to apologize for this
morning, so we can move on and not have any awkwardness between us, but standing
in his office with glass walls doesn't seem like a good place to have this conversation.
“1 should get going.” | point over my shoulder.

He pushes off his desk before walking over to me and placing his arm on the door
behind me. That incredibly strong arm now a mere inch from my face, | have to tilt
my neck all the way back to look up at him. “I’ll walk you out.”

| stand a good arm’s length away from Miles while we wait for the elevator to make
itsway up to the 34th floor. | am physically crawling inside with all the things | want
to say to him.

Staring at my feet | start to say, “I wanted?—"

“Shit,” he says at the same time.

My mind starts racing when | look up at him but his eyes are locked on a tall striking
woman heading down the hall with her eyes dead set on us. Faster than | can
comprehend, he grabs my elbow with one hand and pulls me to him, his other hand
cradles the back of my neck, “Just go with it,” he whispers.

Before | can blink his lips are on mine. I'm <tiff as a board in hisarms as | try to
process what's happening.Miles is kissing me.His fingers tighten their grip at the nape
of my neck and his scent fills my lungs. | vaguely register that everything about this



isfake, but at this moment | don't care. | want to know what it feels like to be wanted,
to be desired and he is making me feel that and then some, so | give in. The moment
his soft lips part on mine, | melt into him. The world is spinning around me like I'm
on one of those gravitational pull rides at a county fair. | bring one hand to his chest
digging my fingers into his suit. My other arm wraps around his neck as | pull my
body into his. As if I'm physicaly trying to melt into him. As if even crushed
together with only our clothes between us is too much space between us. His hand
slides out from beneath my hair as his thumb begins rubbing at the trembling pressure
point in my neck. When he pulls away his eyes are dark and his breathing uneven. As
if some force has pulled him back to me, his lips press to my forehead. The touch is
so gentle and sweet that | have to close my eyes and will my breath to even out before
| cause a real scene by passing out. My skin chills when his lips leave me but his
hand finds my lower back before turning to face the woman who | now remember
was heading towards us.

“Miles.” She greets him with a smile before looking at me. She’'s an elegant woman
with long dark hair and beautiful deep brown skin and she’s aimost astall as Milesin
her L ouboutins.

“Samantha,” he beams, before gesturing to me with his other arm. “I’m glad we ran
into you. Camila was just dropping off some papers | left at home this morning.”
Gesturing between the two of us, “Camila, this is my boss, Samantha. Sam, this is
Camila, my wife.”

Something about the way he says “my wife” has abite to it and it very quickly brings
me back down to redlity.

I’m instantly reminded of what it feels like to take that first step off the Gravitron
ride.

Camila



My back is pressedup against a hard body. Forearms that | would recognize anywhere
wrap around me. One large hand slides between my breasts, past my stomach, and
down to my shorts.Oh god.Long fingers dlide just past my waistband before pulling
out and my breath turns ragged at the loss.Miles.| can smell him, | can feel his
stubbled jaw rub against my bare shoulder. His lips twitch, the closest thing to a smile
that he can do but it’s enough to send butterflies wild in my stomach and heat up my
spine.We shouldn’t be doing this. But how could | stop when it feels this good?He
pushes my legs open with his knee, slipping his thigh between my legs. | rub my hips
side to side desperate to relieve some of the pressure building. I'm already completely
soaked through the thin fabric covering me and my clit is pulsing as if she has her
own heartbeat down there. The pressure is so intense but no matter how hard | rub
against hisleg | can not find the relief | so desperately need. | bear down on him, my
hips pumping harder and harder. My chest tightens as my breathing kicks up. Thisis
the edging session from hell. The weight between mylegs is physicaly painful at this
point. | rock as hard as| can until | let out aloud scream.

L oud enough that it wakes me up.

I’m left sweating and panting. | can't do anything but roll over and stare up at the
ceiling.

I’m not surprised. But | am disappointed. I’ve never been the most in tune with my
sexual needs. | didn’'t even have my first orgasm until | was twenty-four and it was
from a vibrator that | got as a gag gift in a birthday basket from Taylor when | told
her aboutno orgasm Jesse—her name for him, not mine. And then when | told her he
could start a club with Nate and Colin, she just about fell over dead. She told me |
should try a casua hook-up with a hot guy from a bar, but as much as | wish | could
be, I've just never been the one-night stand kind of girl. Something I've aways
admired about Taylor is even though she might be a little commitment-phobic, she at
least knows what she wants, and knows how to ask for it. I, on the other hand, have
always made sure every guy I’ ve been with has been satisfied while I’ ve aways been



left very unsatisfied.



Page 24

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 2:38 am

I’ ve always made excuses for the men I’ ve been with, saying it was my fault. | was
distracted with studying or coursework. | was stressed from my job. All things that
were true, but still excuses. Excuses because after a while | gave up on trying to
figure out what it was thatl needed.

I’m not surprised I’'m having dreams about Miles now, after that kissin his office the
other day. A kiss | should not have thought about as much as | did once | left. A kiss
that even though | knew was fake, still had me desperate for more. He kisses like it's
his last one to give. And as it turns out one fake kiss with Miles was filled with more
heat and more passion than any real kiss I've had before. But he's made it very clear,
thisis a business arrangement and nothing more.

I’ [l scold my vaginalater for thinking it was anything else.

After a quick, cold shower, I'm still on edge but head downstairs and drink in the
delicious scents of hazelnut and fresh coffee beans.

Miles stands at the counter in the same lack of clothing that he was in when he
smashed my bathroom door in. There's no denying his body is an absolute work of
art. His abs are thick. Not the kind some men have from eating like a bird and
starving until their abs are showing. No, his body is the result of hard work. His
boxers peek out the top of another pair of those same black shorts that have my eyes
wandering to the cut in his hips. The perfect V shape is like a flashing neon sign
begging my eyes to search lower. | give him one last ook as | pass him and hone in
on hislegs. Boxing, he said. If boxing gives you tree trunks for legs and sculpted abs,
then yeah, | believe him.



“Good morning.” | try to sound pleasant but it comes out rough. It's amazing how not
going into my old office for two weeks has ailmost hindered my ability to put on a
convincing smile.

Even though | know he must have been up for hours already, his voice is gruff when
he replies. “Good morning. How do you take your coffee?’

“Umm, however,” | shrug.

One thick eyebrow raises. “What's your preference?’

“Whatever iseasiest, I’'m not picky. Black isfine.”

He studies me briefly before he turns back around and begins using some kind of
frother.

| lean against the island behind him and even though | feel like a complete creep |
can't help but take in his corded back muscles as he maneuvers around the kitchen.
He confidently makes an elaborate cup of coffee and my eyes narrow in on the matte
black band sitting on his ring finger. I’m not sure when he started wearing that. I'm
also not sure why | like the image so much.

“Try this.” He turns around handing me a ceramic mug with an intricate lotus flower
made from the milk. | take a small sip and wonder what the stuff 1’ve been drinking
for the last ten years has been because it pales in comparison to this.
“Thisisincredible,” | moan around the cup.

“1t’ simportant to know what you like, Camila.”

| stare into my cup feeling dlightly embarrassed that I’ve spent so much of my life



trying not to be difficult for others or trying to make other people’'s lives easier
because | thought that was better. And now here | am, twenty-seven years old and |
don’t even know how to ask for a cup of coffee.

| offer him aweak smile and nod my thanks.

“So, | wanted to say,” he clears histhroat. “ About the other day?—"

| pray he can't see the heat that hits my face. | go into panic mode and wave my hand
while trying to swallow the sip of coffee | just took.

“Don’'t,” | say, setting the cup down on the counter. “Seriously, I'm just glad | was
able to catch on quickly. Hopefully, we were convincing enough.” | try to wink, but it
doesn’t fedl quiteright.

His movements still and his focus on me becomes so intense that | squeeze my hands
into tight fists to stop myself from fidgeting. With a small shake of his head, he
breaks our eye contact and | exhale a deep breath, hoping up on the counter—the
picture of casualness.

“So, did you just get back from boxing?’ | ask, pointing at his lack of clothing. He
nods and begins pouring water over his coffee grounds. “I’ve never tried boxing
before, isit like agroup class?’

“1 have a standing private session with my coach and Jonas.”

“How long have you been friends with Jonas?’

“A while.” | swear it’s like pulling teeth trying to get him to talk sometimes. The few

times he does engage in conversation | never want them to end because | don’t know
when the next one will come. | keep trying until | find something he wants to engage



with.

“Did you aways know you wanted to be alawvyer?’

11 Y%."

“What’ s your tattoo?”’

He sets the kettle of hot water down. “What are you doing?’

“What do you mean?’
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“ Are we playing twenty-one questions here?’

“Just wondering if | can get you to hit your daily word count goal before 9 am.” I'm
not surprised by my boldness. Not that these kinds of remarks are unusual for me, but
they typically stay in my head or if they do come out it's only when I’'m around
someone I’m comfortable with, which is basically just Taylor. To my surprise though
the world's smallest smile flutters over his face before he hides it by running his
fingers across his chin.

“It's a Japanese dragon.”

“What does it mean?’ | ask, taking a sip of my coffee. He moves to stand next to me
while scratching his eyebrow with the back of his finger—a move that shouldn’t be as
sexy asit is but yet, here we are.

“l guess, if you looked it up online you would find it to be an ancient symbol
considered to protect and guard families and homes.” He braces his hands on the
counter next to me.

“And is that what it means to you?' Sitting up on the island puts us at eye-level and |
take in the darkness of his eyes that not eventhe morning sun flooding the room can
pierce the depth of. His eyebrows furrow as he watches me, his fingersidly tap on the
counter while the sound of water dripping from hislast pour, continues behind him.

I’m snapped out of my daze when his finger brushes against my thigh and a shiver
runs through me. I’'m not sure if it's from the dream | had or the way we're dancing
around each other right now, but being in this space with him has my lungs working



overtime trying to take in air.

“1 better get going,” | whisper. “I’m meeting Taylor for breakfast soon.”

He pushes off the idand and leans on the counter behind him, crossing his arms. |
take in a deep breath, my nose filling with a mix of the fresh brewed coffee and the
spicy warm scent of the man in front of me. When | hop off the counter 1 open my
mouth to say something but all the words escape me. The intensity of his gaze on me
has me feeling like I'm laid out bare for his viewing pleasure. The drip of his coffee
finally comes to a stop causing the silence in the room to only expand. When he turns
his back to me reaching up for another ceramic mug, | take the opportunity of not
being frozen under his stare to sneak away.

Miles

Me

| left afile on my desk, any chance you' re still in the office?

Jonas

It's 9:30 you fucking weirdo. No. I'm not still in the office.

Shit.I’m typically one of the last people to leave the office but | stayed late tonight,
even by my standards. |'ve been distracted by a certain dark-haired beauty the last
few days and today was no different. | spent the first half of the morning thinking
about the way her skin pebbled when my finger brushed against her and the second

half thinking about the look on her face when | brought up the kiss.That kiss.

When | saw Sam heading towards us in the lobby, | meant to give Camilawhat would
appear to be a quick kiss and thank you for dropping off my papers. But as soon as



the weight of her body fell into my arms, everything changed. | was no longer
focused on putting on a show for my boss. | was wrapped up in Camila's soft lips.
The way my skin heated when she dug her fingers into the nape of my neck. It would
be so easy for a man to grow addicted to kissing her. It took everything in me to
break that kiss. To not back her into the elevator and pull the emergency stop button.
| wanted to do things to her that would have Cindy at the front desk calling HR.

But despite the way her face heated, Camila blew the whole thing off as if it was no
different than kissing her grandmother goodbye after Thanksgiving dinner. And hell,
if that wasn't a punch to the gut. But | should be thankful | guess because | was only
a second away from telling her how much | liked it.

| pocket my phone as the elevator doors open. It takes three steps for me to spot that
messy knot of hair on top of Camila's head and stop dead in my tracks. The glow

emanating from her phone lights her face as she sits in the otherwise dark room.

“Hey.” Her voice is raspy and | realize I'm still just standing here staring at her
because I'm still not used to someone being here when | get home. “How was your

day?’

| drop my things off in my home office before moving to the kitchen and turning
some soft lighting on. “Fine.”

She twists around, putting an elbow on the back of the couch and her head in her
hand. “What exactly do you do?’

“I’m acorporate lawyer.”

“Yeah, | know. But what does that mean? What do you actually do all day?’

“1t would bore you.”



“You said something like that, the last time | asked. You don't like talking about
work?’

| really wouldn’'t know how | feel about talking about my work with someone.The
few times Jonas and | get a drink after, the last thing we want to talk about is work.
“Today | met with two clients and did a lot of reading.” Her lips form a tight line
when she nods her head. Well, looks like I’ve found something I’'m not the best at.
Safe to say even if | wanted to talk to someone about my day, | do a shit job at it.
“What were you doing sitting in the dark?’

“| spent the afternoon looking at job listings. | found one that didn’t look completely
awful.” She stretches her arms up before pulling the band out of her hair, sending the
wavy strands free down her back. “I applied for it, so we'll see,” she says, shrugging
her shoulders. “Anyway, | ended up falling asleep and | just woke up, so now I'm
wide awake.” | move around the kitchen, grabbing the glass decanter and pouring
myself adrink. “ So, what do you usually do after work?’

| fit the stopper and turn back around to face her. “What do you mean?”’

“Like when you come home at night? I know you work out in the morning and then
you go to work,” she answers, putting ‘go to work’ in air quotes. “But then you come
home and, what?’ | take a drink from my glass and close my eyes briefly while
swallowing the smoky liquid.

“Typically | go through more emails while | eat dinner and then | shower, change,
and go to bed.” Her head tilts down but her eyebrows shoot up.
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“Youdon't ever just like, hang out?’
“Hang out?’
“Y eah, you know, like watch movies, read a book, bake cookies?’

“1 think you know the answer to that.” | finish the rest of my drink in one gulp before
setting it in the sink. | thankfully ate a late lunch today and I’'m not in the mood for
dinner. | cross the kitchen,ready to head to my room for the night before stopping and
pointing at the TV. “That should be fully loaded, if you wanted to watch a movie or
something.”

“Do you want to watch one with me?’ | stop walking and turn to face her. A barely
there blush spreads across her cheeks but her chest hardly moves, as if she’s holding
her breath. Something tells me she has a harder time asking for things than she lets
on. Although every logical part of me knows | shouldn’t be tempted to spend any
extra time with her, the reality is that I'm not very logical when it comes to Camila.
Before | can question what I'm doing, | nod my head once and slip my jacket off
before sitting down next to her.

“What do you want to watch?’ she asks.
“l haven’'t seen anything so...” | don’t finish my sentence because she's looking at
me with wide eyes and her mouth has fallen open. She thinks I’'m crazy but I'm

amused. | find that | like putting that expression on her face.

After scrolling for nearly fifteen minutes, she settles on something she deems a



classic and | settle into the couch. It's deep enough that I'm able to lean back and
spread out comfortably. Camila sits to my left with her legs crossed under her, and
there is still more space. | forgot how comfortable this couch is. | could probably
count on one hand the amount of times|’ve sat on it.

“l can't believe you' ve never seen10 Things | Hate About Y oubefore.”

“Really? That’ s shocking to you?’

A soft laugh bubbles from her and she looks at me. “1 guess not. Taylor and | used to
stay up all night on the weekends watching shows and movies. There were times we
wouldn’t go to bed until my brother was getting up in the morning for one of his
soccer games.”

“Did Taylor live with you?’

“Practically. Her parents were gone a lot so she stayed with us most of the time.”

“And your parents were fine with that?’ | don’t know why 1I'm asking.

“My mom would never object to Taylor because she's the only one my mom could
get to cook with her. Which ended up working out great for me because, by the time
we moved, Taylor could recreate any of my mom'’s recipes. Even in our college dorm
room, she could whip up a gourmet meal with just atravel blender and an easy bake

oven.

| untuck my shirt, trying to process how different we are. Here I’ ve been actively
avoiding getting close to anyone my entire adult life. It started with my parents. How
could two people claim to love each other and end up like they did? But it didn’t stop
there, the harder | worked and the more cases | saw, the more | knew | never wanted
to be close to someone like that. I've seen people be destroyed in every type of



relationship. Marriages, partnerships, and friendships. People are selfish as fuck. |
want no part of that.

“I’m assuming since you haven’'t seen any of the classics, you didn’'t do a lot of
movie nights with your bestie growing up?’ Her comment pulls me from my
spiraling thoughts and | answer her with a blank stare. “I’ll take that as a no.” Good

girl.

Her eyes follow where my fingers brush along the edge of my jaw. When | catch her
staring she blinks twice before turning back towards the TV. “I was thinking about
the fundraiser this weekend,” she says. “Should we come up with a story? | mean
about how we met?’

“Most people aren’t bold enough to ask.” She bites her lip, nods her head, and avoids
looking at me. She almost looks defeated and now | feel like an asshole. | didn't
realize how used to not talking to people | was until someone worked so hard to talk
tome. “But sure, what do you want to say?’ Her eyes sweep to me now, brighter than
before.

“Maybe we could say we met at a coffee shop. That’'s an easy enough story.”

“1 don’t go to coffee shops.”

“Oh right. Maybe we could say we met through friends.”

“Well since Jonas is my only friend...” She gives me a thin smile and | know I'm
being difficult so I run my hand through my hair and say, “We'll say we met at a
bar.” She smiles at me, relieved. “Don’'t swest it anyway, the fundraiser is just going
to be alot of people who think they’ re important. Something that's supposed to be for
a good cause but is really just an excuse for these people to network. I’'m convinced
they think there’'s a correlation between how much money they put up and how big



their dicksare,” | say. “Anyway, good causes get the money at the expense of alot of
ass-kissing.”

“Mmm. So it sounds like something you might enjoy very much.”

A ghost of a smile crosses my face when | catch the amusement in her eyes. “Yeah, |
try to avoid them when possible by just sending a check with Jonas, however, as you
know...” The amusement in her eyes dies quickly and she turns her focus back to the
movie.

An hourlater the main character somehow gets the entire band to play “Can’'t Take
My Eyes Off Of You” while he serenades a girl, asking her to go to prom with him.
In any other situation, this would be my personal version of hell. Camila stretches and
yawns a few times before grabbing a pillow and setting it on the cushion between us.
Her long hair drapes over the other side of the pillow and the ends brush against my
leg. Myfist clenches under my jaw, and only now that I’m tense again do | realize
how relaxed | had been.

After afew minutes, her eyes begin to close softly. She pulls them open again briefly
before her lashes fall once more. One of my arms drapes casually against the back of
the couch even though I'm feeling anything but casual. | try to ignore her and focus
on the movie but | catch her lips part as her chest steadily rises and falls, and now |
can't help staring at those pouty lips.

When the credits begin to roll, Camilais thoroughly asleep and | don’t want to wake
her but | also don't want to leave her on the couch all night. For a brief moment, |
contemplate carrying her to her bed.

Fuck it. The couch is comfortable enough. | walk over to a hidden cabinet and pull
out a blanket. She doesn’'t so much as stir when | drape the blanket over her and afew
strands of hair fall on her face.Fuck, she's pretty.This isn't a new discovery,



obviously. But there aren’t alot of opportunitiesto just fully take her in. I don’t know
what prompts me to but | lightly brush the hairs out of her face, my fingertips graze
across her cheek, sending a light shock through my hand. | stand upright and before |
allow myself to wonder what this feeling that keeps coursing through me when I’'m
with her is, | turn and make my way down the hall to my room.

Camila
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It takesme a moment to figure out my surroundings but I’ ve definitely woken up on
the couch. A warm heavy blanket drapes over my body, and the room is dark despite
being morning. The large living room windows are coated in rain droplets as hazy
gray light tries to trickle through. | push myself to sit up, looking around and the
house is eerily quiet. Miles must already be at his morning workout. | should go
change so when he gets home this morning he doesn’t find me still sleeping on the
couch so | quickly fold the blanket and dig my hands between the cushions searching
for my phone. The floor is chilly under my bare feet as | walk through the room. |
almost miss the paper sitting on the kitchen island but do a double take and notice the
sophisticated script with my name on top.

Camila,

Rosa called, she isn't feeling well and won't be coming in today. I'll send Wills to
pick you up at 7 and meet you for dinner.

-MC
P.S. Take this card and find yourself something to wear for the galatomorrow night.

| pick up the black card sitting on top of the heavy paper, flipping and tapping it on
the counter while | read over his note again. The thought of going out to dinner with
Miles shouldn't leave me feeling breathless, but every day | find myself feeling
something new when it comes to him. | wonder briefly if | should feel weird about
using his money to buy myself a nice dress but then | realize he would likely be
mortified if 1 showed up on his arm in anything less than something extravagant. |
take both the note and the card with me up to my room and read it a few more times



before | finish getting ready.

A cable carcrawls past me as tourists hang out the windows taking pictures of the
colorful buildings that line the street. This street is every small business owner’s
dream. It's full of clothing boutiques, flower shops, and bakeries. An overwhelming
scent of jasmine fills my nose as | enter the first store, searching for the perfect dress
to wear for the fundraiser. I’m looking but I'm not really paying attention. | haven't
been able to focus on anything. | can still feel hiswords as if they are burned into the
side of my head.

It takes me a few more stores before | find what I’m looking for but when | do, it all
but jumps off the hanger and begs me to take it home. | immediately grab it and find
a dressing room to try it on. The black dress with one thick shoulder strap hugs my
chest and curves tightly before the flowing fabric drapes down to the floor. My leg
peeks out of the dlit that goes all the way up my thigh and | snap a quick picture in the
mirror to send to Taylor.

Me

|s this too much for the charity gala fundraiser?

Taylor

Me

Lol. Seriously! What do you think? It’s stunning but isit too much?

Taylor



SCGPOOTHMTU

Me

Taylor

Y ou look so fire. No, it's not too much.

Me

Ok, I think I'll get it then. Thank you.

Taylor

Knock em dead ?7?

Me

Wait. What did the acronym stand for?

“How is everything going in there?’ The saleswoman knocks on the door and | set
my phone down in my bag.

“Good. Great! | think I’'m going to get it,” | call back.

“Oh, wonderful! I’ll meet you up at the front once you' re all changed.”

“Great. Thank you.”
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| debate callinga car to take me back because finding a dress took longer than |
anticipated and | still need to get ready for dinner. | decide to wak another two
blocks to a less crowded street before calling for a car. | move to step around a man
taking a picture of a woman holding up a giant pretzel. | squeeze between him and a
building with a For Sale sign in the window. For whatever reason, | stop. | press my
face into my cupped hand and look inside. The large windows give enough light that |
can make out a large open space with high cellings and a few beams. The perfect
space for an art gallery.

My whole life art has been the one thing able to help me cope when | feel my anxiety
starting to creep in. Some people use meditation to keep anxiety at bay, for others it
can be medication. I've tried the 3 3 3 rule, I’ve also tried movement and music.
Nothing is able to calm my mind and body the way trying to decipher art can. I'm
aware it might just be a distraction, a mask. But it also brings me joy. | love finding
new art, whether it be in painting, sculpture, or even film. When deciding on a degree
and career choice | chose business over medicine for the sole reason that | knew |
would be able to double major in fine arts along with business.

| don't know what prompts me to take a picture of the phone number on the sign, but |
do it anyway and then quickly open the missed text from Taylor before | can think
about it.

Taylor

Screaming crying gagging passed out on the floor in my throw-up.

| close my eyes and smile as | tap my phone to my chin. For the first time in a long



time, the fog is light enough that the setting sun creates a vibrant cascade of pinks and
purple across the sky. A weightless feeling floats through my body as | call a car to
pick me up.

Miles

The low cushionedchair should be buckling under my weight but | guess the tiny
hair-pin legs on it aren’t just for show. When | had Talan research the best restaurant
in the city today, | was surprised it was a place I’d never been. The glass domeis nice
in theory as it offers a 360-degree view of the city. People are pressed up against the
windowed walls, phones in hand, snapping the same low-quality pictures over and
over again. The last of the sunset dips below the horizon and the restaurant now
glows with mood lighting.

Looking out into the now crowded restaurant, everyone quickly goes out of focus as
Camila enters the room. I’'m having flashbacks of being a child and playing with a
kaleidoscope. A blur of color acts as a background image while my sole focus is on
Camila. She is the center, taking up the whole picture. Her teeth dig into her bottom
lip as she searches for me from across the room. The dlit in her tight black skirt trails
up to her mid-thigh.Fuck me. Those legs.The rest of her outfit is casua with a
cropped vintage t-shirt and sneakers. Her eyes squint towards me in the dim corner
before she reaches an arm up to wave. My fist digs into my jaw when alittle sliver of
skin peeks out from under her shirt.

| stand from my chair as she approaches the table. She brushes an invisible strand of
hair from her face, pats her skirt that’'s already completely flat, and then cracks her
knuckles. | take her elbow, and | don’t know if it will help or hurt her nerves but |
can’t stop myself when | lean down and place a small kiss on her temple. | fight the
groan that tries to escape when | get a whiff of her rich, deep scent. Patchouli with a
hint of something citrusy. | pull away, motioning for her to sit, and the lightest shade
of pink touches her cheeks.



“Camila,” | greet her

“Miles,” she mockingly responds.

One of the things I’ ve come to enjoy most about Camilais her ability to be sarcastic
with me. There's avery comforting feeling about it.

“1 ordered you aVodka Red Bull,” | say tilting my head towards the bar.

“No, you did not!” Her eyes widen and she pauses mid-air before sitting fully in her
chair.

“What's wrong? Scared you're going to wake up in my bed again?’ She sucks her
cheeks trying to hide her smile and the waiter arrives. He places my whisky on a
black and gold napkin in front of me, and the glass of wine | ordered in front of
Camila. She thanks the waiter before tilting her head at me.

She can’'t hide her smile, as she laughs picking up her glass. I'm momentarily
distracted by the sparkle emanating from her ring finger. Even though | know it
doesn't mean what the people around us think it does, it sparks some primal feeling in
me to see it on her finger anyway. I’m unable to have her in away that | might want,
but | like knowing that no one else is going to go after her either with that ring on. It
isn't fair for me to want her all to myself when | can't even give myself to her for
real. But the thought of her with anyone else makes my blood boil.

“S0, tell me something,” Camila swirls her glass around, giving me one of her playful
smilesthat I’ ve grown a soft spot for.

“What would you like to know tonight, mi esposa?’ That throws her off. Her hand
strikes her chest as she works hard to swallow her drink. Her mouth parts but | think
I’ ve shocked whatever witty one-liner she was going to say. “Why don't you tell me



something first thistime?’ | ask, lifting my glass to her.

Her chest puffs out as she sits up a little taller. “Okay, let's see. | went to yoga this
morning. And then | went out and found a dress for tomorrow....”

“Now who's the one getting too personal ?’

Her eyes narrow as she tries her damnedest to look angry but the corners of her lips
give her away. “Okay well, | also took down the number of an empty studio space
that’sfor sale.” She pins me with raised brows.

That piques my interest. | want to know everything but | nod and wait for her to
continue. Almost instantaneously her mood shifts. Her shoulders hunch over and
she'slooking at her drink asif it holds the secrets to the world.

“I don't know... I...” | casually sip my drink, giving her the time. “Okay, it’s stupid.
But | think somewhere in the furthest part of my mind, I’ve always had a dream of
opening my own art gallery. A place for new and up-and-coming artists to have space
to showcase their work.”

“I don’t think it’ s stupid. Why isit not at the forefront of your mind?’

She lets out along tense breath reaching for the pendant on her necklace. “My parents
mostly. My mom is from Spain and my dad is from Mexico. They met in Miami
while in medical school together and they’ ve both just done absolutely everything in
their power to be successful to build a better life for themselves, but they’ve redly
done al of it for me and my younger brother.” She pauses before looking at me for
my reaction. But again, | only wait for her to continue. “Business was never my
dream, but | knew it was something that could land me a successful job and make my
parents proud. And knowing everything they went through, to be able to provide the
life they did for us, making something of myself and being successful has been my



only focus for aslong as | can remember.”

She's mentioned her parents and their expectations of her before but | didn't realize it
was to this extent. | wonder how much of these expectations are actually from her
parents versus Camila self-inflicting them on herself.

“Sounds like you have alittle bit of a people-pleasing problem.”

“Little?” sheforcesasmall laugh.

“Why?’
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“Why what?’
“Why do you do it?’

Her eyebrows knit in confusion as she takes a minute to think about it. “I don’t know.
| guess...l guess | just think if 1 make everyone happy, things will be better. And
people like people who make them happy.”

“ S0 you want people to like you?”’

“Who doesn’t want to be liked?”’

“l don’'t give afuck if someone likes me or not.”

“How nice for you.” Her eyesroll back as she takes asip of her drink.

“What | mean is, what's the point of someone liking me if it's contingent? If you
don’t likeme and | do x, y, and z, and al of a sudden you like me now? What did |
gain? | want people in my corner who will be there when | fuck up.Not people that
show up because | can provide something for them. Especially if it's going to cost me
what | want.” Her eyes stay trained on me like she’ s really trying to process what I'm
saying. “Look, at the end of the day, even if every single person in the world likes
you, it's not going to fix whatever it is you think it's going to. | can promise you
that.”

“Huh.” Her face has turned unreadable and she takes another small sip from her
drink. “What about your brother? Does he share the same need to uphold the family's



success?’

“Sebastian? No.” The mention of her brother lights up her face. “No, Seb’s been off
traveling the world for awhile. | love my baby brother, and I’ m happy that he doesn't
seem to have acarein the world, or at least feel the same pressures | do. | admire that
about him. It does sometimes feel like | have to carry more of the load, to make up
for him. But he's happy, so I’'m happy for him.”

Camila is showing me her cards right now, but all | can think about is this bright,
beautiful woman, who feels the weight of the world on her shoulders but is constantly
putting her wants and needs on the back burner. She's doing what she believes will
make everyone else happy at the expense of her own happiness and as | ook at her
my only concern at this moment is who's taking care of Camila?

“Anyway,” she drains the rest of her wine, “I guess that's why it's never been at the
forefront of my mind. Artisrisky. And | need to do something safe, stable.”

| wasn't expecting Camila to open up to me the way she has. Most of what | know
about her is based on reading her facial expressions and her body language. But the
more she opens up to me, | can't help but want more and | know that isn't fair
considering our Situation. Even though | didn't technically lie to her, | did trick her
into thinking this marriage was more of a convenience for her. But when it comes to
her, | want to know everything about her.

“Wow. I'm sorry, | didn't mean to get so serious on you there.” She shakes her head
apologetically.

Not wanting to leave her out here hanging with all her wounds exposed, | throw the
rest of my drink back, welcoming the burn. When | set the glass down | lean back in
my fun-house size chair and crack open the surface of my own wounds with her.



“My father was a professiona baseball player.” Her head snaps to me with a hint of
surprise, but just as | did for her, she doesn't push me. She eagerly waits for me to
continue. “My mother was actually an artist.” | lean forward, setting my empty glass
down on the table between us. “The paintings you're so fond of in the dining room,
and in your room, are some of her work.” Camila’'s eyes glow but she bites down on
her smile. “Actually she called herself ‘A Pam Artist’. She really enjoyed painting
landscapes, but she found any time she painted any kind of palm leaf it stood out
amongst the rest of her pictures. So after a while, she gave up on the backdrops and
focused solely on the leaves. She used to say ‘Why paint the bullshit sunset when |
can just paint the leaf?” | smile now at the memory of her voice. “When | was in
high school, | found out my father had been cheating on her.” My mouth goesdry as |
realize the shit I’'m divulging and | look around for our waiter desperate to order
another drink. “ Anyway, we had already moved out and they had filed for divorce by
this time, but it was still new information for me. | can relate to growing up with the
pressure of needing to be successful. But what started as trying to get my father’s
attention and praise turned into me wanting to shove it in his face. | wanted him to
know that | could be great on my own. That | didn’t need him.”

| expect to feel immediate regret sharing this with Camila but when | look over at her,
it'snot pity in her eyes, it's understanding.

“And your mother?’ Her voiceis quiet.

“ She passed away when | was in law school.”

Camila reaches across the low table and puts her hand on mine, where it rests on my
leg. She gives one little squeeze, and | turn my hand over to hold hers in mine

because it still doesn't feel like pity, it feels like comfort.

“You're the only person I’ ve shared that with besides Jonas,” | say.



“Thank you for sharing that with me, Miles.”

“To be honest the only thing | hate more than cats is pity, so | appreciate you not
being the pitying kind.” | play with her fingers between mine.

She playfully slaps at my chest but | grab her hand again and hold her there.

CAMILA

Miles and | finish our dinner and move to more light-hearted topics. He tells me
about the time he and Jonas were living together in the middle of a prank war. He
clams Jonas started it by wrapping his entire bedroom in cat-covered wrapping

paper.

“It's not funny, everything was wrapped. The walls, my furniture, computer, my bed,
the pillows, literaly everything.” I’m doing that laugh where you have to cover your
face because your mouth is so bigit'sugly.

“Okay okay,” | get out between breaths. “So did you declare atruce after that?’

Miles hits me with the most mischievous smile. | didn't even know his lips could
curve that high.

“Oh no...what did you do?’
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“Have you ever saran-wrapped someone’ stoilet?’

“l have, actually,” | nod. “My brother’s, but as soon as he couldn't get the lid up he
just walked down the hall and used mine. And hisaim is trash so it kind of backfired
on me.”

“I’ll let you in on a secret, Camila, you have to wrap it under the lid.” | hold out my
palms, confused. “1 saran-warped Jonas' s toilet and then put the seat down to cover it.
| took him out for alongnight of drinking, when he woke the next morning he lifted
the lid to pee and it sprayed back all over him and the bathroom.”

“Oh. My. God. Areyou an evil genius?’ | can't stop the laugh that rips out of me.

The restaurant is filling up now even though it's getting late. We' ve been talking for
hours and | only just noticed the view outside now. The city is aive beneath us. Miles
stands, holding out his hand and | take it as he walks me over to the glass wall not far
from our table; the view overlooks all of downtown. | place my hands on the wall and
my body hums when he stands directly behind me. His powerful arms press to the
wall on either side of my head, encompassing me in his heat.

Lights twinkle all over, the Golden Gate Bridge glows in the distance and I’ m taken
aback for amoment. Everywhere | look I'm mesmerized. “Incredible, isn't it?”

“Yes.” His voice drops. And when | look up over my shoulder his smoldering eyes
are staring right at me.

| sSlowly turn my body around to face him. The hairs on my neck stand straight up as |



lean against the glass wall. I'm burning with an intense desire to touch him.
Tobetouched by him. He stands noticeably still and | don’t know what propels me to
do so, but my hand lifts and falls to a spot on his chest. Asif in answer his heartbeat
knocks against me.

“Tell me something,” | breathe.

He looks down to where my hand is pressed to his chest, his lips twist to the side as if
he's trying to decide something. Slowly he brings one hand off the wall and places it
on my hip and | fight the urge to lean into that touch even more. His mouth drops
down to my neck and | draw in a deep breath. “I haven’'t been able to stop thinking
about you since | saw you in the shower.” His whisper caresses my skin like a
feather.

My heartbeat is erratic. | shouldn’t entertain this. | knew what | was doing when |
grabbed that towel. Only Miles couldn’t have gotten out of there fast enough, so |
assumed that was his way of telling me to remember our arrangement. “And what
have you been thinking?’

A sound somewhere between a hum and a groan vibrates against my neck. “Well,
when | jerk myself off every night, | imagine my hand is your warm, wet mouth with
those soft lips wrapped tightly around my cock. And when | come, it's your body,
your nipples, your face, your sweet little cunt that I’ m thinking about.”

It's as if |I've stabbed a socket with a metal fork. My body is short circuiting at his
words. My breath is caught somewhere in my throat but even if | knew how to
respond | couldn’t. I’'m thankful he is holding me up right now because without his
arm around my hip, I’'m positive my knees would buckle and | would go straight to
the ground.

His arm moves from the wall behind me and his finger traces a light trail down my



face, along my collarbone, and over my nipples. My gaze settles on his lips as he
continues to dlide the back of his fingers down further towards the aching spot
between my legs. At this moment, | would sell my soul to the devil to have him touch
me. Never mind the fact that we're in a dark corner of a public restaurant. | can feel
his solid fingers through my skirt and my soakingwet underwear and | shamelessly
arch my hipsinto his touch.

“Are you wet for me, Camila?’ Since | still can’t form the words, | dig my fingers a
little deeper into his chest and nod my head. “ Good.”

Isthiswhy | haven’t had positive sexual experiences? Do | have a praise kink? Am |
so detached from myself that | can’t even think of things that | might enjoy? No man
has ever talked to me like this before. We're not even naked and I’'m pretty sure |
could orgasm from his words and his touch aone. | want to tell him | need more. |
need him.

“Miles, I—" My voice is embarrassingly breathy.

His eyebrows knit together as | register a coughing sound. We both straighten and
look back towards the middle of the restaurant where people hover in a crowd and |
spot a waiter on the phone. One man is choking as another is giving him the
Heimlich, and it's silent for a moment before the man succeeds in vomiting his food
al over the floor. People all around let out a sigh of relief and waiters frantically run
around to help clean up and tend to the man.

Miles looks back at me and extends his hand, the moment is gone now and he's
clearly ready to go.

Eyeswide, | take his hand and wonder,what the fuck just happened?

Miles



After dinner last night,] walked Camila back to her room and left her there with a
quick goodnight. | could feel her eyes burning into my back as | started back to my
own room. The whole drive home, the tension in the car was suffocating and |
couldn’t stop thinking about how grateful | was that that man almost choked to death.

I’'m aware of how terrible that sounds. But when Camila's hips shifted further into
my touch, and that sweet little moan escaped her lips, | aimost took her right there.

| blame it on a combination of her consuming all my waking thoughts and my fist
being the only thing to give me release in along ass time. However, what started out
as a sexual attraction has started shifting into something | don’t recognize. No one
has ever held my attention the way she does. | appreciate her witty remarks even if
they seem to surprise her when they sneak out. It’s like getting a glimpse into who
shereally is behind that meticul ous appearance she puts on.

What really gets me though, is the way she so easily opened up to me. She might
have hesitated a few times but | waited, trusting, that she would continue, and when
she did it made me comfortable enough to do the same with her. | mean, | told her
about my parents for Christ’s sake. While she might not be afraid to tell me about her
struggles and the pressure she feels to make her parents proud, it's obvious she's
never expressed this to them.

So yeah, maybe I’'m terrible. But if that man hadn’t ailmost choked to death, I'm sure
| would have done something that | couldn't come back from. Tonight, Camila and |
have to play the part of a happily married couple for everyone, but most importantly
the name partners. Now is not the time to blur the line.

| stretch my neck from side to side while taking an aggravated breath. | can’t get this
last cuff link on my sleeve and when | contemplate chucking it across the room, |
know my annoyance has more to do with being on edge about seeing Camila and less
about the way the toggle keeps falling out of my sleeve. When | left this morning for



my workout, | came home to a note that said she would be out most of the
day, prepping for tonight.’| wasn’'t sure what that meant, but 1 knew she would be
here and be ready when it wastimeto go so | didn’t question it.

High heels clip down the hallway and my fingers continue to fumble with the cuff
link. Out of the corner of my eye, | see her perfectly polished toes peeking out from
under the long dlit of her black dress. My eyes trail up her leg, to her waist that's
pulled in tight by the fabric. My gaze continues up to her breasts, and then her face.
She's wearing light makeup that only accentuates her already stunning features. Her
hair is pinned back away from her face but still flowing freely down her back.
Nervously twisting her ring around her finger she mumbles, “Do | ook okay?’

| wonder if she's questioning herself because | must look insane right now. The cuff
link 1’ ve been wrestlingfor the last ten minutes slips out of my fingers and falls to the
floor with an echo. But | still can’'t take my eyes off her. Her lips purse to the side as
she floats over to me. Her wine-red fingernails lace around my tie as she straightensiit
before sinking down to the floor in front of me.

| all but comein my pants at the sight of her kneeling before me.
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She braces one hand on my thigh while the other reaches between my legs, retrieving
the gold and black onyx cuff link. Her alluring eyes look up to me through a fan of
thick lashes and she fastens the link to my sleeve without even looking at it.

She loosens her grip on my wrist but doesn’t move when | bring my hand up to caress
the side of her face. Her soft skin is such a stark difference under the rough calluses
of my fingers. My eyes drill into her when | run the pad of my thumb along her
bottom lip and her chest rises afull inch.

“Okay isn’'t the word to describe how you look, Camila.”

“S0,0ther than Samantha, is there anyone else | should be trying to impress at this
gaa?’ She shifts nervoudly in her seat, ducking her head around trying to get a

glimpse outside.

“1 doubt you’'ll have to try very hard to impress anyone,” | say, running a hand over
my tie.

“We're not al like you, Miles.” The car slows to a stop and she huffs a breath as if
she's trying to hype herself up. She rests back against the seat and her smooth leg
dlips out of the dlit in her dress.

My teeth clamp down asl try to ignore it and look into her eyes. “Meaning?’

“Meaning, people love you.”

“People are around waiting for me to get caught up and fail.”



“Why would you think that?’

Because it’s true. | have the reputation | have because | will doanythingto win. The
thought of Camila seeing me any differently though causes a battle in me that I’ m not
reading to acknowledge yet.

“Let’sjust say there’sareason | don’t spend time with anyone that | don’t have to,” |
say, pulling her dress over to cover her bare leg.

“Y ou spend time with me,” she shakes her head giving me a beaming smile.

“Yeah, | do.” All too quickly the air hums around us as the realization that not only
do | enjoy being around her, but | crave it. | move my hand from her leg and brush
my fingers across my jaw, clearing my throat. “ Anyway, like | said, the charity part is
just used as an excuse for a bunch of rich lawyers and business people alike, to swing
their dicks around and lick some ass.”

“Which you will not be doing,” she says.

| open the door, welcoming the evening breeze. After being in the back of alimo with
her for thirty minutes, | definitely need it. Her hand effortlessly slides into mine as |
help her out. My other hand finds the small of her back as | guide her to the entrance.
| drop my voice to barely more than a whisper so only she can hear me, “When | saw
you in that dress tonight, | wanted to do alot more than that.” Her eyes widen and her
mouth falls open somewhere between pure shock and a smile. | can't help but tip my
head back and bark out areal genuine laugh at her expression.

The hotel is one of the largest in the city. Everything is gold save for the abundance
of flowers everywhere—tables and chairs, the many pillars and chandeliers hanging
from the ceiling; everything down to the carpet is gold.



Camila’'s steps slow as her head spins around taking everything in. “This might be the
most exquisite place I've ever seen,” she whispers. Amazing how she can’t decide
what to focus on, because | hardly notice anything in the room with her here.

WEe've been trying for thirty minutes to make our way over to the bar but I’ m stopped
left and right by people | know and people | should know. Some stick to nods and
curious glances at the woman on my arm. Some go through the full hassle of
pretending to run into me to introduce themself and find out who sheis. Only a small
minority of them have the common sense to not act surprised, rather just offer a*“So
nice to meet you” and move aong.

Thankfully Talan comes over and rescues us from a particularly inquisitive partner.

“Oh. Mr. Cameron, I’m sorry to interrupt but | wanted to make sure we got all your
bidsin,” heinterjects.

| smile at him and excuse myself from the previous conversation. “Thank you,
Talan.”

“Of course.” He bows his head and gives a beaming smile towards Camila

“Taan, I’d like to introduce you to Camila.”

“We've actually talked on the phone, but it's nice to meet you in person,” she says,
reaching her hand out with awarm smile.

Everything about Camila is so opposite of who | am. Where | can be cold and
unapproachable, she is warm and inviting. Both my exterior and interior are hard and
often perceived as cruel, but she is nothing but soft and kind. | find myself shocked
no one has questioned our relationship.l don't deserve a wife like her, even as a fake

wife.



“Incoming, incoming,” Talan squeals out the side of his mouth as he rushes past me. |
pay him no attention because once again my eyes are glued on the woman beside me.
She places her arm around my waist and looks up at me with atwinkle in her eyes.

“Ah, the Camerons. So nice to see you both.”

Camilais still smiling up at me but it's turned into more of a panicked smile, with all
of her brilliant white teeth showing. Her hand grips tighter around my waist and she
gives me a bump with her hip. Her mouth barely moves but | swear it says,' Are you
going to say something, idiot? The words rattle around in my head and | ook up to
find Samantha standing with awolfish grin spread across her face.

“Sorry, Sam, | didn't see you there. Y ou look lovely tonight.”
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“Flattery will get you nowhere, I'm afraid,” she quips.

| step out of our uncomfortable little triangle and grab three glasses of champagne
from someone walking by with atray. | extend one to Samantha and one to Camila,
raise my glass—and my eyebrows—and throw the flute back in one gulp before
dropping it back on the same tray. | slide one hand into my pocket and wrap my other
around Camila, pulling her closer to my side.

I’ve known Sam since | was in law schooal, | was her personal junior associate when |
first started at Smith & Mitchell. | have a certain loyalty to her, but the way she's
looking at Camila like she wants to chew her up and spit her out has a protectiveness
surging through me.

“It’ sniceto see you again, Ms. Mitchell,” Camila says, ever so sweetly.
Y eah. | definitely don't deserve her—real or fake.

Samantha, still in shark mode turns towards her, “I don’t think | ever heard the details
of your wedding, besides that no one was there...” | know she’s trying to catch mein
alie but fuck her for trying to use Camilato do it. And double fuck me for actually
putting her in this position in the first place. I'm racking my brain for a quick
response so | can get her out of this woman's presence as soon as possible.

“Oh, it was beautiful,” Camila blurts out. “It was really special for us to be able to
share such an intimate moment with just the two of us. We both spend so much time
on other things; friends, family,work.” She adds an extra bite to the word work as if
al this time that I’ ve spent in the office this last year has been areal damper for her.



“We talked about doing something at a later time with...everyone,” she motions to
Sam. “It just hasn't been a high priority for us. Maybe for an anniversary or
something, huh, babe?’ She looks up a me now and not for the first time has this
woman completely stunned me. | pull her in close, close my eyes, and kiss the top of
her head.

“Yes. Anything you want.”

“Mhmm, and what’s next for you two? Shall we be expecting some babies anytime
soon?’

Thank fuck | wasn’t sipping any champagne or Samantha would be wearing it right
now, but it doesn’t stop me from choking all the same.

“Samanthal” Camila playful scolds her. “I’'m no lawyer but if | could offer you any
advice, it would be to not ask other women about their plans to procreate.” Her smile
is forced but still so beautiful. Camila has left me dack-jawed and | have to force
myself to swallow. “But if you must know, | think we're going to start small. We just
went to a dog adoption event last weekend, so we may potentialy start with a fur
baby,” she saysin a sing-song voice.

Absolutely not. But Ismile anyway, because for all the money in this room right now,
| couldn't not smile at Camila.

“Well, you two really are something.” Samantha huffs and somehow |’ve forgotten
she was even here. “I need to make the rounds now. Enjoy your night.” She tilts her
champagne to us before stalking off.

| turn to Camila wrapping both my arms around her, as | bring my forehead to hers.
She closes her eyes and blows out along breath. “How’d | do?’ And for the first time
all night, her bravado falls alittle.



“I’d believe you,” | answer before pressing a soft kiss to her forehead and locking our
fingerstogether. “Let’sgo find areal drink at the bar.”

The people walking around with trays of champagne aren't going to cut it anymore.
I’ [l need something a little stronger to get through tonight.

“Uh, whisky neat, and a champagne please,” Camila orders for us, and | look at her
with a raised brow. “What? Your drink order isn't that hard,honey,” she says,
fluttering her eyelashes at me.

I’m aware that anybody in my office would know my drink order. I'm pretty sure the
bartenders at every restaurant in the city know my drink of choice. But something
about Camila knowing what | want hits me differently.

| feel a slap on my shoulder. “Ayye, look who finally decided to grace us with his
presence,” Jonas beams. With his arm wrapped around me, he holds up his glass and
nods to Camila. “Camila, you look stunning.” Before | know it, my elbow is jabbing
him in hisribs and he folds over with a grunt. “I was going to saythank youfor getting
everyone' s favorite asshole to show his face at one of these events for once, but now
I’m thinking you should have left him at home.”

To her credit, she purses her lips to the side trying to hide her smile.

“Here let's take a picture.” | move to stand behind Camila as Jonas raises his phone
with one hand and his glass again with the other. He snaps a quick photo of the three
of us before he starts typing away.

“Who are you sending selfies to Jonas?’ Camila giggles.

“Taylor,” he responds without looking up from his phone.



Camilaand | exchange a glance and judging by the way her eyebrows squish together
| conclude she wasn't aware her friend kept in contact with Jonas either. Before either
one of us can ask, Jonas is laughing, “Check this out.” He hands his phone to Camila
with a picture of Taylor on what I’'m assuming is a couch even though it looks more
like a pile of old blankets, holding up a beer bottle and a box of Chinese takeout. The
text reads ‘| hope you dance so much your feet blister. Call me later, I’m determined
to stay up till | finish season 4 tonight.”

Camila hands him his phone and he goes right back to texting.

“Why is Taylor sending you selfies?’ she asks.

“Oh apparently she's never seenBuffy,and | got her hooked last weekend but since |
had to beheretonight and she wanted to keep watching, | told her she could but only if
she sent pictures of her live reactions so | wouldn't missit.”

I’'m glad Camila is able to carry this conversation because I'm at a loss for words.
Jonas doesn't have female friends. And he doesn't work this hard to seep with

someone either so I’ m left standing here scratching the back of my neck.

“What's your motive here, Jonas?’ Her eyes narrow into tiny dlits as she points a
finger a him.

Jonas finishes typing his text before sliding his phone back into his jacket pocket.
“Relax, we're just friends.” His head tilts to the side with his signature smile.
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She eyes him cautiously before looking up to me for confirmation.

His eyes bounce between Camila and me and because he' s skittish and likely worried
about what I'll say, he foolishly blurts out, “And let's not throw stones, shall we?
Considering what you two are trying to convince everyone here of.”

| know he’sjoking because | know Jonas, but Camila doesn't and | can see her start to
turn inward a bit and the thought of her being embarrassed or unsure of herself has
my molars grinding. With my arm already wrapped around her shoulder | pull her in
closer. “Camila, did you know our friend Jonas here is one of thosecool guysthat goes
by his last name?’

“Ah fuck,” he mumbles, throwing his head back. “Should have known this shit was
coming.”

| move to grab his shoulder, maybe digging in a little too tightly. “Herbert Preston
Jonas the third, here.”

Camila's eyes widen and her jaw falls slack before she quickly shuts it and covers her
smile with her hand.

“You're an asshole, you know that,” he saysto me. | only offer him awide smile.

“Okay boys, while you continue to do whatever weird thing you're doing, I’m going
to head to the ladies room.” She hands me her drink, as she squeezes between us.

“Look for any single ladies for me while you're in there,” Jonas shouts after her.



She looks over her shoulder and gives alittle salute, “ Aye aye, Herbie.”

Hisjaw falls like he's deeply offended but | can’t help but burst into afit of laughter.

Camila

It feeldlike I’ ve walked a mile through the expansive hotel but | can still feel Miles's
laugh vibrating through my chest. It's a shame he's such a grump to everyone else
because | swear his laughter could cure depression.

| dlip into the bathroom that is no less extravagant than the rest of the hotel. There'sa
cushioned circle couch in the middle and a long vanity with gold-flecked mirrors
behind it. My face is flush and | wish | could just douse myself in some cold water,
but | settle for washing my hands and taking a few deep breaths. The heavy door
swings open and the room fills with giggling women. Three of them head to the stalls
in the far back to actually use the bathroom, while one sits waiting on the couch. Our
eyes meet in the mirror and her eyes bulge out before she recovers.

“Oh my god. Your Miles swife. Camila, right?’

I’ ve met so many people tonight that | honestly don't remember who is who anymore.
But | don't want to be offensive in case this is someone important, so | nod and give a
polite smile.

The woman struts over to me in her short black dress, extending her hand. “I’m Nina,
it's nice to meet you. | used to work with Miles.”

There is nothing inherently wrong with anything she's saying, but the way she's
looking me up and down has me a little on edge. | chuck it up to being an anxious
Annie, dry my hands, and extend one to meet hers. “Nice to meet you, Nina. You said
you used to work with Miles. Are you at another firm now?’



Her friends start filing out of the stalls as they look at her out of the corners of their
eyes.

“I am, | left Smith & Mitchell about six months ago. Enjoying my new firm a lot
more, that's for sure." She gives me a knowing smile. Although I'm clearly so far out
of the loop.

Like aflock, they head to the door. Before Nina exits she eyes me up and down once
more. “Well again, it was so nice to meet you, Camila.”

What the hell is with this lady?My mouth forms a tight line and | give a small wave
asthey exit.

| blow out a deep breath as | throw myself onto the couch, taking another minute to
myself since my first few were ruined.

Me

So like...what's up with you and Jonas? Y ou left out the part where you’ ve still been
talking to him?..

Taylor

Lmao. Did 1?

Me

Taylor!

Taylor
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?? Chill. I’'m just joking. We've hung out a few times, he's cool. That’sit. You know
me. No relationships going on over here.

Me

*raises a skeptic brow

Taylor

| loveit when you talk dirty to me
Me

Really? My eyebrows do it for you?
Taylor

Me

You'reinsane.

Taylor

Love you too.



| smile to myself as | slip my phone back into my extra tiny bag, straighten myself
out in the mirror, and head back out.

Looking around the crowded room, it shouldn't be difficult to find Miles, | seem to
have some kind of magnetic attraction to him. But | might be too focused on finding
him and less focused on what's right in front of me. | get knocked back when |
accidentally bump into a man who | don't recognize. His hand quickly grabs ahold of
my elbow so | don't go down.

“Oh! I'm so sorry,” | say, my cheeks heating in embarrassment.

“No. No.” His hand moves to my shoulder as he searches my eyes, likely wondering
if I’ve had too much to drink and need to be put in acab. | run a hand down my dress
and shake the nerves away.He grabs two glasses of champagne from a tray nearby,
and hands one to me. “My fault, | should watch where I'm standing.”

| take the glass and smile at this man who is clearly trying to make me feel better.

“I’'m Steven," he says with a handsome smile. “And | know for a fact | haven't met
you before because | would have remembered you.” His handsome smile looks alittle
more creepy now.

For the second time in five minutes, I'm having to force myself to be polite. The
worst thing | could do is be rude to someone who is important to Miles. | never want
to make him look bad, so | paint a smile on my face and make small talk.

Steven is hammering on about his multi-million dollar company that he supposedly
built all on his own, while | struggle to look engaged and search for Miles. I’m about
to excuse myself when | feel afamiliar heat burning into my neck. Discreetly, | dip
my chin to my shoulder and peek behind me. I'm not surprised at al to find Miles
leaning against the bar staring me down. We lock eyesin afamiliar way and it takes



me a minute to register that someone is saying my name.

| quickly turn my head back toward Steven. “I’m sorry. What?’

“l said, what do you do?’

“Um, well, I'm actually between jobs right now. | used to work for an investment
banking company, but it didn’t work out, and now I’ m just looking for the right fit for
me.”

I’m waiting for the right moment to excuse myself when Steven puts his hand on my
lower back. His cologne overwhelms me—he smells like insect repellent and not a
natural one either. The pressure on my back tightens when he pulls me into him, and
aslimy smirk spreads across his face. “Well, if | had any sense | would take you
outside to finish this conversation.”

“1f you had any sense you would take your hands off my wife.”

Miles's deep voice is rough behind me, | can feel his hard body pressed flush to my
back and | fall into it with instant relief.

Steven takes a step back, tilting his head up to look at Miles and he extends his hand.
“Miles Cameron, haven't seen you at one of these eventsin awhile. So long, in fact, |
guess | wasn't aware you weremarried.”

Miles leaves Steven’ s hand outstretched. He wraps one hand around my waist and the
other rests on my bare shoulder. The weight of it seeps al the way down to the
bottom of my stomach and it’s a good thing he left him hanging. | have no doubt that
would have been a bone-crushing handshake.

Steven thankfully takes the hint. “Okay, well this has been wonderful,” he snips



before turning on his heels and charging off.
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When | turn in Miles's arms to face him, a muscle in his jaw twitches, and his eyes
are so dark they’ re borderline animalist. | bring my hand up to cup hisjaw, feeling his
stubble beneath my hands, “Hey, are you okay?’ | ask gently.

Still eyeing the path that Steven headed down, Miles fumes, “I should follow him and
tear that little shit apart for touching you.”

“It's okay.” I'm not sure if it's from the immediate relief | felt when he showed up,
the way his scruffy face feels under my touch, or the way his dark eyes are now
burning into me but | feel ashift in him.

“Let'sgo, Camila,” he grunts.

“Where are we going?’

“1t seems you need to be reminded of who you’ re married to.”

My heart pounds violently against my chest as Miles takes my hand and stalks out of
the crowded room.

Miles

| was standingat the bar with Jonas listening to him ramble on about findingsomeone
to take home tonight when my eyes found Camila talking with Steven McCorkle. Ice
rattled against the glass from how tightly | gripped my drink. Blood rushed to my ears
and when he put his grimy hands onmyCamila, something in me snapped. All | saw
was red and | was across the room in seconds. It feels as if everything from my



muscles to my thoughts have been tethered down by a string that's been slowly
fraying. My body is practically vibrating from the tension, I’'m pulled so taught right
now and the only thing keeping me the dlightest bit grounded was the feeling of
Camila s body sinking into mine.

| can't think. | can’'t concentrate as the blood still roars through my ears. I'm all but
sprinting down the hallway with Camila's feet close behind me. When | find the
room I’m looking for | throw the door open and check the stalls before slamming the
door shut and locking it.

| prowl towards Camila, taking my time as | loosen my tie. Her chest lifts slightly as
she steps back into the vanity behind her. One look at her knuckles turning pale as
she clutches onto the counter gives away her calm facade.

“Miles, I'm sorry if | upset you.” Her breath is shaky. “I wasn't sure who was
important to you or who | should be trying to impress.”

And that frayed string that was holding me together snaps. This perfect woman thinks
she needs to impress people because ofme.l did this.

| clear the last inch of space between us, gripping her hips in both hands. Searching
her face, waiting for her to refuse this. But when her chin lifts and her eyes burn into
me with a combination of lust and anticipation, my hold on her tightensand | spin her
around. Her eyes snap open wide, hands shooting up to the mirror. A flame ignites,
burning hot and bright in my stomach. My left hand sinks into her hair and | tug her
head back, resting it on my shoulder. | trail my nose down the column of her neck
devouring her scent. When a subtle shudder racks through her, | stop and swipe my
tongue at the sensitive spot of her neck. “You misunderstand me, mi esposa,” |
whisper against her skin. “I’'m not mad atyou.Even though | should be mad that
you'’ ve been teasing my cock in thisdress all night.” | keep one hand locked tightly in
her hair and drag the other aong the front of her thigh, digging my fingers into her



hips at the top. “I'm angry because some piece of shit thinks he can touch what's
mine.”

Her skin breaks out in tiny goosebumps. “Y ours?’ she shudders.

“You'remywife, Camila. And | don't mind reminding you of that.”

“H-how?’ Her eyelids begin to flutter as her ass involuntarily presses into me.
Searching.

“You're going to watch as | make you come.”

Her eyes snap open and meet mine in the mirror. “Miles...” she breathes.

“That's right. And the next time you say my name it will be somewhere between a cry
and a scream. Now, spread your legs.”

My grip on her hip tightens but to her credit, she slides her legs out wider for me. A
static shock runs through the palm of my hand as | drag it through the dlit of her
dress, up and down her warm, smooth leg. My fingers dance along her inner thigh
before trailing back up to the center of her underwear. I'm met with lace fabric. My
eyes roll and | can't help the grunt that forms at the back of my throat as | drop my
face to her neck. “Did you wear these for me, Camila?’

“1—" Her eyes flutter closed and | give her pussy atight little slap causing her to jerk
forward.

“If you're going to remember whose wife you are, you need to watch. Now, tell me,
who did you wear thistiny scrap of fabric for?’

11 You.l’



Her raspy voice has my fist flexing. My knuckles drag up her dit finding her
underwear aready soaked through. “Look how wet you are.” Her teeth pierce her lip,
in an effort to stifle her cries and | hook my middle finger through her underwear
before dliding them to the side. “Is this all for me?’ The air in the room grows thick
but her head dips forward subtly nodding yes. My middle and ring fingers split her
lips and | dlide them up and down, catching her clit in between and giving it alittle
squeeze.

“Oh my God,” she whimpers. | press a kiss to the dip where her neck meets her
collarbone and slide my hand down to her entrance.

She's so fucking wet.

My finger dlips inside her easily and | add another. | know | shouldn’t be doing this,
but right now | can’'t think of a single clear thought as Camila pulses around me.
Every squeeze has my cock twitching, straining against my pants.

She might only be my wife on paper but now isn’'t the time to think about why that
makes my skin sweat. My breath turns ragged as | continue to pump inside her. The
logical part of my brain tells me to stop, but every fiber of my being is forcing me to
keep going. | bring my thumb to her pulsing clit and stroke it back and forth. The way
she grips my fingers tells me she's close and fuck, do | wish it was my cock she was
riding instead.

“Oh, fuck, Miles, | think... I'm?>—"



Page 36

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 2:38 am

| pull my fingers out and she yelps, “No! What are you?—7?"
“Turn around.” My voiceisasdeep as| wish | wasinside her.

Her eyes stay on mine through the mirror a moment longer before she turns her body
to face me. | pull her body flush with mine, my cock now pressing into her stomach
through my pants. My face hovers over her and to my surprise, she doesn’'t shy away
from the prolonged eye contact.

If there was ever atime to stop, it would be now. “Camila?—"

Her lips crash into mine. It's not gentle; she's no longer exploring. Her mouth parts
open and | pull her bottom lip into mine, nipping and sucking. A faint metallic taste
coats my tongue. As our tongues tease each other the moment of doubt | had flies out
the window. There’' s no going back now.

| pull back,fuck she's so beautiful.Her bottom lip is fuller now and a deep red color
fills her cheeks. | drop to my knees in front of her and slide the bottom part of her
dress out of the way. Finally, face to face with her pussy, | can't waste my time
taking off the lace fabric. | slide my index fingers down her center andrip a hole in
her underwear. She's glistening for me.

Her smooth ankle feels so delicate in my hand. | drag my fingers up her calf, lifting
her leg before | drape it over my shoulder, and slowly begin licking my way up her
thigh.

“Wait!” Her cold hands reach between her and grab the sides of my face. | pause,



looking up at her. Maybe she's stronger than | am. Maybe she's going to tell me to
stop. That we can’t do this. I'm ready for anything, but then she says, “1—I’ve never
done this before.”

Anything but that. | swear | hear aringing in my ear as if abomb just went off. My
insides go feral. I'm not areligious man, | don’t believe in alot of things, but at this
moment | have to believe in something. Because on what planet would | get to be the
first person to get to make her fall apart like this?

| feel the absolute wickedness in the smile that comes over me. “ Then you better hold
on tight.” | begin peppering kisses along her inner thigh. “Camila...” She makes a
sound somewhere between a “huh?’ and a moan. “Eyes on me.” | flatten my tongue
and run a path all the way up to her clit, lapping up her arousal.

“Oh fuck!” she screams as her hips buck forward.

| pull her into my mouth, relishing in her taste. When her hands find my hair and her
nails dig in, | wonder if she can feel me smile against her. Her body begins to wither
beneath me, “It’'s too much,” she says, shaking her head back and forth. | grip her ass
with one hand to steady her, “Please!”

“Please what, Camila?’ My other hand slides up to tease her entrance.

Her glossy eyes fixate on me. “| need to come.”

Her words are my undoing. | thrust both fingers in, curling them, hitting that spot
hidden inside her while my tongue continues toroll over her clit. My chest goes
weightless as her body trembles. She comes apart before me but | don't stop. |
continue to fuck her with my tongue as she cries my name over and over while
continuing to squeeze and soak my fingers.



When she’s rung out the last of her orgasm, | stand making quick work of my zipper.
My throbbing cock springs out of my briefs, smacking my stomach. Camilas eyes
turn dark. She still hasn't caught her breath but her tongue still swipes along her
bottom lip anyway. As tempting as her mouth is—and trust that | would do vile
things to have the pleasure of her mouth on me, that’s not why | brought her in here.
And | won't et her forget why we're here.

Reaching between Camila’'s legs, | swipe my hand up her inner thighs, soaking up

what’s left of her arousal. My hand drags up until | reach her dripping pussy and she
jerks at the touch. Her eyes go wide when | hold my hand out in front of her.

“Spit.”
Her heavy breathing catches as her stare darts between my eyes and my hand. I'm
about to do it myself when she surprises me by dipping her head to my palm, eyes on

me, and in the most demure way possible, she spitsin it.

A deep rumble vibrates in my chest at the sight. Her breathing slows while her chest
rises and fallsin a deeper rhythm now and alighter blush paints her cheeks.

| grab a hold of my shaft, and stroke it at an unbearably slow pace because if | add
any kind of pressure I’ m absolutely going to be a two-pump chump.

“Hearing you beg for what you want made me so fucking hard.”

Pump pump.

“It's not your job to please anyone, you understand me? Everyone else needs to get
on their goddamn knees for you. None of them matter.”

Stroke.



“Seeing you in that dress tonight, knowing you wore that underwear for me, feeling
how wet you were...”

Her eyes go from confusion to understanding to bold and | can feel my own orgasm
building. My lower back is on fire, tingling in anticipation.

“Whose wife are you, Camila?” I'm panting now, my strokes turning into
uncontrolled jerky movements.

Her eyes focus intently on me as she dlides the strap of her dress down her arm and
pulls the front of her dress down, exposing her full breasts to me. Her dress hangs at
her waist and it's my turn to be shocked when she leans back against the vanity.
“Yours”

It takes two seconds and one last stroke and | blow all over her chest and stomach.
Dark spots threaten the corners of my eyes but | quickly blink them away and slow
my breathing down in time to watch Camila' s jaw fall. She's likely in shock from the
way | just fucked my hand and spilled my cum all down her chest. But my breath
stalls when she brings one of those polished fingers over her breast. She slides her
rock-hard nipples between her fingers, coating them in the mess | made.
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| lean forward, running my tongue along her bottom lip, letting her taste herself
before | drop my forehead to hers. An hour from now I'll dwell on the fact that | lost
control and see this for the mgjor fuck up it is. But right now, I’m going to ignore it
and embrace this.

Camila

A warm late-morningbreeze flows through the open bedroom window. When | open
my eyes the sheer white curtains are blowing across the peaceful room. | focus on
nothing outside, taking note of how relaxed my body is. Asif I’'m floating on a cloud
in adream-like state.

For approximately forty-five seconds.

My breath catches and my stomach flips at the memory of last night. | can still feel
the rough heat from Miles's palm as he dragged me out of the party and into the
bathroom. Every nerve in my body sparked in response to his touch. From the slow
caress of his mouth on my neck to the way his fingers tugged my hair at the root. My
eyes sgueeze shut and | can see his black-as-night eyes as clearly as if he were in
front of me right now. The hairs on my arms are aert at the memory of the way his
eyes burned into mine when he got down on his knees.

I’ve never had a sexual experience like that before. | might not be a virgin but I'm
definitely not the most experienced either. I’ ve only been intimate with men | wasin
arelationship with so it’s definitely been awhile. | never thought sex was something
that | missed but now I'm startingto think it's because I’ve never given a lot of
thought to what | might enjoy. Likely because | know | would never be brave enough



to ask for it.

I’m a people pleaser to my core, something |’ ve known about myself for along time.
But now I’'m wondering if that's something that’s stopped me in more areas of my
life than | realized.

Rolling over onto my back, | stroke the linen duvet cover beneath my fingers. My
legs become restless and the familiar feeling of anxiety begins to work its way
through my body. I'm worried about what last night meant, or worse, what it didn’t
mean. I’ve felt the tension building between us for weeks, it's amost palpable. |
would be able to handleit if last night was just the cap blowing off, releasing some of
that pressure. But the truth is, for whatever reason | can’'t explain, | like Miles. I've
thought about him as more than the guy that | made some strange arrangement with.
Luckily every time I’ ve caught myself having thoughts of him, I’ve always been able
to remind myself that he made it very clear he would never want anything more. But
his actions contradict his words. And if he did want something more than our
agreement, would | be able to offer him enough?

My stomach begins to turn and I’'m plagued with worry around all the unanswered
questions. Will this change our relationship? Will he think it was a mistake? Do |
think it was a mistake? Was it a one-time thing or do | wish it were more? Will | be
okay if he doesthink it was a mistake?

Anxiety is a weird thing because the last thing | want to do is leave this bed right
now. However, staying in bed and letting the thoughts fester is just as bad, but | can't
stop myself. It's a feeling I've never been able to properly voice, like dread, but
heavier.

| focus on the palm frond painting above my dresser—the intricate veins of the leaves
and the way the gold foil paint helps pull the eyes to the deep green colors. | trace the
lines with my eyes over and over again until my tired mind finally pulls me back to



Sleep.

When | wake again,it's dark. The breeze blowing through my cracked window now
has a deep chill. My eyes adjust to shadows in the dark room only being lit by the full
moon outside. Slowly, | peel myself off the mattress and slide to the edge of the bed.
| can't tell if I'm actually feeling better or if I'm just so out of it from a full night of
sleep and then sleeping the day away.

My phone lights up on the dresser and | grab it on my way to the bathroom. 8:30
p.m.Holy shit.I have one missed call from Taylor and one from my mom. | definitely
don't have the energy for any of that right now so | set my phone down on the counter
and leave it there,

The warm water plops down on my skin and then washes over me. The shampoo
begins to sud in my hair and | can feel the phantom touch of Miles's fingers gripping
me. My stomach flips twice before I'm able to steady myself enough to rinse off.
When | get out, the rumbling of my stomach echoes off the bathroom walls. It's an
effort to get dressed, but | dlide into a new pair of silk pgama shorts and another
oversized crewneck. Water continues to drip down from my hair onto my chest, |
give it one more squeeze with the towel before | make my way downstairs.

| pause halfway down the stairs, listening for any signs that Miles is home. The hum
of the refrigerator and my heartbeat are the only sounds filling the air. The recessive
lighting under the cabinets in the kitchen is soft but in the dark space they light up the
room enough, so | pad barefoot into the kitchen.

| search the pantry for any kind of food that would be considered ‘ storm shelter food'.
All it takes is seeing rows of glass containers of oats, flour, and pasta to remember
I’m living with a billionaire whose private chef prepares him things that, although
delicious, just aren't what I’'m craving now. | audibly huff my annoyance when |
realize I’'m not going to find a cup of noodles in here and | move on to the



refrigerator.

It takes a lot of digging, but | finally find some string cheese. That and a piece of
toast will have to do. | move to the island where the bread box is and drop my string
cheese when | notice Miles sitting in the dark living room across from me.

“Jesus. You scared the shit out of me.” My hand instinctively clutches at my chest.
“What are you doing there?’

“1 was going to give you another thirty minutes before | sent someone into your room
to check on you.”

“Someone like who?” My voice comes out louder than | intended in the otherwise
silent room.

“l don't know. Animal control maybe? Let them know | have a bear hibernating in
my guest room.”

| cock my head at him but otherwise ignore him and go back to making my toast.

“Camila.”

My tense shoulders soften with his tone. It's as if | let go of a breath that has been
stuck in my chest for twenty-four hours. His hand swirls the dark amber liquid in his
crystal glass and | watch the column of his neck work when he throws all the contents
back in one large swallow. My chest does a somersault when | think of what else his
mouth can do and | quickly try to force down the dry lump in my own throat.

I’m desperate to end the tension between us but | don't feel brave enough to ask my
burning questions so | play it safe. “So who's Nina?’ His full eyebrows bunch
together as he tilts his head. “Nina. | ran into her in the bathroom last night,” | clarify



before pausing at the memory of what happened later. “ She definitely knew you and
her friends seemed, | don't know? Strange? | could be in my head, but | felt like they
were giving me weird |0oks.”

“They shouldn't have.” He runs an aggravated hand over his jaw. “Nina used to be a
paralegal at the firm, she wasn't subtle about wanting to go out or anythingelseshe
wanted to do with me. She used to show up at restaurants and bars that Jonas and |
would frequent after work.”

The idea of him with another woman shouldn't hurt me but...| shake the thoughts and
quickly place my bread in the toaster. I'm counting on the fact that if | fill my
stomach with food, the sad, empty feeling in it will go away. “Is she a scorned
lover?’ | swallow down the discomfort in my chest and force my tone to remain
casual.

“Absolutely not. | don't hook up with anyone more than once, et alone people | know
I’ll see again. She had a going away party at a restaurant a few months back, | think
she was offended that | wouldn't bring her home that night either.” He shrugs. “She
scored with Jonas though.”

My stomach drops and | want to hide. | know he isn’'t looking for a relationship. |
didn’t expect what happened last night to lead to one, but hearing him say this
practically confirmsit was nothing more than a one-time thing for him.

“Come here.” His head tilts, motioning for me to come sit next to him. The dread is
heavy in my legs as | walk over to the chair across from him. His hand snakes around
my wrist in a silent ask to sit next to him. A metallic taste fills my mouth and only
then do | realize the small hole I’ ve chewed off from the inside of my cheek. Curling
my legs up under me | take a seat beside him on the couch.
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“Do you want to talk about it?’ Hisvoiceislike gravel.
Yes. No. Fuck, | don’t know.l wasn’'t expecting him to be so bold and just bring it up

like that. The sound of the toaster pops in the distance but I've completely lost my
appetite now so | ignoreit.

“Not yet,” | whisper.
He nods his head and bends forward towards the coffee table, the hem of his shirt
rises, revealing a sliver of his lower back and my mouth goes dry as images of last

night, tornado around my mind.

| twist my wet hair into a low bun as he sets my computer in my lap. “What's this
for?’

“1 figured now would be a good time to find out my enneagram.”

A grateful smile spreads across my face because | know he's doing anything he can to
make me feel comfortable. And if he's trying so hard, then maybe he doesn’t think
last night was a mistake. | let my body relax a little more as | sink further into the
couch and fire up my laptop.

“1 have avivid imagination.”

Miles throws his head back pretending to be annoyed. “Oh my god. All these
guestions are the same, | don't know.”



“Okay, I'll say neither agree nor disagreeagain.” | throw a pointed glance at him.
“Next question. | show two different sides of myself to different people.”

“Strongly agree.” His eyes fixate on mine causing my entire body to feel like I'm
being engulfed in flames. | don't need to ask to know that he's referring to me. It's
obvious to anyone witheyes that he' s different around me than he is with anyone else.
| should have come out of my room a lot sooner because just being around Miles
relaxes mein away I’ ve never felt before.

“You know what? | don't need this test to tell me, you're an eight,” | say closing my
laptop.

“What about you? What does the test say about you?’

| fill my cheeks with air before blowing it out with a heavy sigh. “The condensed
version | guess would be gentle and nurturing. A ‘yes person, someone who will take
care of everyone else before themselves and at the core, my basic desire is to be
loved.” The second the words are out of my mouth | wish | could take them back. It
feelstoo vulnerable.

“Hmm,” his eyes narrow in deep thought. “And do you agree with all of it?’

“There s definitely alot more that goes into it than just that.” | turn to face him. “But
for the most part, yeah, | think so.”

“And what type are you most compatible with?’Eight.I stare at him unmoving, my
swallow audible.

“I"'m not sure,” | lie. His tongue swipes at his bottom lip before he pulls it between
his teeth and my chest lifts on a shaky inhale. His long legs are sprawled out
comfortable in front of him with an arm casually draped over the back of the couch. |



set my laptop down and scoot closer to him. | place my hand on his knee and he
drops our eye contact, concentrating heavily where my hand sits. When his body
stiffens | hesitate, losing some of my nerve. “Tell me something,” | say.

A long silent pause fills the room. His eyes remain on my hand and I’ ve gone back
and forth one hundred times on if | should move it, but | hold my breath and keep it
there. Waiting.

“1 really fucked up last night.”

I’ve never actually been hit, but | imagine this is what it feels like. | pull my hand
away asif I’ ve been burned and violently rear my body back.

His head falls back with a grunt before looking at me. “ Camila, 1?7—"

| hold up a hand to stop him, “No. You know what, | shouldn’t have said anything.” |
untangle my legs from under me and hastily move to get off the couch.

“You didn’t say anything.”

| don’t remember what | said or didn't say. All | can hear is aringing surrounded byl
really fucked up last night.I walk around the coffee table trying like hell not to fall
because I’m not even sure my brain is connected to my muscles anymore.

“Camila, wait. That's not what | meant.”

“Please. Let's not do this. We have afew weeks left before we can do anything about
our situation,” |1 wave a hand between us. “And you were right before, we shouldn’t
complicateit. It’s not a secret we might have had alittle attraction to each other in the
beginning but I’ ve definitely worked that out of my system now. So, we're good. Let's
just leave it at that. Please?’



His lips pull dlightly down and his intense stare is too much for me to bear. He opens
his mouth once and | look away.

“Okay...” Hisvoiceisdull and my eyes close for a brief moment before | hurry to the
stairs. | don’'t need to look back to know his eyes are following me.

Staying in bed this morning and worrying about this exact outcome couldn't have
prepared me for how terrible it would actualy feel. I'm crushed and embarrassed.
Mostly I’'m annoyed that | even let myself believe last night would have changed
anything.I’ve slowly been allowing myself to search for the things | didn't know |
wanted, and the first thing | decide | want tells me a night with me was a mistake. But
he did tell me from the very beginning this would never be anything more than a
business deal and | would be better off remembering that from now on.
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Camila
“It says hereyou were at your last company for five years?’

“Yes. That's correct.” I'm lucky my bones haven't snapped from how hard | am
twisting my fingersin my lap.

“Okay great.” Mr. Moris flips over his stapled stack of papers while simultaneously
grabbing a pen. “And Camila, what would you say your greatest weakness is?’

| should have canceled this interview the minute | woke up this morning. | was
mentally drained. Instead, | laid in bed for twenty minutes, imagining a life where |
was the type of person who could cancel anything last minute. Specifically an
interview for ajob that | don’t want.

My face starts to heat because even though | don't careif | get thisjob or not | still
want this man to be impressed by me, to like me. “Well,” | shift around in my
seat.Fuck. Cam down.The stale air is making it difficult to breathe. The moment |
recognize the panic building inside my chest | start sweating and my voice comes out
shaky. “I have a hard time saying no,” | manage to get out. “But it's something |
recognize about myself and I’ ve been working on it.”

“Great. And what are some steps you’ ve taken to begin working on that? Because Il
be honest, we're a fast-moving ship here at LG & Co. and we tend to just pile on the
work and it’s up to each individual employee to know their limits. Especially before
they get to that breaking point, you know?’ His carefree chuckle has my nails digging
tiny crescent moons into my palms. The sound of my thrumming heart battles the



buzz of the fluorescent lights overhead and | have approximately two minutes left in
me before | run out of herein tears.

| can't even tellmyselfno, let alone others and it’s a bullshit lie that I’ ve been working
on that at all.

“Well let’sjust say it’s an ongoing learning experience for me.”

His lips press together in a straight line before looking down at his papers and
shuffling them around. “Well, | think that's al | have on my end, do you have any
questions for me?’

| shake my head harder than necessary, desperate to get out of here. I've made a
complete fool of myself. | know it and Mr. Moris knows it. He moves to stand,
reaching his hand across his desk. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ms. Sanchez. We'll
be in touch.” | give an embarrassingly weak shake and force a smile before | turn to
leave.

My heels clack on the marble floors as | dash through the lobby. Desperate to get
outside. | can’t get through the revolving door quickly enough. As soon as my feet hit
the concrete outside, my shoulders rise on a massive inhale. But not even the fresh air
Is enough to get the oxygen needed to my lungs.It’s over. Breathe.Y ou’ll likely never
have to see that stranger again. The job wasn't for you so who cares what he thinks.*|
don’t give afuck if someone likes me or not.’Miles swords ring in my head. It was a
bad interview for ajob | didn’t want. The strain on my chest is still present but not as
painful as| let those words sink in.

When | decidedto take the long way home | didn’t take into account that | was
wearing my interview heels and not my sneakers. The pinching pain digging into my
toesisasick distraction until my phone vibrates against my side.



Hobbling a few steps | make it over to an outdoor bistro and sit at an empty table
before digging through my bag. I’ ve taken so long that when | finally find my phone |
answer it without even looking to see who's calling.

“Mijal” My stomach churns and my only saving grace is that I’'m sitting down.
“Hello?’

“H-hi mom,” | answer, clutching my purse in adeath grip to my chest.

“Hi honey, how are you?’

“I'm...” I’'m having adifficult time breathing. “I’m good. How are you?’

“Busy, busy as usual.” A waiter comes over to my table and | feel guilty for sitting
here, not ordering anything so | cover the speaker of my phone and mouth ‘coffee,
black’ and when she doesn’'t reply with an over-the-top smile, a cartwheel, or a
‘great’, | assume she hates me and | begin picking at a notch in the table. “Are you
there, mija?’

Moisture begins to burn behind my eyelids. | haven't talked to my mom other than a
few texts here and there over the last few weeks. | tried afew times. The least | could
have done was let her know | left my job and I’'m looking for a new one. Every time |
picked up the phone to make that call | saw the disappointment across her face. |
heard her asking a million questions that | either didn’t have the answers to ordidand
couldn’t stomach telling her the truth. The nausea rolled so heavily that it was enough
to make me put the phone down every time.

“Yeah.” The high pitch of my voice trying to fight back the cry is threatening to give
me away. “I’m actually out to lunch with Taylor right now, and it’s just kind of hard
to hear.”



“Okay, honey. Give me acal later then, yeah?’

“I will.”

“Tell Taylor, | said hi. | love you, both.”

“Loveyou too, Mom.”

| drop my phone in my purse and put my head in my hands, focusing on my breath.
The clink of my coffee hitting the table forces me to look up in time to see my
walitress already heading back inside. | pull out cash to cover my drink and atip and

leave it next to the full cup.

Between the interview from hell and a phone call from my mom, caffeine is the last
thing my anxiety needs right now.

Miles

“One, one two, five two!”

Sweat is dripping into and burning my eyes as our coach, Ray, calls out
combinations.
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“One one two! Five two three!”

We've been at this for almost an hour, but I'm so full of pent-up energy that even
now when | should be exhausted and have nothing left in the tank I’'m still throwing
out punches at full force and unfortunately for Jonas, he's taking the brunt of it.

“One two one two! Good. Nice job today, boys.” Ray gives us both afist bump from
the side of his palm as he leaves Jonas and me to cool down.

“S0...what's up? Y ou want to talk about why you're so on edge today?’
“No.”

“Cool. How about why you've blown off our sessions the last two days and have had
your ass parked in your office with Talan out front like a member of the secret
service?’

| continue to untie my wraps as quickly as | can so | can get the fuck out of here. |
don’t bother responding to him. Through the corner of my eye | make out the little
smirk that hits hisface and | know he's not going to let any of this go.

“Okay, then let's talk about where you and the Misses vanished off to the other night.
| saw you drag her away from McCorkle and didn't see either of you the rest of the
night. What happened?’

What happened was | lost my shit. | dragged her to the bathroom, where | demolished
the line between a business relationship and something else. And not only that, but |



wanted to. | wanted to cross that line. | wanted her and fuck, if I'm being honest with
myself, I’vebeenwanting her. The problem is | thought | could get her out of my
system. | thought my desire to have her body under me, my hands and mouth
roaming every inch of her would be enough. But it's not. It's like somehow she's
worked her way into every part of me, filling my thoughts in ways I’m not used to.
And now | want her in ways | never thought | would want someone.

When | told her | fucked up, | meant that | should have had a conversation with her. |
should have made sure we were on the same page. | could have taken her home and
fucked her right. Instead, | waited until the pressure got too heavy, and | popped off
like alion let out of acage.

“Dude...” Jonas says waving his hand in front of my face.

Just thinking about Camila calms me down and spins me out all at the same time. “I
don't know what you want me to tell you. We left early. And I’ ve been busy.”

He scoffs at my vague answer. “Bullshit.”

Our session might be over but | give him the look that tells him 1’1l go another round.
Unfortunately for me, he's like a dog with a bone and | know he's not going to drop
this.

“Alright look, | didn't want to say anything the other night, but if your piss poor
mood has anything to do with Camila, I’ ve gotta say it now...” | shove my wrapsin
my bag while he continues to stand there with his hands on his hips trying to hide
hisdumb-ass smile. “Y ou like her.”

| wish he would let that smilerip so | could knock it off his face.

“I know the almighty, anti-feelings, no relationship having, Miles Cameron might not



know what it feels like tohavefeelings, so if you're confused bro, it'saright.” He slaps
my shoulder and | actually snarl at him. “But serioudly, | think it's good. Camila's
great, and you're...alright. If you like her, | think you should see where it could go.”

“It's not going to go anywhere,” | snap at him.

Jonas hangs his head and comes to sit by me on the bench, his face serious now.
“Miles, | know you never wanted to be in arelationship because of your parents?—"

My back goes rigid at his words, and not because we've never talked about my
parents before, but | guess out of habit.

“But not every relationship is a mirror of another one. If it was, nobody would be
happy.” When | don't respond he lets out a breath. “1I’'m just saying you could have
something real with her if you wanted.”

“Even if | wanted to, she doesn’'t. She told me so last weekend, and she’'s been
avoiding me since, so drop it.”

“If she said that, and you believed her, then you haven’t been paying attention to the
way that girl looks at you.”

| want to believe him. | want to ask him how she looks at me. But | know all it will
do will make me more interested in someone who told me to forget about it. So
instead | throw my bag over my shoulder and storm out into the foggy morning chill.

“First,] want to say thank youto everyone who attended the fundraiser this past
weekend. I’'m aware it's not a competition but if it were, | would be proud to say that

our firm put up the most money out of any other firm in attendance.”

All twenty people sitting around the massive conference room table smile and clap. |



on the other hand only notice that Smith is back in attendance for this mid-week
senior partner meeting. It goes without saying that if 1 convinced Samantha that my
marriage is legitimate, | could be walking out of here as the new name partner. If |
didn't, al eyes will be on me because the rumor mill hasn't let up over the weeks.
Whispers about my title have been spreading like wildfire according to Talan.

“Second, we have some very exciting news today.” Sam’'s smiling but all her teeth
are showing which tells me it's forced. And since she hasn’t bothered to look at me,
for the first time, I’'m nervous. “After many meetings and careful consideration, we
are happy to announce our new name partner, Miles Cameron.”

Internally, | let out a huge sigh of relief and brace my elbows on my knees, but
outwardly | barely give anything more than anod, and at that, all eyesin the room are
on me. Some genuinely happy, some skeptical or confused, but everyone claps
anyway and shakes my hand in congratul ations.

“Smith & Mitchell is officially Smith, Mitchell, & Cameron as of today, and it is our
hope that the transition goes smoothly for everyone.” She finally looks at me but her
eyes are more threatening than congratulating. So | lean back in my seat, the picture
of unaffected, and give her awinning smile.

Camila
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“Wills is kind of hot,in like awho's your daddykind of way, no?’ Taylor leans over,
whispering to me in the back seat.

| roll my lips between my teeth, bringing my hand to my forehead. “Please don't.”
She backs up to her side of the car. She shrugs. “What?’

I’ ve been in hermit mode since the interview from hell. And | haven't seen Miles in
two days. When he texted me to meet him out tonight, he neglected to mention that it
was a celebration for such a huge accomplishment. | only found out from Taylor who
found out from Jonas.

As the car pulls up outside the bar, | look out the window and my fingers twist my
ring back and forth. I’ve been telling myself I’ve been avoiding Miles since my
interview but truthfully | would have avoided him after that night anyway. | let
myself catch feelings for him and the regjection stung more than | anticipated. |
shouldn’t be avoiding him though. It's not his fault. He told me from the beginning
that he doesn't do relationships. And | don't need any more confirmation that | need to
keep my feelings in check. So I’ ve played it safe the last few days by avoiding him. |
think the close proximity and the tension have just been playing tricks on me. | didn't
plan to avoid him forever just long enough to get my mind—and libido—in check.

There's no avoiding him now though. As soon as we walk into the bar my eyes find
him. I'd like to think it's because of his sheer size he sticks out, or because he looks
sexy as fuck in his massive 6-foot-something frame wearing a three-piece suit and
standing at a tabletop next to the bar, but | know it's not. | would be able to find Miles
in a packed stadium. I'm attracted to him like a moth to a flame. His eyes find mine



and my legs still. | try to swallow the dry lump in my throat with only a second to
normalize my breathing before Taylor’s arm loops through mine and she pointsin his
direction. “Ah! There they are.”

My eyes never leave his as Taylor pulls us through the crowd towards the table.
“Hey! Congratulations, big guy!” She slaps his shoulder as she passes him to head
towards the bar where Jonas is standing.

Before I’ ve even set my clutch down, Miles s hand splays across my lower back as he
pulls me flush against his body and his mouth finds mine. His lips are soft.
Questioning. Asif in answer, my lips part on their own and invite him in. He gets the
message because a heartbeat later, his other hand cups my cheek, and his tongue
glides along my bottom lip, causing a soft moan to escape my mouth. One which he
quickly soaks up with a more forceful kiss. | immediately miss his touch when he
pulls back and looks at me. “I’ ve missed you.”

My eyes go wide and bounce back and forth between hiseyesand lips. “17—"

“Hey, congratulations Cameron!” A man in a suit claps him on the shoulder
interrupting my thoughts. He shakes the man’s hand while keeping his other hand
firmly planted on my back.

“Thanks, Dom. Did you get adrink?’

“Not yet, but | heard they were on you tonight.”

“The rumors are true.”

“Alright aright.” Dom smiles and shakes his hand again. “I’'ll be at the bar then.

Camila, it's nice to see you again.” He reaches his hand out and | give it a small
shake confused about where | would have seen this man before but | smile anyway



and he turnsto leave.

As | watch him head off, | look around for the first time and notice the room is full of
people | vaguely recognize.

A waliter arrives with a tray full of shots filled with a brown liquid. “ These are from
that table over there.” She points to a table surrounded by people sitting in a booth
behind Miles. He picks up one of the glasses and holds it up to them in thanks before
turning back towards me.

“Shot?”

“No thank you, | only do clear alcohol.” He doesn't drink his either, but instead putsit
back down on the tray with the others “Who are those people? They look familiar.”

“Some colleagues from the office. They were all at the fundraiser.”

Of course. This room is filled with people from the fundraiser. Meaning we're
surrounded by people he works with and the reason behind that kiss was nothing
more than for show. Disappointment floods my body but | recover quickly, throwing

apinched smile on my face.

Jonas and Taylor return with drinks but don't set them down. “Let’s go, the dart
boards are open,” Taylor says, motioning her head towards the back.

Miles leads the way and to play up my part | slip my hand into his. He looks back at
me and for some reason, his face seemsrelieved.

“Boys against girls?’ Jonas shouts.

“What do | get when | win?’ Taylor asks.



| look at Miles who's only trying to hold in his laughter. He seems so relaxed tonight.
Like the Miles that | know when it's just us alone together.

“How about a thousand bucks?’ Jonas asks, and my jaw drops but Taylor's eyes
narrow into tiny dlits.

“You'reon,” she says.

“Um, we don't have a thousand bucks to bet, Tay.”

“We don't need it. Wekill it at darts,” she says. “Alright, five minutes of practice, and
then you’ re going down, Jo-Bro.”

| step back, bumping into Miles's hard body. His arms wrap around me, steadying me
and his head dips to my shoulders. “Y ou’ ve been avoiding me, mi esposa.” My knees
threaten to buckle under me at the combination of the name and his touch.
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“I’vejust been busy,” | lie.
“Busy avoiding me?’

He turns me around to face him. “What do you want me to say? It's weird. | don't
know where we stand and | don't know how to act now,” | mumble, mortified that
I’m one, admitting this and two, doing it here in a crowded bar. He cracks a smile and
tugs me against him in a tight hug. My body melts into his and even though he hasn't
said anything, the tightness in my chest eases tremendously with the feeling of his
body pressed to mine, holding me, he's like my own personal weighted blanket.

“I"'m sorry if you've felt uncomfortable and | never want you to feel like you need
toactany certain way.” He pulls back just enough to search my face. “What do you
want, Camila? What will make you happy?” What | want is to go back in time. To
whenever | started having these weird feelings for him and tell myself it’s not going
to go anywhere. | want to tell him that this awkward place we've been in since the
fundraiser is killing me and | want to stop being confused, trying to differentiate
between what's real and what’ s not between us.

But since I'll never say any of that out loud— “I want us to get back to whatever our
version of normal is,” I mumble without looking at him.

“Okay done,” he shrugs. And my head snaps up to look at him.
“No, Miles.”

“What?’



“You can't just saydoneand it’s fixed.”

“Then tell me what you want me to do and I'll do it.” I might not know what | want,
but I'm not sure he knows what he wants either. He's constantly contradicting
himself—one minute he's starting to open up, and the next he's telling me that night
was a mistake. The fact is, Ihavebeen avoiding him. And | might be setting myself up
for failure here but | like being around him too much. I'd rather stuff my feelings for
him down to the deepest parts of myself, than avoid him anymore in hopes that those
feelings go away.

“I just want you to talk to me. Or at least do that annoying one-word answer to avoid
my questions thing that you do when | talk to you. Just something,” | say.

“Okay, let'stalk.” | eye him suspiciously as we sit down on a pair of stools nearby. A
minute passes and the corners of hislips start to twitch, like he’' s working overtime to
hide his smile. “So,” he begins. “What do you want to talk about?’ | roll my eyes and
shove his broad shoulder getting up from the stool.

“Wait, I’'m sorry. Come here,” he says, reaching for my arm. “Let's talk.” The
combination of the warmth from his hand wrapping around me and the way his eyes
are pleading with me causes me to melt. So once more | sit back down on my stool.
“Why don’t you tell me about the job interview you went to the other day.”

I’m caught off guard at the mention of that interview or how he even knows about it
but at least my stomach doesn’'t sink at the memory like | expected it to. “Who said |

had an interview?”

“Well, it's been a week since you said you applied.” My head tilts knowing there’s
more. “And | saw your little black heels on the floor the other day.”

| shake my head, not surprised by his attention to detail. But even though I’ ve moved



on from that particularly unpleasant day, | still don’t want to talk about it. “Alright,
well it doesn’'t matter because that would be me talking to you,again.”

“1t’ s just so much more enjoyable for me to hear you talk, though.” His hand rests on
my lap and | instinctively scoot closer to him. I’ve never been so attracted or wanted
to understand and be let in by someone so infuriating. He's saying all the right things
now but it doesn’t negate all the wrong things he’ s already said.

“Well, it doesn’t seem like we're getting anywhere or that we'll figure anything out
tonight, so instead, why don’t you tell me what your tattoo means now?”

“1 already told you what it means,” he whispers against my cheek.

“You told me the textbook definition.” His lips twist in thought as his thumb brushes
lightly over my thigh.

“You're up, Mila” Taylor's arm slings over my shoulders and she holds a handful of
dartsin front of me.

| take them, hopping off the bar stool and Miles follows close behind me as | make
my way to the battered old line of tape on the floor. | pull my arm back, squinting out
of one eye, aiming for the board. | feel the weight of Miles' s hands rest on my hips as
he whispersin my ear. “We'll figure it out, Camila. Together.” | let the dart fly.

“Bullseye!” Taylor shouts, running to give me a high five. “And that’s how it’s done,
boys.” She turns to Jonas who's standing there slack-jawed, and fires off finger guns.
“Pew Pew,” she sounds off before holstering her fingers.

“Alright relax, Annie Oakley. It’'s only the first round and you haven't seen what |
can do yet,” Jonas drawls.



“Well if you're so confident, let’s double the bet.”
Jonas's eyes narrow before he sticks out his hand for her to shake. “You're on.”

When | turn around Miles is aready sitting back down on his stool. My chest is still
sparking like a live wire a his words.Together.None of this has felt like it was for
show. No one could hear us, if he wanted to be performative, he could have been
whispering dad jokes in my ear for al these people would know. | hand my
remaining darts to Jonas and make my way over to where Miles is sitting. | stand
between his legs and his hands clasp together behind my back. Heat radiates through
my shirt and | can feel his touch down to my bones. My fingers dig into his thighs as
he leans forward and brings his lips to the corner of my mouth, leaving a trail of soft
kisses from my nose, to my forehead, and back down to my neck. “Let’s go home,”
he whispers.

The car ride home is so quiet | wonder if Miles can hear my thoughts. | don’t know if
it's the one watered-down drink | had almost three hours ago, or my own stupidity
that propels me to reach for his hand. But before | have time to question it, his big
rough hand is sandwiched between my cold, smaller ones.

“Do you always have these callouses?’ | ask, running my finger over the thick pads
on his palm.

“Mosgtly.”
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“From what?’

“You'd be surprised how many hours a week I’'m spinning that damn jump rope
before a boxing session,” he says, resting his head on the seat behind him.

We drive the next few blocks in a more comfortable silence. The dancing lights
outside reflect off the windows casting shadows across his sharp jawline. | watch
Miles stare aimlessly outside but after a moment | feel his hand tighten around mine.
“Jonas hustled me at poker one night,” he says. | frown at him confused but he stays
focused on the city outside. “We were in college and | won six games back to back.
During the last game, he lost al his money and | had the hand of a lifetime so we
made a bet.” His thumb brushes over the top of my hand where it still holds him in
my lap. | squeeze his hand back, waiting to find out where this story is going. “A
tattoo of the other person’s choosing.” My eyes blink rapidly and Miles finally looks
at me. “Needless to say, | lost. We went out that night because there was no way |
could be sober while getting a tattoo Jonas picked out. When we got to the tattoo
shop at 3 am. he fell asleep looking through the book. | could tell the artist was
getting annoyed and instead of leaving and coming back the next day—I chose the
dragon. | told him to make it different from the one in the book but other than that he
could do what he wanted with it. It wasn't until later that | found out what a Japanese
dragon tattoo symbolized.”

Considered to protect and guard families and homes.l remember what Miles told me
about his parents. I’ ve often thought about how he's told me from the beginning he
never wanted a relationship. Knowing a little bit about what he witnessed growing
up, it doesn’'t surprise me that he would have an aversion to relationships. His choice
could have very well been afluke. A random chance accident. But I'd like to believe



It was something more.

Our car pulls up outside his building, and Miles gets out, extending his hand to mine.
When my hand dlips into his, his grip tightens. His body towers over mine when he
reaches behind me to close the door. His head drops to the crook of my neck and |
inhale his homey smell while his lips graze across my ear. Every hair on my body
stands straight up as | hold my breath.

“No more avoiding me, Camila.” His fingers lock with mine and | stare at his
retreating back as we make our way inside.

Miles

“What—what is all this?’

Even with my back to her, | can hear the smile in Camila s soft voice. | turn from my
espresso maker to see her hand covering her mouth, which has fallen open with a
disbelieving smile. | look around the kitchen as Rosa pulls out a tray of hot muffins
with a mixture of blueberry and crumble on top. They really do look like something
out of a magazine. | can tell she's just as concerned with where she's going to put
them as | am. | look across the expansive kitchen isand and | can not see a single
square inch of the marble underneath. Everywhere | look there is some kind of
breakfast pastry. Hot butter, chocolate, and almond croissants. Coffee cake, scones,
cinnamon sticky buns, french apple turnovers, and some kind of strawberry jam
biscuits.

“Rosa... She got on one of her baking kicks again, | guess.”
“Ah, yes. It's concerning how often | wake up with the urge to turn your kitchen into

a pastry shop.” She whips her hand towel at me and rolls her eyes. “I’m going to put
these in the wash and then I’'m going home.” She fixes me with a stare asiif to tell me



she won't be back tonight. | don't blame her, | textedher late last night asking her to
come over and bake any and every kind of pastry she knew how. But when | look at
Camilawith that ear-to-ear smile on her face, it's completely worth it.

| hand her the hazelnut latte I’ ve made her while she grabs a blueberry scone and sits
down at the island. I finish making my own coffee before | come around to sit on the
stool beside her. “So, how are you feeling today?’ she asks, breaking off a piece of
her scone. “ After the promotion. | mean name partner. That's abig deal, right?’

Guilt sinks in my stomach like a boulder holding me down. Of course, | should be
excited about this. Her excitement for me would be contagious if | hadn’t known
about this for weeks. | don't mention that the officialness of it has been dependent on
whether or not | could convince my boss that this marriage was legitimate.

“lI mean my job is till the same, it's more so the prestige that comes with it, | guess.”
“So are you happy?’

Her guestion catches me off guard. “What?’

“l mean, at the end of the day, and bydayl mean, your life. In fifty years are you
going to point and sayThe day | got my name on the door was the peak highlight of
my life. That's what made me happyor is there more?’

If yesterday was supposed to be the peak of my life, then I’ve been doing it wrong.
Because after holding Camila in my arms at the bar last night, the partners meeting
with the official announcement wasn't even the peak of my day. And goddamnit, that

thought alone is alarming.

“1 used to think it would be.” | drink from my steaming mug before turning in my
stool to face her. “I’'m not sure anymore though.” She gives me a smile that doesn’t



quite reach her eyes. “Like | said, a lot of my goals in life have been dightly
misguided and lately it feels like maybe I’ ve focused and given my attention to things
that actually aren’t that important.” | don’t know why I'm saying any of this.
Especially because it's not so much my job that isn't as important as this never-
ending grudge that causes me to do things | never would have thought | would do.
But when | look at Camila her expression is thoughtful when she nods her head in
understanding. “What about you? What's the moment you're going to point to
knowing that was your highlight?’

Her middle finger idly runs along the rim of her mug, “I don’t know.”

“That seems to be your go-to answer.” Her finger stops as she audibly swallows.
“Okay then, where do you see yourself in fifty years?’

“Well, first of al, I've got at least sixty left in me. You're the elderly one in this
house.” She playfully bumps my knee with hers. “I guess, if | really think about what
would make me happy, | see myself as a happy little abuela. My kids and their kids
come over for Christmas dinner and | look over at my husband in our matching
pajamas and know that someone can be happy with me. And I’m not pretending to be
happy for someone else, | want to know in my bones that we're genuinely happy
together.”

“Y ou want your future husband to wear tiny silk pajama shorts?’

Her head falls forward when she laughs and |I'm positive there's never been a more
beautiful sound.

“Who knows, maybe in fifty years I'll be the gray sweatpant-wearing kind of girl.”
Her eyes dip to my sweatpant covered legs and the feelings of jealousy | have at the
thought of her life with someone else quickly turn into a feeling | can't for the lifeof
me figure out.



“I"d like to see that,” | say.

Her lips push into a small smile before she takes another small sip. “So, this isn’t
your usual coffeetime.”

“No. It's not. Jonas bailed on me this morning.”

“Ah. And I’'m assuming you don’t like to box with others?’

“Not particularly, no.”
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She nods her head in understanding. “Well, maybe you could come to yoga with me.
| think you'd really like Mira.”

The way her eyebrows wiggle tells me as beautiful as sheis, she'sfull of shit.
“You need to work on your tell, Camila.”

“My tell?’

“Y eah, the thing that gives you away.”

“And what gives me away?’ she puffs her chest out.

“Every facial expression you've ever made.”

Her eyes narrow in on me but | remain stoic. A few seconds later she gives up.
“Ugh.” Sherolls her eyes. “Fine, you know everything.”

| smile as she hops off the chair and starts heading back towards her room. “I'm
leaving in fifteen to go see Miraif you want to come.”

| watch her walk away. Realization dawnson me and | amost fall out of my chair.
Fuck.Hope. That feeling is hope.

“Let’sbegin.”



The brick room is surprisingly warm with dim lighting. Camila sits an arm’s length
away from me with her legs crossed under her and her eyes closed. Two other women
sit directly behind me and the instructor keeps motioning at me to close my eyes.

She rings a bell and for the next thirty minutes, | twist and stretch my body in ways
I’m not entirely sure it’s supposed to move. But the smile it brings Camila to watch
me struggle isworth it.

“Lower your body one vertebra at atime to take your final savasana.”

At therisk of Miraholding her hands over my eyes to force them shut, | take one last
peek at the woman lying to my right.

“Relax your mind.”

“Relax your forehead.”

“Y our cheeks, your jaw.”

| watch the musclesin Camila's face physically drop as she does what she’ s told.

And | close my eyes and listen to Mira's calming voice guide us through more
relaxation techniques.

“Relax your chest and your heart.”
My mind has been running wild and I've been blaming that confusion on what
happened between us last weekend. But the truth is, I’ ve caught feelings for Camila

and it happened before the fundraiser.

“Take aslong as you need here.”



| know she wants to pretend like it didn't happen but | can’t forget it and | don't want
to. I'm done playing games. If | want her to be bold and go after things she wants, |
need to do the same.

“When you're ready, slowly roll onto your side and moveto sit.”

Now | just need to help her figure out what she wants and hope like hell it's me.

“So Mirais...something.”

Camila's hand covers her mouth but | don’t miss the little snort she lets out. “I'm
sorry,” she says. “How was that downward-facing dog?’

“Oh, you mean when she came up behind me and pulled my hips into her like she
was trying to fuck me from behind?’ The laugh that rolls out of her is better than
anything I’ ve ever heard. People all around the pier turn their heads in our direction,
searching for the source of the melodic sound.
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Camila's feet stop moving and one hand grabs my bicep while the other wipes under
her eyes. “When | saw...” her legs cross and she folds over with laughter still holding
onto my arm for balance. “When | saw her come up behind you | had to look away.”

“Yeah well, she just went right in. No foreplay necessary for Mira.” Her laughter
turns soft as we move out of the way and stroll over to the pier railing.

The sun is warm on my back as we silently watch the boats sail across the bay.
Camila's fingers pick at the wood grain railing and | instinctively cover her hands
with my own. Her shoulders rise and fall before turning to face me. | know Camila
will never be the one to say something first. Not after she let her guard down and
tried to talk to me the day after the fundraiser. I’ ve been fuming for days knowing it
was just stupid miscommunication on my part, but if | want us to figure something
out moving forward, that’s got to be on me. | also know she's not written me off yet. |
could fedl it last night—there’ s something there—and no matter what brave face she
puts on, | knowshe's not oblivious to it. But | need to be the one to do this because
I’m done fighting it. | reach one hand up and rub my thumb between her furrowed
brows, trying to erase the crease that formed. My eyes briefly dip to her lipsthat | so
desperately want to pull onto my own. Her eyes are swirling with questions and | take
adeep pull of that citrusy patchouli scent that is her and find myself annoyed with the
wind and the Pacific Ocean that it dares try to mix with her scent.

“You'revibrating,” her voice trembles.
| mentally shake my head. When she takes a step out of my grasp | realize it was my

phone. | open my mouth to say something but she's already shifted her gaze back
towards the water. | close my mouth, pulling out my phone.



Unknown number

Miles, | saw the big news of your promotion. Congratulations, son.

All the blood quickly drains from my body. My hands go cold, and the black band
that usually sits firmly on my finger loosens. | stopped answering calls from Paul
Cameron in high school but he's continued to reach out. I’ ve heard updates on him as
well, enough to know he travels to the city often. But San Francisco is one of the
most populated cities in the United States. And even though | don’t answer his calls
or texts, I'm aware that he still checks up on me in other ways. It’'s been one of my
driving forcesto work as hard as | have all these years later. As ateenager, during my
parents divorce, | worked hard for their attention. As an adult, | worked hard as
afuck youto my dad.

And when | look at my phone once more, the sole reason | never wanted a
relationship stares right back at me.

When Camilalooks at me again, her eyes are bright. | pocket my phone and clear my
throat. “ Ready?’

Her eyelashes flutter as she blinks rapidly and | don’t miss the way she drags her
palms along her leggings. “Umm, ye-yeah.”

“I’ll walk you up the street where Wills is waiting. | have some things to take care

of.

“Oh. Okay.” Her eyeslook everywhere but mine and the most forced smile graces her
face.

And | hate myself for putting it there.



Camila

Me

Can | use aregular skillet to cook my tortillas? Miles doesn’'t have a comal.

Taylor

What is he? An animal. Who doesn’t have a comal ?!

Me

Someone who doesn’t cook a lot of tortillas | guess.

Taylor

?? But to answer your question, yes you can. Look for acast iron skillet first though!
After searchingfor ten minutes | finally find a rolling pin and cast iron skillet. | pull
my little dough balls out and lightly flour the surface. “Hotel California’ ,the Gypsy

Kings version, plays through my earbuds and | begin rolling out my tortillas.

A dark shadow appears out of my peripheral and | yelp before smacking the counter.
“What are you doing here?’ | ask, pulling my headphones out.

“I live here,” Miles says,looking at me like I’'m crazy. “And you startle easily.” | take
a deep breath trying to tell my body we're okay. He's not wrong, | do get scared by
anything and everything. But it's 4:30 on a Thursday afternoon. | wasn’t expecting
him home for another three hours. “What areyoudoing?’ he shoots back, eyeing the
mess I’ ve made.



“I’m sorry about the mess. | really wanted homemade tortillas and | didn’t want to be
a bother and ask Rosa so | waited until she left for the day to start them.”

“1 thought Taylor was the chef in your little duo,” he says, sitting down across from
me at the island.

“Oh, sheis,” | hold up my floured hands. “But tortillas are the one thing | know how
to make. The only thing | forced my mom to teach me because | couldn’t live without

them.”

“Aren’t tortillas supposed to be round?’ he pointsto the first tortillal rolled.
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| bite my cheek and feign annoyance. “They are,” | give him a pointed look and begin
rolling my next dough ball. “But along with not having a comal, you aso don’t have
atortilla press. So forgive me if some of my tortillas come out looking more like the
state of Hawaii.”

His full lips purse together and he nods as he sits casually on the stool, losing histtie.
His deft fingers tug on the silk fabric and when his lips turn up into a smirk | know
I’ ve been caught staring. | clear my throat and reach for a decanter on the counter. |
hold it up in asilent offer. “Please,” he says.

| wipe my hands on a tea towel before grabbing one of the crystal scotch glasses and
sititinfront of him. As| pour hisdrink I’m surprised to notice my steady heartbest. |
went back to my early morning yoga class this morning so | wouldn’t have to be here
when Miles got back for his morning coffee. With the weird way he ran off on me at
the pier the other day, | didn't want to get into it. | knew it would end up being
another round-about conversation of how | want him to let me in, and just when |
think we' re getting somewhere, he'll shut down again.

| go back to rolling out my tortillas and out of habit | ask about his day. “It was no
less eventful than any other day. | had to go to a client’s office and strong-arm them
into taking a deal they thought they never would, but to everyone's surprise—but my
own—they did.” | drop therolling pin, staring unblinkingly at him. “What?’ he asks.

“I’m—I"m just surprised.”

“That | was able to close the deal? | don’t know if anyone's told you this yet, but
you're married to the best closer in the city, Camila.”



| feel my smile take over my face as | shake my head, focusing back on rolling out
my dough. “No, | mean...I’'m surprised you told me about your day.” When he
doesn’'t respond | peer up at him, the column of his throat bobs up and down as takes
adrink. | probably shouldn’'t have said anything. I’ ve likely spooked him and ruined
this nice moment. With my dough rolled out, I move to turn on the stove, letting it
heat up before | cook the tortillas.

“When | was a kid my mom used to listen to a lot of Laura Pausini,” he says. “She
would start a pasta sauce at eight in the morning and let it cook all day. If | focus hard
enough | can still see her walking back and forth from the kitchen to her art studio,
stirring the sauce with a wooden spoon in one hand and holding her paintbrush like a
cigarette in the other.” Miles points to the stove where my tortilla has turned into a
tostada.

“Shit,” | say, pulling it off the pan. | lower the heat, adding another one and then turn
my attention back to him. His forearms rest on the island and he spins the near empty
glass around.

“You say | never tell you anything. And maybe you're right. But typically when
people meet with the intention of dating they show a glamourized bullshit version of
themselves. Maybe it's because our situation is different—but 1've never felt like |
needed to pretend to be someone I’'m not with you.”

There's alightness in my chest when it hits me how much Miles actually says without
having to say anything at all. He could tell me a hundred and one stories about his
childhood and although | would welcome them, they don’'t tell me what | already
know. | know that he's aworkaholic who's made sure to be home early every night to
have dinner with me. | know that when he saw me talking to Steven Whats-his-name
at the fundraiser gala he was jealous. And | know that he doesn’t talk about work—or
anything really—very freely. He keeps most things bottled inside him and doesn’t
seem to trust easily, but any conversation that begins to get the even tiniest bit



difficult, he pauses waiting for me—trusting that I'll continue. So while he might not
say things out loud, he's still saying them all the same.

I’'m pulled from my thoughts by a blistering pain burning up my arm. “FUCK!” |
scream, pulling my hand away from where my fingers were just sizzling on the pan.
Before | get the chance to assess what’ s happened, Milesis up and in front of me.

“Let me see,” he says, reaching behind me, turning off the stove.

“It'sokay. I’'mfine.” | say, holding my hand unable to even look at it.

“Camila.” | take a deep breath and hold my hand out towards him. My eyes water as |
try to hold back my tears but the pain is still so hot. He holds my wrist gently
inspecting and | notice the tipsof my first two fingers are red and blistered. “Let’s go
take care of this.” Hisvoiceisthick and heavy.

“Redlly, I'm okay,” | say.

“Please.” My heart melts quicker than my skin on the skillet at his pleading eyes. |
nod my head and let him guide me down the hall towards his room.

Miles's room is so completely him in every way. It smells like him, spicy and warm,
but also clean. His large bed faces more floor-to-ceiling windows and hanging above
his bed is another palm leaf painting. I'd bet my meady life savings it’s another one
of his mother’ s paintings. He pushes open the door to his bathroom, going straight for
a cabinet under the sink, and motions for me to sit up on the counter. The burning
sensation is still there but my racing heart begins to sslow when Miles's fingers
fumble around afirst aid kid. | place my good hand on his chest and his movements
still. He closes his eyes, pulling in a deep breath, and his heart beats frantic beneath
my pam. It'sthefirst time |’ ve ever seen him flustered.



“Thiswon’'t feel good but I'll try to be gentle,” he says, turning on the water.

He holds my palm firmly but gently at the same time as he sticks my fingers under
the running water. He's right, it doesn’t feel good but | let the water run over me
while | focus on him. The deep crease between his brows, the pained expression on
his face, the tightness in his jaw. | stare at him for so long when | look back at the
counter, he's cleaning up the trash from putting ointment and some band-aids on.

“Thank you,” | whisper.

“You don’'t have to thank me for covering up a burn.”

“1 meant thank you for letting me in.” He bracesthe weight of himself on the counter
next to me.

“Youthink | let you in?’

| bring my hand up to his back, where his shoulders are hunched over. “Y ou don’'t do
it in avery common way—but yeah, in your way, | think you do.”

His lips twitch slightly in away that tells me he'll either say something to surprise me
or he'll shut down on me again. And even though I’ ve decided it’s easier to hide my
feelings for him and be around him than it isto avoid him, | can’t stand the thought of
him pulling away again right now. So | run my fingers across his hair, combing away
the piece that’'s fallen down his forehead, and dlide off the counter. | exit his room
and he doesn’t follow.

Camila

I’m pullinga flowy oversized T-shirt over my head when my phone vibrates on the
dresser, lighting up with a picture of me and Taylor in cowboy hats from a trip we



took to Banff two summers ago.

“What are you doing?’ | squint my face at the phone screen asif it would help me see
her better.

“I'm...h-heading...up...Br-B-Bradford,” she pants, completely out of breath and
although her face isin front of the camera behind her, all | seeisthe sky. “Oh fuck. |
gottasit down.”
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“Taylor, what the hell are you doing?’

| wait for her to catch her breath. “1 signed up to pick up those scooters around the
city, it pays some good change but fuck, these hills, man.”

“Tay, you know I'll never push you, but just throwing it out there...do you think
maybe you'd like to try and find maybe one career you could stick to? | know that
would require a little commitment, but it's gotta sound better than multiple jobs,
especially when one of them now requires you to crawl up the stegpest street in the
city.” | hesitate because | know all too well what it feels like to have pressure put on
me about a career and | never want to put that on Taylor but her situation is different
than mine.

“Yeah, | think I'll just stick to my other gigs for now, this scooter shit is for the
birds.”

| laugh and look at the time. “Hey, | gotta get going. I’'m meeting the realtor soon to
check out that space | was telling you about.”

“Mila, I'm so proud of you, thisis ahugefirst step.”

“Simmer down, I’'m not doing anything. I’m just going to look fun funsies. Just like
when we would go look at multi-million dollar beach homes, pretending we could
afford them.” The truth is, even though | know nothing will come of this visit, |
couldn’t stop myself from taking the number down and | couldn’t stop myself from
calling for a viewing appointment. | don’t know why | did it. There's absolutely zero
security in owning and managing an art gallery. So until I’m ready to give my parents



the middle finger—which | don't see myself ever doing—there really is nothing that
can come from this.

“Nah. | feel it in the air, it's something,” she says, waving her hand in front of her
face.

“1 think you’'re feeling your sweat.” We both laugh and | quickly check the time
again. “Alright for real, | have to leave now, I'll call you later. And please be careful
on that hill.”

She blows a kiss into the phone screen before hanging up. | take one more look at
myself in the mirror, tuck my shirt into my cutoff black denim skirt, and smile at my
reflection. I'm feeling good about myself. | think a piece of my confidence comes
from the fact that Milesand | are in a good space. I’m no longer tiptoeing around him
and that’ s one stress off my back.

I’m double-checking my bag to ensure | have al my things, and I'm momentarily
confused when | hear the elevator doors open. Miles steps out of the elevator strutting
over to me with one hand in his pocket, looking sexier than usual in his suit.

“H-hey,” | stammer. | pause, one hand holding my bag, the other digging around in it.
“Hey yourself. Where are you off to?’

He stops just in front of me with a smile seductive enough to bring me to my knees.
But | can’'t even ook him in the eyes. “I’m uh...I’m going to meet with a realtor to

look at that studio space | was telling you about.”

“I’ll come with you.” My eyebrows bunch together, but he ignores it and reaches his
arm out toward the elevator for me to lead the way.



“What are you doing home in the middle of the day, anyway?’

“l just wanted to see you.” My chest cracks open and a million butterflies begin
fluttering throughout my entire body.He wanted to see me?* Camila.” His husky voice
pulls me from my thoughts. His searing eyes lock on mine when we reach the
elevator and my heart pounds rapidly against my chest. Something about the way he's
looking at me right now has my body melting with a mixture of nerves and
excitement. His face is cam but somehow still intense and he's the picture of
seduction with one hand in his pocket while the other reaches behind me to press the
call button. His face hovers an inch above mine and | have to fight my eyes from
dropping to hislips. “Say it.”

| don't know...Say what?

His eyes are searching mine and between him coming home to see me, wanting to
come to the studio with me, and his attention on me now, | need to know what's going
on. “Tell me something,” | whisper.

The corners of his mouth pull up into a satisfied grin and his eyes bore so deep into
mine, | think he sees through them. His free hand finds the back of my neck in atight
grip as he lowers his mouth to my ear. “I don't regret what happened the other night.”
| audibly inhale as my eyes go wide. “I regret not making sure we were on the same
page beforehand. | regret not bringing you back to our home so | could worship your
sweet little pussy properly. And | regret allowing you to brush it off the next day. But
| don't regret what happened, and | don’t think you do either.”

Oh my god.His words bleed into every thought trying to bounce around in my mind. |
had a feeling—it was more like a fleeting thought. But after that night | suppressed
any more thoughts deep in my gut but to hear him say the words out loud.He doesn't
regret what happened.“What?’



“It took me some time to wrap my head around it. To voice what | was thinking, and
what | wasfeeling, and for that I’ m sorry.”

“What does thismean?’ | ask.

“If you're asking what it means for us moving forward, | don't know. But | do know
that | haven't stopped thinking about you. Not just that night, but you. Every minute
I’m not with you, I’'m thinking about when | get to be with you again. I’'m thinking
about that night. About you.” His hand lifts from his pocket dipping below my skirt
and his thumb swipes smoothly across my thigh. If he moves half an inch higher he'll
feel how embarrassingly wet | am through my underwear. “Tell me you want this,
too.” My hips involuntarily inch forward. His long thick middle finger runs up my
seam, and my legs tremble at the touch. “Tell meit's not all in my head and that you
want this, Camila.”

“Don’t you think this would complicate things?’ | don’t recognize my own breathless
voice. | can barely register my own thoughts over his admission.

“That's not what | asked you.”

My sweaty palms tighten on my bag, searching to get a grip on anything tangible.
HI?_”

Ding.
The elevator door opens behind me and Miles dlides his hand out from under my
skirt. My body protests at the loss of his touch but | follow him into the waiting

elevator on shaky legs.

The door is unlockedwhen we arrive. The redltor is on her phone by a door in the
back. She smiles at us and waves around the room, telling us to look around before



she steps back inside the office, closing the door to finish her call. I'm filled with
wonder as | step into the studio for the first time. The space is so much larger than it
appears from the outside. It’ s unfinished, the floors are solid concrete beneath my feet
but the bones are perfect. Light pours in from the large front windows, while a
partition wall in the middle of the room gives way to a more private backspace. There
aren’'t any other windows so custom hanging lights could be used to spotlight wall
art, and there is plenty of space for a projector as well. The place is empty with the
exception of a wood workbench, a card table, some discarded paint cans, and a few
sheets of rolled-up canvas tarps.
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My fingers trace the wood grain patterns on the workbench and excitement bubbles
inside me at all the possibilities available in aplace like this.

“What do you think?” Miles asks, stepping over some scattered paintbrushes.

“1 think—"1 think | love it and that breaks my heart.“It’s a great space.”

“| agree.”

| look away clearing my throat. “This backspace has so many possibilities.”
Milestilts his head. “What’ s your perfect case scenario here, Camila?’

| hope my eyes aren’t betraying me with the way I’ m looking at the room around me.
“1 guess, in a perfect world, | would use some of my investment banking contacts and
potentially find someone interested in owning and opening an art studio. And | would
work here, in this space with them.”

“Isthat really your perfect world? Or isit a safe bet?’

| start to feel warm. Exposed. He knows | want this place for myself. | pick up a
paintbrush and run the bristles along my palm, trying to slow my heartbeat. And all

too quickly I'm reminded of the time | told my parents | was moving to California.

“And thisiswhat you really want?” My mom'’s intense eye contact had me shriveling
back.



“Yes,” | squeaked.

She looked at my father with furrowed brows waiting for him to say something. He
only stood there, with his hand under his chin, finger tapping his lip.

| twisted my hair so tightly around my finger, that the tip had started to turn blue. |
spent months, YEARS, working hard in school so | could get into a good college.
Every accolade, award, and achievement | brought home had my parents beaming.
But the look on their faces when | told them | was moving across the country with my
best friend, for school, had my stomach churning.

“I’ve told you. It's too risky.” | throw thepaintbrush down on the table and head
towards the front door.

It takes two steps for Miles to catch up to me with his long legs and | can feel my
throat tightening as | try to shove down the tears threatening to escape.

His hand loops in the crook of my elbow but he doesn't make a move. “Hey.” His
voice echoes in my ear. | close my eyes, swallowing up the tears before | turn to face
him. “I'm sorry. | can just see how excited you are about this space. And it fucking
guts me to watch you wantanythingand not get it. But I'm sorry if | pushed you
before you were ready.”

| do want it. Fuck, more than anything | wish | could just be able to voice al the
things | want. When | look into his soft eyes | can see him battling something. And
the realization steamrolls into me. | don't feel exposed by him at all. | feel seen. |
hesitate momentarily because | know he's referring to my desire for this studio and
he'sright. | do want this space. But | a'so want him. And for the first time, the fear of
not getting the things | want feels far worse than failing to go after them.

“Miles, |7—"



“Ah! Ms. Sanchez, sorry about that. Were you able to get alook around?’ I'm in a
complete daze as | stare at the realtor whose name I’ve now forgotten. Thankfully,
Miles extends his hand and introduces himself. And just like | am, the woman is
completely captivated by him.

Camila

“Thank you again,Mandy, I'll be in touch.” | wave to the real estate agent as she
heads off down the street, leaving us outside the studio space.

| zone out looking at my shoes as if they are the most exciting thing in the world.
“Should weum, call acar?’ | ask.

“Willsison hisway, he should be here any minute.”

| kick an invisible rock and finally bring myself to look at him. Hislazy smileis such
afar cry from the grumpy scowl he usually wears. But it's his hungry eyes that cause
my breath to hitch. “Good. Yeah, that's, that's good,” | stutter and go back to kicking
invisible rocks.

| twistthe diamond around my finger, giving my nervous energy somewhere to go.
Miles sits casually next to me in the back of the car, scrolling through emails on his
phone.

“What are you thinking about?’ His head drops back on the seat behind him. My eyes
flicker from where his muscular legs are spread out in front of him to where the
partition separates us from the front seat. “It's soundproof, he can't hear you.”

His hand covers mine where it was twisting my ring and | relax dlightly at the touch.
“1 guess I’'m thinking about what you said earlier. I'm trying to figure out what it all
means. And maybe how | feel too,” | confess.



He waits for me to continue like he always does. The weight of his hand moves to my
thigh as his finger spreads across my exposed skin.

“It'snot al in your head,” | whisper. “I don't regret what happened, either.” His grip
on my thigh tightens as he audibly inhales. “But that doesn’t change the fact that we
could really complicate our situation. So, what does this mean?’

“That’ll be something we'll have to figure out together.” There's that word
again.Together.Like he's thought about us more than he's let on. “What | can tell
you, is I'm not going to let you get away with hiding what you want anymore.
Y ou’ ve been so busy trying to please everyone around you, and it’s cost you. | don’t
think | need to tell you that | don’t care what anyone else thinks or wants. But you,
Camila. What do you want?’
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It's not his words that surprise me. This is something I’ve known about myself for
most of my adult life. It's that he's paid enough attention to know this too, that gets to
me. I’ve been running around with a cloudy haze over my thoughts, and as if the
skies have parted I’ ve never seen anything more clearly than | do right now. I’m the
best, most bold version of myself when I'm with Miles. And it's never been more
evident than right now. My hips sink down to one side as | reach across and slowly
stroke my hand up his massive thigh.

“Isthiswhat you want?” Hisvoiceislike gravel.

| nod my head and lower my lips to his jaw, pressing lightly over his stubble. My
fingers drag slowly up his length where he's already straining against his zipper. One
of my fingers runs over the button of his pants before his hand covers mine to stop
me. When | pull back to look at him, his jaw is clenched tight and his dark eyes
penetrate me.

“On your knees, Camila.”

Something in my chest flips at his words. But I’ ve never wanted to please anyone as
badly as | want to please Miles right now, so | dide out of my seat and nestle myself
between his legs on the floor of the car.

At apainfully slow pace, | unzip him. His substantial bulge is straining to get free of
his briefs. When | finaly pull them down I’'m met with his throbbing cock that is
aready dripping with his arousal. My mouth waters at the sight of him. | lower my
mouth, desperate to lick that salty bead at histip, but Miles grips my jaw between his
thumb and index finger. The rest of his fingers splay down my neck. With a shocked



breath, | look into his eyes which are now borderline black and his hand squeezes just
alittletighter. “Beg.”

If he wasn't holding my jaw right now, | swear it would drop and hit the
floor.Beg?’ ve never begged for anything in my life. Let alone anything from a man.

“1 want to know that you want this, Camila. Beg for my cock and maybe I'll giveit to

you.

I’ve never experienced a sexual desire for anyone the way | have with Miles. Of
course, | want this with him. | want this, and | could want so much more with him.
My eyes narrow on him. “I think you want my mouth on you more than anything else
you want.”

“Do | want to fuck that sweet mouth of yours? Yes. But if you think I
wantanythingmore than | want you to admit you want this, then you haven't been
paying attention.”

“And if | refuse?’

He lets go of my jaw and grabs the base of his cock, giving it long strokes. My mouth
is salivating and my underwear is soaked.

“Then I’'ll bend you over that seat, take care of myself, and blow my load on your
back. It wouldn't be my first choice but I’ ve done it before.”

He's serious. And the memory of the last time he did that has me rubbing my thighs
together. But | want more now.

His strokes are slow but histip is full of precum now. “What's it going to be, Camila?
It wouldn’t be the first time I’ ve used my fist pretending it was your mouth.”



His confession lights something inside me. | want Miles. Even if he's using this as
some kind of fucked up teaching moment. | want him and | won't be scared to admit
it. I grip hiswrist where he's still wrapped around himself, “Please. | want you, | want
this.” My eyes narrow. “I’m begging.”

“That's my girl.”

My nipples somehow turn even harder at his words. There's something about
knowing that this man, who doesn't care about anything outside of his office, could
potentially care about me. It could very well be my undoing.

| lower my mouth over him. My tongue glides along the underside of his length, he's
warm and veiny. My tongue swirls around his tip and the hiss that escapes him makes
me sweat. His rough hands gather all the hair that was covering my face like a curtain
and he pulls it back, giving himself an unobstructed view. | should feel embarrassed
but the way his hips are inching forward, silently begging for more, and the moans
he's trying to suppress have me feeling empowered. My fingers gently roll his balls
while my other hand works in tandem with my mouth.

“Oh fuck,” he grunts, digging both of his hands into my scalp. “I’ ve been dreaming of
fucking this sweet mouth for weeks.” His hipsjolt forward and he hits the back of my
throat causing my eyes towater.

I’m working him at a sloppy pace now. Every time | pull my mouth back, his length
shines with a mixture of pre-cum and my saliva. The flat carpeted floor of the car
bites my knees as my thighs rub together trying to get any friction to my throbbing
clit. It's painful how turned on | am right now. As if he can sense it Miles gives my
hair atug, causing goosebumps to flare over my skin and my eyes snap to him.

“Touch yourself.”



My pace on him doesn't let up as | drag one hand to reach between my legs. My pam
grazes against my swollen clit and the touch sends an embarrassingly loud moan
through me.

“That'sit, Camila. Put afinger in.”

Oh God. How am | aready so close? | can fedl his cock pulsing in my mouth, so |
know he must be close too.

“Add another,” he says through clenched teeth.

| do as he says. Pumping my fingers inside myself while | rub the heel of my hand
against my most sensitive spot. Thank god the back of his car is soundproof because
the noises we're making are compl etely obscene.

“Sucking my cock turns you on?’

My eyesroll back and something between a cry and moan is my only response.
“Jesus, Camila. You fedl so good.” His hips thrust harder now as he holds on to my

hair like reins. “Watching you finger fuck yourself while you choke on my cock...” |
squeeze my eyes shut as the pressure builds. “ Fuck, I’m going to come.”
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Hiswords aren't awarning, they're a detonator for hisrelease.

| feel him shudder as he spills down my throat and that's all it takes for the fire in my
core to burn white-hot and my breathing to become impossibly quick as my own
orgasm rips through me. | lift my head, look Milesin the eyes, and swallow.

His knuckles turn white as he grips the leather seat underneath him. “Who knew mi
guerida esposa would have such a filthy mouth.” He grabs ahold of my hand,
bringing my fingers to his lips, gently pressing a tender kiss to each one before
bringing them into his mouth and sucking them clean. My eyes are wide and | know
right here and now that Miles Cameron has ruined me for any other man. | will never
be sexually satisfied the way | am with him.

My body still trembles beneath me but I’m able to feel the car slowing to a stop now.
| climb back up into the seat next to him and he's looking at me with an expression
I’ ve never seen. His hand cups the back of my neck as he pulls me into him. His soft
lips press into mine and I’ m taken aback by the tenderness. He sucks my bottom lip
into his mouth and | grip his forearm, needing something to hold on to. His kiss is
soft but intense at the same time. It feels like everything I’ve ever wanted and yet |
can’t get enough. His hands run up my thigh and | know he can feel my pebbled skin.
Thiskissfeels different like I’ m definitely not pretending anymore.

Milesisthe one to break away first. He drops his forehead to mine before giving me a
quick kiss on my nose and then sitting back in his seat. I’m trying to catch my breath

while looking at the smile on his face.

“What other things do you want, Camila?”’



Miles

“Y 0.” Jonas tosses me a wrapped bagel as he enters my office and finds his usual seat
on the couch. “ So...how was the little art studio thing?’ he asks around a mouthful of
food.

| cock my head, narrowing my eyes. A possessive feeling consumes me when | think
about what happened at that studio—and the drive home—and | wonder what Jonas
knows.

“What? Taylor said Mrs. Cameron was heading to ook at a space and since you left
early, | assumed you went with her.”

| ignore the way my lungs constrict when he calls herMrs. Cameron.Oblivious to my
tightening chest, he continues to house his bagel asif he’'s never eaten before.

“What's up with you two?’ | ask him.

His head lulls back, rolling his eyes with it and he's lucky he doesn't choke. “Oh my
god.” He shakes his head with asmile. “Can’t two people just be friends anymore?’

“Two people can, yes. You, however, have never had a female friend before, so I'm
just curious.”

“She's cool. That's it. We hang outplatonically,not sure if you're familiar with the
word.” He bites a mouthfulof his bagel. “I’m not looking for anything more, plus the
girl has got some serious commitment issues anyway. She actually reminds me alittle
of you. You know, just with a cuter face.” He flashes me a sarcastic smile.

“1 don't know why | put up with you.”



“It's my good looks,” he shrugs, “and the bagels. So, get on with it, how was the
studio?’

It took me one day to come to the conclusion that | couldn’t avoid Camila if | was
chained to a wall. I'll admit the text | got from my father rattled me. The following
day | paced my office with a raging headache before | realized | wasn't going to get
shit done until | spoke to her. | had every intention of explaining why | shut down on
the pier that morning but then | got home and found a sight I’ d never thought I’ d see.
Camila was cooking in my kitchen and it felt like the most natural thing in the world.
| wanted to just enjoy that moment for a little while. But then she made a comment
about how | don’t open up to her. | shoved the negative feelings about my father
away and | told her the last happy memory | had of my mother. Opening up and
sharing things with her isn’t difficult. I’ ve just operated a certain way for so long, but
| shouldn’'t be surprised she feels that way. | can't expect her to know how I'm
feeling, especially when | think about how we communicate in such different ways.
It's not bad, and my knowledge on the topic is limited, but if |1 had to guess, that's a
normal thing that people in relationships need to learn.

And the redlity is, it's not something | ever gave a second thought to because when |
approached Camila with this arrangement | really believed | could keep things simple
between us—business. Nothing more, nothing less. And then when my attraction to
her proved it couldn’t be tamed | was willing to toe the line. But then | saw her heart
and passion. When it came to her mind, | couldn’'t stop myself anymore. I’ ve been
falling for Camila. And | can’t even blame her for being confused. | did tell her that
night was a mistake but | didn’'t mean it the way she took it. It kills me that she
thought for even a second that | regretted that.

So yesterday when | left work early—again—I couldn’'t hold it in any longer. |
certainly didn’t mean for it to come out the way it did, but | can’t say | fully regret it
either. When | saw her in that studio and saw her battling herself | knew it wasn't the
time to bring it up. But after—my hands flex under my desk just thinking about that



car ride home. When she told me she wanted something more too, that it wasn't just
in my head. | squeeze my eyes shut at the memory of her giving herself so freely to
me. Tonight. Tonight I’'m going to tell her how real thisis. That I'mall in.

“Jonas, get back to your office, your briefs aren't going to submit themselves.”
Samantha's voice is soft velvet and lethal poison somehow wrapped in one as she
interrupts us, charging through my office.

“Awe, come on Sam,” he holds out his arms to her but she continues to stare him
down.

“1 swear to God, you're worse than my children sometimes,” she scolds him.

But not even Samantha could get Jonas down. He wads up his bagel wrapper,
shooting it in the trash can with an over-extended arch, “Kobe!”

Samantha’ s face is unforgiving. Jonas leaves with no other words but | don’t miss the
peace sign he throws over his head when he's halfway down the hall.

“Why do we tolerate him?’ she asks me.

And even though | joke about the same thing, it leaves a bad taste in my mouth when
someone else does it. “Because his billables are the highest at the firm and they don'’t
make people as loyal as Jonas anymore. Honestly, we don’t deserve him.”

She smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes. When she doesn't sit down, she unknowingly
has given herself up. It's her tell. She always stands when she's about to have a
conversation that requires her to feel like the most powerful person in the room. So
naturaly, | double down. | lean back casually in my chair, letting her have the floor.

“I know your marriage is bullshit.”



The blood collectively drains from my body. | get lightheaded and wonder if I'm
going to slide right out of this chair, into a puddle on the floor. My fingers tap against
my lap keeping the sight tremble there less noticeable. | keep my voice as bored as |
can muster when | lean forward and ask, “What are you talking about?’
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“1 didn't become name partner,” she pauses onname partnerto remind me of one, who
sheisand her power here, and two, what's at stake for me, “By being afucking idiot.”

All the sweetness in her smile is gone. “Maybe you’ ve been stuck up in this corner
office so long you've forgotten the basics of a marriage license but it's public
documents, Miles. I’ ve known since the fundraiser.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

“1 will say you picked a good one, she can bluff the shit out of a story. She might
even have you beat.”

| know | should be panicking right now, but | can't help feel alittle proud of Camila. |
bring my folded hands to my face to both cover the smile threatening to come out and
to also appear as if I'm deep in thought about what I’ve done. But the truth is, our
relationship might have started out every hit the lie she thinks it is, but something
more is definitely happening now. | keep my face neutral and let her continue her
speech that | know she's planned. If | let her keep going | lessen my chances
ofscrewing myself over.

“S0 here's what | know. You lied to me.Me, your goddamn mentor of all people. And
considering when you were promoted, the date on your marriage licenses, Smith
being out longer than expected, and affecting your promotion being announced, I'm
assuming this was al a big fuck up and you lied to cover your ass.” | might be the
best lawyer on the West Coast, but she' s right, she was my mentor. | won't confirm or
deny what she's saying so my best bet right now is to just sit and take it. “You pull
shit like this all the time and | get pissed because everything you do directly affects



this firm.Myfirm. But lying to me ispersonal.”

This conversation would have been my worst nightmare at one point. For amoment, |
stop and think about that, about how I’'m this relaxed about potentially throwing
everything I’ve worked for down the drain for someone who only told me the other
day that maybe she wants something more with me. We haven't even decided what
that something more is, or what that would look like, but just the idea of anything
meaning more to me than my job is enough to shake me up alittle.

“Are you going to take away my title?’

Her eyes bore into me. “1 should.”

Should.I’ve been doing this long enough that | have to fight the smile that's
threatening to cross my face because the moment she uttersshould, | know she's not
going to do shit.

“Butlbrought up your name to Smith, and we just bolted those letters to the wall, and
I’m not going to allowyourfuck up to make me look like a fool to the rest of the
world.”

My chest shakes as | force the exhale so painfully slow out of my nose.

“But here me, if you so much as look at a client the wrong way, I'll not only take
your name off the door, I'll fire your ass.”

This conversation is pissing me off. This looming threat over my head. | don’t have
the best track record when it comes to being subtly threatened, so | know | need to get

out of here now.

| take the elevator down to where Wills is already waiting outside for me. “Home,



Mr. Cameron?’

“Yes. Thank you.”

Normally after a shit day, | would work myself till the latest hours of the night and
then find a bar where | can pay a stupid amount of money for a single glass of
whiskey. Today | just want to go home.

Unknown number

Miles, I'm in town for afew weeks. Was hoping we could get together.

PC

My knuckles turn white around my phone as | smash it into the seat next to me.Not
again.’m in a good spot with Camila and | won't let another message from him
psych me out and ruin this.

“Actually Wills, we need to make a pit stop.”

Camila

“Milamy angel baby, I’ve missed you!” Taylor runs out from behind the bar and
pulls me into one of her bone-crushing hugs. She leans back, keeping her arms on my
shoulders, and begins scanning me. “ Still as beautiful as ever.”

“1 just saw you last week,” | say.

“Yes, but when | go from seeing you every day, a few missed days in between feels
like forever.”



| offer her a smile because even though | know she's somewhat joking, it is strange to
go from seeing each other all the time to having a ninety percent FaceTime
relationship.

“Blondie! Get back behind the bar!”
Taylor rolls her eyes as her manager, Chuck, barks at her from his dingy little office.
“Hop up, since there's no one in here,” she yells loud enough for her boss to hear.

“I’ll make you adrink.”

“Chucky doll still not letting you in the kitchen?’ | ask her.



Page 52

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 2:38 am

She flings atowel over her shoulder and begins pouring and mixing a strange array of
liquids. Her face falls slightly, “Nah, not yet. Buthe did say he would give me a shot
once lprove myselfout here. Whatever that means.” She shrugs, handing me the
drink. “So what's going on? How much longer are you playing house for?’

| want to tell her it doesn't feel like I’'m playing anymore but that will subject meto a
line of questions | don’'t have the answers for. “Umm, just a couple more weeks, |
think. I’ ve honestly started losing count of the days.”

“And then what? Do you have to get a fake divorce to cover up your real annulment?
“I"'m not sure.” These are definitely things | need to figure out soon though.

Condensation begins to drip from my untouched glass, | pop each individual droplet
trying to make sense of how | feel about going through with the annulment right as
we're possibly starting something.

“Let me ask you this, have you caught feelings for your grumpy husband, Mila?’ she
asks with a knowing smirk.

| thought | was careful to keep my feelings surface-level. Nothing beyond a physical
attraction. But I'm so far past that now. Of course, I’ve caught feelings for Miles,
Real feelings. The kind that makes me smile just by seeing his face. The kind that
makes me nervous, excited, and relaxed all at the same time. | can cause my heart to
flutter against my rib cage just dragging up an image of him in my mind.

Never mind the fact that the sexual chemistry between us is nothing like anything



I’ve ever experienced before. And we haven't even actually had sex yet. But it's so
much more than that. | haven't stopped thinking about the morning he had Rosa turn
his entire kitchen into a bakery simply because he knows pastries are my favorite.

I’ ve been confused about my feelings for Miles since the morning | woke up married
to him, but the truth is, every day things become more andmore clear. His belief in
me is contagious. The way he is so adamant about me fighting for what | want leaves
me feeling worthy. | suppose | have always known what | wanted, somewhere deep
down, but | don't think I ever felt worthy of those things. And somewhere along the
way, I've masked that worry with a need to please everyone. As if by making
everyone else happy they’ll focus on what I’ ve done for them, and not the things I’ ve
been too scared of wanting for myself.

| feel different around Miles. | feel like | can be the part of myself that I’ ve forgotten.
A part of myself that I’ ve desperately missed.

“You know that goofy ass face tells me yes even if you don't say it out loud,” she
says.

“Yes! Okay. Yes. | have feelings for him. But don’t ask me what that means because
| don't know!” Her eyes don't leave the glass she's drying, but her know-it-all smile

reflects off the tap handles in front of her.

“Okay, | won't ask. For now,” she pauses. “What about the studio space? How was
it?’

“Perfect,” | confess.

“Yeah? Does this mean you're going to put in an offer andfinallyopen your own art
studio?’



“With the amount | would need to take out in aloan, it still just feelstoo risky.”

“Does it seem more risky than having to work another job you hate that triggers your
anxiety every day?’

That's one point for Taylor and zero points for me.

“I"m still thinking about it. | haven't written it off.” It'snot alie.

“Okay good. That'sall I'll ask for....for now.”

The bar around me has started to fill up. Taylor continues making drinks while |
begin to fedl alittle overwhelmed with all the unanswered questions | have floating
around my head. | need to get back to the only man who can help me answer these
guestions, and I’'m not going to let them go unanswered anymore.

Miles

I’m stillin a foul mood as | take the elevator up to the penthouse. | couldn't come
home to Camila after | got that text. | had Wills drop me off at Villetta—a private
club that | pay thousands of dollars a month for, only for Jonas and | to attend a
concert once every other month. A drink at the grand bar and lounge, a walk around
the grounds, and five hours later did nothing to improve my mood. But as | exit the
elevator and spot Camilain her usual spot curled up on the couch, I unclench my first
for the first time and the permanent crease between my eyebrows seems to relax.

Her face is degp in concentration, but when she pops up from her computer she hits
me with a smile that takes up her whole face. “Hey!”

| clear my throat, “Hey.”



“Everything okay?’

| loosen my tie as | pull out a chair sitting at the dining room table. “It’s nothing.” |
begin rolling up my sleeves and then | catch myself. My short reply is what she
expects from me and | don’t want to give her that anymore. But | was determined to
come home and have areal discussion with her, and bringing up my father would ruin
this. “It’s not that | don’t want totalk to you about it, but | had a shit day at the office
and ljust don't want to deal with it right now. Is that okay?’ | just want to be here
with her and soak in her presence.

She sets her laptop down before slowly walking over to me. The corner of her bottom
lip pulls in between her teeth like she's trying to decide something. She dlides
between me and the table and leans back against it as she massages my chest and
shoulders.

“Yes, Mr. Cameron. Thank you for telling me.”

“But | didn’t tell you anything,” | say, confused.
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“You said enough. You don't want to talk about it right now, and that’s fine. When
you'reready, | will betoo.”

Her words mean everything to me. I'll never understand how someone as sweet as
Camila could give herself to me or could be interested in me. But selfishly | want
everything she' swilling to give me.

My hands slide up her bare legs and rest on her hips. The silk fabric underneath rubs
under my palms, sending a shiver down my spine. “I don’t want to talk right now,” |
breathe.

She nods her understanding and brings her arms behind my neck, her fingers combing
through my hair. “What should we do then?’ Her smile is playful but her eyes are
hungry.

My hands tighten around her hips as | guide her down to my lap to straddle me. She
lowers her forehead to mine, and her hair falls forward, covering usand | soak her in.
| know if | wanted to talk to Camila, | could, but | appreciate that she knows I’'m not
ready and she’ s trying to distract me in other ways.

| tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “There isn't anything | don’t want to do with
you—" | don’t think she was expecting that answer because her head melts into my
hand. But Camila came over here with a purpose and I'm going to deliver for her.
“Butright now, | want to bury my cock so deep inside you, that even if you wanted to
get out of my bed in the morning, you wouldn't be able to.”

“Promise?’ There’ s no shock in her eye or blush on her cheeks. No, Camila' svoiceis



pure seduction as she raises a challenging brow, strokes her fingers at the back of my
head, and circles her hips over my now throbbing cock.

I’ ve always thought Camila was sexy, but she's downright pornographic when she's
radiating this much confidence. | can feel my own calluses as | rub my hands up and
down her thighs, pausing a few times to squeeze them. My hands graze a trail over
her tiny silk shorts and under her oversized shirt. As | get higher up her ribs I’'m met
with more bare skin. My thumbs drag along the underside of her breasts and her
nipples harden to sharp little points.

“Armsup, Camila.”

My eyes follow her tongue when it dlips out, tracing her full bottom lip. Her arms
raise and my fingers brush along her body when | pull the hem of her shirt up and
over her head. That wild head of hair that | love cascades down her back and her bare
breasts are now exposed to me.

The city lights beam in through the living room windows casting a soft glow against
her tan skin. | take a long look at her, my eyes roam over every inch of her body.
She's so beautiful. | want to worship her in a way I've never felt before. In a way
she’s never felt before. She deserves nothing less.

My thumb brushes over her perky nipple and her nails rake down my neck in
response. | lower my mouth, replacing my finger with my tongue and lightly sweep at
it before covering her with my mouth and giving it a firm suck. Her chest inches
forward and the moan that escapes her only fuels me to keep going. | move to her
other breast, nipping at the skin around her swollenbud, savoring her, taking my
sweet time. Her hips move over me at a more rapid pace now, grinding and rubbing
against my erection.

| don’t need to check to know that she's wet. “ So needy, mi esposa.”



“Miles.” Her throaty moan makes it nearly impossible for me to not strip us both
down and take her right here on the kitchen table.

| take her breast in my hand and move my mouth to bite the sensitive spot at the slope
of her neck.

“Miles, please.”

Theroaring in my earsis only muffled by the sounds of Camila’s sweet voice. | hook
two fingers through her shorts and run the backs of them over her underwear down
the middle. She's dripping.Her hips buck forward at the touch and any restraint | had
goes out the window.

In one fluid motion, | stand, sitting her ass down on the table behind her. My fingers
wrap around her neck and guide her body to lay flat against the table. Her pulse
flutters like a caught butterfly under my palm but | keep it at her neck. | love how
responsive her body is to me. The girl that doesn’t know what she wants, but
goddamn does her body know what she likes. | roughly drag my other hand up her
leg, taking in the feeling of her warm silky skin under me. She lies there completely
exposed to me and when | look down at her gleaming wet pussy, my cock somehow
swells even more. | sit back down in my chair, hook her legs over my shoulders, and
grab onto her thighs before | greedily run a wide flat tongue through her lips. I'm
rewarded with the sounds of her crying out my name. She's even sweeter than |
remember. As my tongue slidesinside her, her fingers dig into my scalp.

“Oh fuck. Yes,” she breathes.

“1"ve thought about eating this pussy every daysince that goddamn fundraiser. I'm
going to fucking gorge myself on you,” | say, smiling against her. Her hips move
under me and my fingerstrail along her hip bones before | bring them down and give
her clit alittle pinch. Her back arches off the table as she screams. My own spine is



twitching and | drag two fingers down to her entrance. She’'s so wet they dlide right
in. | watch her squeeze my fingers before | add a third and lower my tongue back
over her. | alternate between long flat strokes and the tip of my flexed tongue. Her
cries become more desperate and | know she's close. | pump my fingers harder and
the strokes of my tongue don’t let up.

“Oh fuck. Miles, I’'m going to—oh God.”

There’ s not a single other thought in my mind right now, other than to please her. To
give her what she needs. And as it turns out, pleasing Camilais what | need too.

| suck her clit just alittle harder and feel her body tremble against me. A warm liquid
runs down my shoulder blade where her nails dig in tightly. | brace one arm on the
warm wood table beneath her and roughly drag the scruff of my beard down her
thighs before pressing my lips over the red spots, soothing her skin with light kisses.
Camila sits up, propping herself on her elbows. Her face is flush but her eyes still
shine. | stand from my chair finally freeing my painful hard-on. | grip the base, lining
up just the tip, stroking it through her lips but not yet entering.

“Oh my god!” She jerks from the touch, still sensitive from her orgasm.

“Are you ready to move to the bedroom so | can find a condom?’

“I—I"m on the pill,” she breathes.

Jesus.My eyes close for a brief moment as guttural noise escapes from the back of my
throat.

“You gonna let me fuck you bare, Camila?’

She looks between us at where I'm till just grazing her. “1 want this. | want you,



right now. And I’'m not afraid to say it.” Her hands cup my face and she brings me
into a soul-crushing kiss. Her breasts flatten against my chest as she wraps her legs
tightly around my waist. Her wet little cunt presses to my stomach and | swell even
more.

Her words say she wants this, but her kiss confirmsit. This woman who could barely
voice how she liked her coffee is now telling me she wants all of me deep inside her.
Isit weird to feel proud of someone in a moment like this? Maybe. But | can't help it.
I’ve completely fallen for Camila.
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“Turn around.” My voiceis husky against her lips.
“Wha—"

| bite her lip to stop her words and the sounds that |eave her mouth have thrown me
over the edge. | step back, unlock her legs, grip her hips, and flip her over on the
table. | wrap her hair around my wrist once and then twice before pulling her back
until my lips brush against her ear. “| said turn around.”

I’ve been dreaming about Camila's hair decorating my wrist since the first night |
saw her and I’'m not letting go of it now. | fold her over the table and line myself at
her entrance. Her fingers scratch into the table up by her face.

“What do you want?’ | ask, dliding in only the thick head of my cock. “Do you want
to go slow?’ | begin inching my length into her at a torturously slow pace. Enjoying
the view of stretching her as she takes every inch of me.

“More. | need more.”

My molars grind together as | let out a deep groan. My free hand tightens on her hip,
and in one deep thrust, | fill her completely.

“Oh god!”
| pull out halfway before slamming back into her.“Is this what you want?" Her

fingers spread across the table as her chin lifts up over her shoulder, and her watery
eyes connect with mine.



“Harder.”

All the blood rushes out of my head and moves straight to my cock. | let go of her
hair and my fingers dig into her sides hard enough to bruise as | lift her up onto her
toes. | thrust in and out of her at a punishing pace, the sounds of my ragged breath
and her cries are only muffled by the sounds of my hips slamming into her ass.

“Fuck me, you're so tight,” | grind out through my clenched jaw.

| reach one hand around her and find her swollen clit. “Oh god, Miles. I'm close.”
She jerks beneath me and she’ s somehow even more wet now.

| continue pulsing my fingers over her while | lean over her and whisper in her ear. “|
didn’t think anything would feel better than your pretty lips wrapped tightly around
my cock, but | was wrong. This pussy was made for me.” | pull back amost
completely before slamming back into her with full force. I’'m buried so deep inside
her that | don’t know where she begins or | end. Her body slides up the table as her
feet leave the ground. “My wife takes my cock so well.”

“It's so good, Miles,” she moans.

“That's it, Camila, come for me.” Her pussy clenches around me, squeezing me,
getting unbearably tight as she comes all over me. Every time | pull out | lose my
breath when | see my cock covered in her arousal. I'm getting close to my own
release when she reaches a hand between us and cups my balls, which are so tight
they're practically inside me now. But she keeps moving her fingers just past my
balls and lightly strokes that sensitive spot, one light press from her middle finger has
the base of my spine tingling. All of my senses are heightened tothe point where |
feel my lungs expand and shrink with every labored breath | take. My cock hardens
and | dig into her hips so hard as my own orgasm almost knocks me off my feet and |
spill inside her.



My dick still twitching, | have to brace one hand on the table beside her to keep from
falling over and crushing her with my weight. I’ ve never felt an orgasm as powerful
as that. I'm still trying to catch my breath and blink my vision back into place as |
slowly pull out of her. She stands, turning to face me, her breathing just as erratic as
mine. | kiss her once before dropping my forehead to hers. “I’m going to bring you to
my shower to clean you up now, but just know, I’'m not finished with you, yet.”

“1I"m ready when you are.” She raises a challenging eyebrow with afull-on smirk.

| lift her up and wrap her legs around my waist, the feeling of her wet pussy against
me has my dick twitching again.

“I’m going to fuck that smirk right off your face, mi esposa.” | slap her ass and she
throws her head back laughing as | carry her down the hall to my bedroom.

Camila

The thudof Miles's foot kicking his bedroom door open is loud enough to rattle me
but | don’'t stop kissing him. | don’'t stop when we enter his room or when | feel his
hand leave my ass to turn on a light somewhere. His body leans forward still not
breaking our kiss and the room fills with the sounds of the running water.

Finally but very unwillingly I pull back, searching his face. His features remain hard,
but his eyes are soft. | unwrap my legs and he lowers me to the ground but keeps me
pulled tight to his body. The steam from the shower begins to fill the room. And a
warming sensation that has little to do with the steam weaves its way through my
chest. Small bursts of electricity course through me, as if my heart is telling my
brain,it’s okay, we're safe here, you can finally relax.Our bodies, completely naked
and wet, are pulled flush together. The mirror fogs up behind Miles, and the shift in
the mood is palpable.



My fingers brush aong his hairs that have sprung free from its usual perfect
placement. “Tell me something.”

His chest digs into me on a deep inhale and he doesn’t blink. “This is rea for me.”
His voiceis soft but confident. “None of this has been fake for along time.”

His words stop my breath, “When?’

“1 think since that first night we had dinner. When you told me my facts about myself
were bullshit.”

| gasp at him. I didnotsay that! | said you didn’t get verypersonal.”

He huffs a laugh, “Fair.” He pauses and | can tell he's putting thought into what he
wants to say. “l guess | didn't know how. I’ve never gotten really personal with
anyone. But you make it easy. | want to share things with you and more than anything
| want you to share things with me. It’s definitely aforeign feeling for me, but for the
first time in my life, my every waking thought doesn’t revolve around work. | think
things like' Are beignets considered a pastry? Would Camila rather have a weekend
getaway in the woods up in Oregon or down the coast to Catalina? Is she thinking
about me as much as I'm thinking about her? How can | help her redlize this art
studio is hers? When can | taste her sweet pussy again?

I’m so caught off guard by his confession but at the same time, I’m not. I’ ve known
there's been something real between us for along time now. | questioned whether it
was just me while feeling deep down it wasn't. His face searches mine looking for an
answer and silently asking meif | feel the same way.
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| bring his face to mine and kiss hiswarm, soft lips. “Y es, they’re elite pastries.” Kiss.
“Definitely woods.” Kiss.

“Only when I’'m awake, or dreaming.” Kiss.

“Y ou being you and supportive is more than enough.” Kiss.

“And right now.”Kiss.

The relief in his muscled body is immediate. He pulls me into him even more, as if
our bodies could somehow morph into one. | take a step back towards the shower and
he follows, never breaking the contact of our bodies. Even pressed this close together
| still crave more. The steam around us keeps us warm as he presses me back against
the stone wall. Despite what we did not only thirty minutes ago, somehow just
holding each other in the back of this shower, after those admissions feels more
intimate. | don’t know how long we stay like this, but the air continues to grow thick
around us.

“Camila—"

“Thisisrea for metoo,” | breathe.

His eyes close as he drops his forehead to mine. “Are we really doing this?’ Hislips
drop to my jawline briefly before coming back to search my eyes. “For real ?’

My chest is still heavy with afear of excitement but | can't stop the smile that spreads



across my face as| nod my head and hislips find mine.

His kiss is passionate and all-consuming. His hands grip the back of my thighs as he
effortlessly lifts me. | reach between us and move him so he's a my entrance. He
pauses a moment, and the eye contact is so intense but | don’t look away. | welcome
the way it makes my chest tighten. He brings one arm to wrap around my back and
the other on the wall behind me. His lips find mine again, warm and wet. All it takes
Is a soft moan from my mouth to his and he dlides himself in. His movements are
slower this time, but | can feel every inch, every ridge, every pulse of him as hefills
me up completely. Despite the heat from the shower my neck still fills with
goosebumps. | can’'t ever imagine my bodynotreacting this way to him. The angle
he's holding me at has him brushing against my clit with every thrust. Still sensitive
from my earlier orgasms it doesn’'t take long for me to reach that peak pleasure. He
finds his relief right after me, and drops his forehead to mine, our breath in sync. We
don’t say anything for along moment, but we don’t need to.

Miles

| wakefrom the mostpeaceful night of sleep I've ever had. A cool breeze blows
through the room, and this high up, the morning fog is so thick outside, it gives the
illusion we're wrapped in our own personal cloud.

Camila's body lays comfortably under my arm. Her chest rises and falls with each
soft breath she takes. | run my nose along her neck and take a deep inhae of her
scent. That rich but creamy smell gets me every time. I'm still riding a high from last
night. | couldn’t have anticipated how badly | needed to hear her say that she wanted
this too. That being with me wasn't a mistake and the feelings I’ve had for her
weren’'t one-sided.

Her breathing changes and she begins to stir. Her ass rubs up against me as her back
archesin a small stretch. If she wasn't awake before, my rock-hard cock digging into



her now would certainly wake her. She moves to sit up and | close my eyes
pretending to be asleep. | feel her dide to the edge of the bed. Through the ends of
my lashes, | watch her pull her hair up into one of those messy knots on the top of her
head before she bends down and slides one of my T-shirts over her. As much as |
love to see her naked body sitting at the end of the bed looking like a goddamn angel,
| fuckinglovethe sight of her in my clothes.

“Okay see, thisis the second time now you’ ve tried to sneak out on me. Y ou' re going
to give me acomplex.”

Her spine twists as she looks over her shoulder at me. My eyes narrow in on her as
my tongue wets my bottom lip and she comes crawling back up the bed. She lays her
body on top of mine, with her fists propped under her chin. “I was going to attempt to
make us some coffee with your fancy machine.” Her sexy raspy morning voice has
my dick twitching under the sheet.

“Touch the fancy coffeemachineand this relationship might be over before we even
have a chance to begin.”

“What if | try it naked?’

“1 would enjoy that, but you might make Rosa a little uncomfortable.” Her mouth
parts and alaugh bursts out of me, causing her to shake up and down on top of me.

Her eyes narrow as she points afinger at me. “Rosa doesn’'t come in the morning.”

“She does when | text her the night before asking her to come make my wife some
scones.” | rub my thumb gently against her cheeks and her face tilts into the touch.

She sits up excitedly, straddling my stomach, “Well, if there's scones down there then
what are we still doing up here?’



“The scones are your breakfast, Camila. Mine is up here. And after all that sex last
night, I’'m absolutely famished.” | squeeze her thighs with my hands. “Now be a good
wife and come sit on my face.”

“Good morning, Rosa.”

“Good morning, Miss Camila.”

She grabs an eclair and sits at the counter pulling it apart.

“Oh my god, Rosa, you' ve outdone yourself, these are incredible.”

“I"m glad, on such short notice | had to work with what | had,” she says, throwing an
evil eye at me.

“What do you have planned for this beautiful day?’ Rosa asks.
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Camilawatches me as | start to prepare her coffee. “I’'m not sure.” She takes a bite of
her pastry, then says, “| have afew more job applications | should get to. Unless you
had other plans, Miles, | could put off the job hunt for another day.” Her eyes light up
and she flashes me a mischievous smile.

| had plans yesterday, but after my conversation with Samantha and the icing on the
cake of my father texting me, | wasn't in the right headspace. And as much as |
would love nothing more than to spend all day with Camila, there's something more
important | need to get done right now.

“1 actually have to run out for alittle bit.” | clear my throat and her smile dims. “But |
saw there was an art fair going on one street over this morning.” | hand her her

coffee. “1 thought you could check it out while | take care of some business.”

“You have work on a Saturday? And the art fair is a dangerous place for someone
like me. | have no self-control.”

| smile and walk down to my office. When | come back | lean in kissing the top of
her head, and set my black card on the counter in front of her. “Go wild, mi esposa.”
She pulls her lips between her teeth trying to hide her smile, but her leg bounces with
excitement under her. “Finish your tart and add some pants to your wardrobe?—"
Both women gasp at me, it seems |’ ve offended them.

“Thisisnot atart!” Camila scolds me.

| blow out along breath pretending to be annoyed but honestly, | can’t get enough of



her. I’ve known for a while, but after last night and now knowing we're on the same
page, it's further confirmation that | will do anything for Camila. And that’s why |
need to leave her here and work on a Saturday.

Turnsout pulling strings took me longer than | expected because when | step off the
elevator Camila' s laptop glows like a beacon in the dark living room, illuminating her
face as she slegps on the couch. | close the screen and sit down next to her head.

Her eyes remain shut but her lips curve into asmall smile. “Hey.”

| lean over and kiss her forehead. “Hey yourself, sorry I'm so late.”

“Where were you?’ She doesn’t open her eyes but she scoots up so her head is resting
on my lap.

“1 just had to take care of some business,” | say, running my fingers through her hair.
“How wasthe art fair?’

One eye cracks open. “Don’t look in your office,” she winces and | breathe a laugh.
“Areyou still tired?’

Her arms stretch as her body flexes under my hands. “No, when | fell asleep I'm
pretty sure it was right after noon and now,” she pops her head up looking around,
“It’ s definitely dark.”

“Seems you were maybe a little tuckered out from your night last night,” | say as she
moves to sit up beside me. | kiss the corner of her lips and her mouth turns up in a

sleepy smile. “You wanna get out of here for abit?’

“What’ d you have in mind?’



Camila's fingersdig into my arm as her feet come to a stop. | face her and jerk my
head, “Come on.”

“Miles, it's closed.” She throws her arm forward pointing to the double doors of the
museum.

| uncurl her fingers from my bicep and link our fingers together. “Not for you.”

Her feet dlowly shuffle behind me. When we reach the doors | give a nod to the
security guard and he unlocks the museum for us. The silence is deafening.

“What. Are. We. Doing. Here?' She enunciates each word.

“1 thought it would be fun to check out the Museum of Modern Art. I’ ve never been
here before.”

The muscles in her neck work hard “I—you—" Her head shakes dlightly as she looks
around.

| step up behind her, trailing my fingers down her spine. “I called some people,” |
whisper against her hair. “It's al for you Camila.” Her head falls back against my
chest and | take the opportunity to kiss her cheek.

“Woas this yoursecret businessyou needed to take care of today?’

“No.” | move to hold her hand in mine again. “This is the apology for my secret
business taking so long today. Come on.”

“Huh. Wéll, thisis...interesting.”

“What thefuck isit?’ | ask.
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“1 think it's a fountain maybe?’ She tilts her head as she looks around the sculpture,
eyes squinting.

“I’m pretty sureit’saurinal.”
Sherears back asif it's an active one. “What?’ she gasps.
| cover my laugh with a cough, “Y eah, that’s atoilet, babe.”

Her eyes widen and her mouth opens once before closing again. “Okay well,
itisinteresting.”

“You can say weird. It'sjust us here. | won't get offended.”

“It's notallweird, you liked that creepy spider sculpture.” She points an accusing
finger a me and | feel aweightlessnessin my body like I’ve never felt before.

A handful of sculptures later we find a dimly lit room with four large paintings, one
for each wall. “Pick your favorite,” she says, and her eyes sparkle.

| look at each frame carefully, knowing she's going to ask me to defend my choice.
“Thisone.” | point to an all-black canvas with light strokes of gray slashed acrossiit.

She presses her fingers to her lips trying to hide her smile. “Hmmm...A Moment of
Death. What made you choose this one?’



“I knew what it was without reading the title. That one over there looks like a bowl! of
spaghetti and it’s supposed to be about a farmer.”

“They're meant to make youthink.”

We stand side by side in the shadow of the room. “Well, what do you think Camila?
Does that look like death?’

“This might possibly be the least romantic date conversation I’'ve ever had.” She
smiles. “I don't know, | guess | like to think we live multiple lives. So for me, a
picture of death would have some kind of light on the other side.”

“What do you mean multiple lives?’

“Just what it sounds like. | think maybe we live different lifetimes over and over
again.

“Like reincarnation?’

“Kind of, but I think that one is more karma-based, and while | totally believe in
karmaas well, it’s just kind of cool to think that maybe we meet new people in every
lifetime or maybe we meet some people over and over again, you know?”’

| shouldn’t be surprised by how mesmerized | am by her but | find myself wanting to
know her thoughts on everything. | never want these conversations with her to end. |
realize I’ve just been staring at her when she rolls her eyes and says, “Okay, al-
knowing one, what do you think happens when you die?’

| exhale a deep breath and look back at the painting. “1 don't know. Black. Nothing. A
deep sleep with zero dreams?”



“I’m honestly not surprised by that answer.” Her face is the picture of mirth and my
stomach bottoms out when | look at her. When we went into this arrangement, | told
her | didn't and would never want a relationship but everything about her has taken
me by surprise. Being with Camila feels like home. And not the home that | grew up
in, but a home for my soul.

“Thank you,Miles. That was the best date I’ve ever been on. Bar none.” Camilas
hand holds mine as she leans against me in the back seat of the car.

“Even with the morbid death talk?”

“Surprisingly, even with the death talk.” The corner of her lip twitches and she lets
out asmall huff,

“Sounds like you’ ve dated some real winners,” | deadpan.

“I’ve dated people...that | thought | should.” | look at her now, and my body tenses.
“In high school, this guy asked me out, and | didn’t really know him, but | felt bad so
| said yes.” She pauses while twisting that pendant across her necklace. “We dated for
about a month before he realized he was wasting his time and finally broke up with

me.

“l can promise you, time with you could never be wasted, Camila.” Her eyes are
distant. “That was it? High school was your last boyfriend?’ | ask, feeling relieved.

“No. | dated in college too. Casually.” This has me clenching my fist, but | listen
intently. “But just like with that high school boyfriend, | always felt like | was
justthere. None of them brought any value to my life, and | don’t know, | always just
felt like an accessory. Does that make sense?’

“Yes.” But | wishit didn’t. Asmuch as | can’t stand to think of her with anyone else,



the thought of her being unhappy tears me up even more. How could anyone be with
her and not worship the ground she walks on? Her heart is so big, and anyone being
with her just to pass the time makes me want to shove my fist into a wall. She
deserves the world and then some.



Page 58

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 2:39 am

“Anyway, on a scale of one to ten, where does this rank on the most romantic thing
you'’ ve done for someone you’ ve dated?”’

“1 don’'t know, what would you rate it?” Her eyes narrow as she cocks her head to the
side. | lean my head back on the headrest. “I’ve never dated before, Camila. I've
never had someone | wanted tospend all my time with. Someone who | want to know
al their waking thoughts. I've never wanted someone to confide their desires and
fears with me and vice versa.”

“You want that with me?’ Her eyes are glassy but her smile is so beautiful my hand
itches to hold her face and kiss her.

“Yeah. | want it al with you. | can’'t promise that I'll be great at the relationship part
because | have nothing to compare it to. But | can promise that I'll give you my
everything. And you'll never just be anaccessoryto me.” | grab the back of her neck
and kiss her forehead lightly before whispering against her skin. “I see many more
dateslike thisin our future.”

Her body sinks against mine and if | wasn’'t holding my breath | would have missed
the soft sigh that escaped her mouth. “I would rate it aten.”

“Oh Camila, I’'m just getting started with you.”
Camila

Today is the day.l fedl it in my bones. My last interview would normally have been
enough to break me. | mentaly give myself a pat on the back for showing some



serious growth in getting back at it. Physically | give myself alittle shoulder rub and
do some neck rotations. I've been working hard on this presentation—from
renovation ideas to projected cost to income and revenue. The last couple days I've
been up early and staying up late working on this, and I’ ve finally found a potential
investor for the art studio. It wouldn’t bemystudio but with some stipulations I’ ve put
in, with any luck I'll still be able to help facilitate it. This feels like an appropriate
small step for me. | would be closer to ajob that | love but without the risk of failing
and disappointing anyone.

I’ve been living with Miles for a month and a half now and even though we've
moved into relationship territory, | don’t know what it means for us in regards to our
annulment. It seems crazy to stay married when everything is till so new but does
going through with it say that this is just for fun, and maybe he still never plans on
being married? Either way, | till need to figure out my next move. Whether I’m able
to get an investor on board today or not, I'm trying. I’ ve missed too many calls from
my parents. With only a responding text claiming to besuper busy.l want to get back
on my feet and today is the day.

My fingers hover over the keyboard of my laptop as | review my PowerPoint. The
familiar ding of the elevator has me poking my head up over my laptop. Miles crosses
the entryway with his shirt draped over one shoulder. My eyes instinctively go to his
thigh tattoo before | trail his body. His thick ab muscles flex in and out with every
deep breath he takes. When my eyes land on his face he hits me with that sexy-as-sin
smirk as he closes the last bit of distance between us.

“Good morning.” Hiswet lips kiss the side of my face and | pull back.
“Listen | love...this,” | wave my hand around him, “but you're very sweaty.” His

rumbly laugh vibrates against me and it’s almost enough to distract me from the fact
that | think | almost just told Miles| love him.



“Okay well I'm going to go shower, and then | want to take you somewhere.” |
almost don't register his words as my thoughts swirl around my head.

“Don't you need to get into the office?’

“I let Jonas know this morning that | would bein later.”

“Where are we going?’

“It's a surprise. Let's go shower.” His eyebrows wiggle as he pulls me out of the
chair and drags me down the hall.

| take a breath and try to process how | almost just had a Freudian dlip.

MILES

“What are we doing here?’

A strong breeze blows past us on the sidewalk as | unlock the storefront. | open the
door for Camila and follow her inside. As soon as the door closes behind me, the
silence is deafening. Slowly, she turns around to face me, arms crossed and her
eyebrows raised. “Miles?’

| have half a second to wonder if I’'ve made a mistake or if I’ve overstepped.
Truthfully | probably have, but that’'s never stopped me before. | take one look at her
and | know with every fiber of my being there was no other choice. So | lift my chin
and say, “I bought it.”

Her eyes go wide and her mouth hangs open. “What do you mean you bought it?’

“l mean, you kept saying you wanted someone to buy this space and open an art



galery, so | bought it.” | slowly begin closing the gap between us. “Now, | don’t
know shit about art but thankfully | know someone who does.” | stop half aninchin
front of her, her head tilts back and her wide eyes are a mix of panic and confusion.

“Why would—" Her breath catches as liquid forms in the corners of her eyes. She
begins shaking her head and | grab hold of her face to look at me.

“Camila”

“Why would you buy this place?’

“Because | believe in you. | believe in your vision and | want you to believe in it

too.

“Miles—" she closes her eyes tightly and a lone tear dlips down her cheek. “Thisiis,
thisistoo much, not to mention it woul ddefinitelycomplicate things.”

“We're already complicating things.” | shrug my shoulder and wipe away her tear.
“ And nothing is too much for you.” The tears she was desperately trying to hold back
come out in full force as she smiles, cries, and lets out a small laugh al in one. | kiss
her cheeks where the salty streaks stain her face. | know just buying this studio isn’t
going to erase all her fears and worries, but my hope is she'll at least be on the path.
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“1 would do anything to help you achieve your goals. Because you deserve to be
happy. Not a bullshit happy for someone else, but really, truly, genuinely, happy.
Nada es demasiado parati, mi esposa.”

“How have you had time to purchase propertyandlearn Spanish?’ She teases me. |
wipe her tears once more before turning her body around in my arms so she can take
in the full space around her.

“1 gpend more time on the language app than | do working most days,” | whisper in
her ear.

Her head falls back onto my chest and | soak in the feeling of her body wrapped in
my arms. “| don’t know what to say,” she breathes.

“Camila, this place was yours from the moment you stepped foot in here. We both
knew it. You just needed alittle push. And like | said, there isn’t anything | wouldn’t
do to help you. But the truth is, you don't need me. You're the most deserving,
capable, kind, and creative person | know. So if you'd let me, I’d love to be by your
side and watch all the great things you come up with.”

Her shoulders shake under me and tears plop onto my forearms.
“What are you thinking?’ | ask against the top of her head.
“I"'m just trying to wrap my head around this.” She turns back around, wrapping her

arms around my waist. “I don’t know how to thank you. Not only for this but for
believing in me enough.”



| kiss her lipstenderly. And asigh of relief passes through me.

Camila

The bath wateris silky with oils and dightly pink with some discarded petals from a
rose bath bomb. After the last few days of nonstop manual labor, this bath is calling
my name. It’s been a week since Miles brought me to the property he bought me and
| immediately hit the ground running with ideas. | think a part of me wanted to busy
myself so | couldn’t focus on the dlightly overwhelming feeling that he bought this
space for me, and the more overwhelming feeling that | would now definitely have to
talk to my parents. Some days it feels like things are moving too quickly and maybe
they are. But at the same time, nothing has ever felt more right.

Miles

What are you wearing?

Me

Paint.

Miles

Mmm sexy.

Me

| think you might be the only person to think that.

Miles



Then everyone else is foolish!

Me

You'recrazy.

Miles

For you? I’'m out of my goddamn mind.

It's easy to get caught up in this world with him. In thisworld, | can go to my studio
every day and feel a sense of pride in my work and in myself while | create a space
worthy of the artists in this city. | can come home to Miles and we can live in this
perfect little bubble together. In thisworld, I’'m falling in love with my lifeand | can't
imagine living it any other way. But the reality is, at some point, I'm going to have to
talk to my parents and deal with the potential reality of disappointing them.

Miles

| gave Rosa the night off, 1’1l send Willsto pick you up and I’ll meet you for dinner.

Me

| noticed she wasn't here. | wasn't joking about the paint though, I’'m about to get in
the bath.
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Miles

Fuck the dinner. I’ll be homein 15. Meet you in the bath.
Me

See you then.

It's only takenme seven weeks but I’ve finally figured out how to connect to the
Bluetooth to play music from any speaker in the house. With the music playing
softly, | didn’t hear the elevator doors open so | am pleasantly surprised to hear that
husky voice behind me, “I could come home to this every day and die a happy man.”

| know he means it as a smple comment but hearing the way he saysevery day, has
my heart longing for some kind of future with him.

He leans against the vanity. When he untucks his shirt from his pants | get a glimpse
of that dusting of dark hair trailing down from below his belly button. | know
realistically he's probably moving at a normal pace, but watching him it feels like
he's pulling his jacket off and undoing his shirt buttonsin slow motion.

“Now if you just ditch the pants you could join mein here,” | say.

His head falls forward with a small laugh and he looks up at me from under his thick
lashes. “Well since we've already almost flooded this place once before, | think I'll
stay out here.” He pulls a bench away from the wall and props it next to the tub
before sitting on it. His strong hands find my shoulders and unaware of the tension |



was holding there, | relax them. | look down at his bruised knuckles as he continues
to knead my shoulders.

“How was your day?’ | ask him.

“Boring. How was yours?’

His tone is sarcastic but | still can't help myself. “Miles,” | playfully growl at him
while | let my head fall back and rest against the rim behind me. The truth is, I've
been busy renovating the studio, butl don’t miss the way his eyes have been heavy.
Like he has something on his mind. | bring my lips down to his hands and leave a
kiss, silently telling him,I’m here, you can talk to me.As if that was the reassurance
he needed he huffs out along breath and continues.

“My dad reached out to me.”

| shoot up from the bath and turn to face him. “When?’

“Last week maybe? Or the week before? | don’t really remember.”

“Why? Are you okay?’

His eyes stay trained where my hands clutch tightly around his. “I wanted this. |
wanted him to see that | could be successful without him. | wanted it to sting. But
I’ ve been so angry at him for so long and when | hit that level of success, he was the
last thing on my mind.”

Understanding dawns on me. His father, who he doesn’t have a relationship with, and

Is the sole reason he claims to work so hard. He says he wanted this as a way to hurt
his dad but he doesn’t seem happy with the way this situation has turned oui.
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“I'm okay.” He looks at me now. “I was mad to hear from him initially but | think
that was just a programmed response at this point. After awhile, | realized I'd been
successful and done all the work and | hadn’t thought twice about doing it to spite
him. | don’t really even know this man anymore. And | don’t want to continue being
pissed off and working for hisreactions.”

“Have you ever thought about reaching out to him?”’

His lips purse as he shakes his head. “There’s no point.” He kisses the corner of my
mouth. “Calling it a good thing might be a stretch, but | can see the situation better
now. | don’t care what someone who | don’t even know anymore thinks about me. |
still want to be the best at what | do but | want to be great for myself. | want to make
myself proud. And you.”

His words make my eyes well up, and | have to bite my cheek to stop myself from
crying.

“Maybe one day. Maybe clearing that negative air between you two will help you to
really let go and move on.” | kiss his hand that I'm still holding. “And Miles?
Y oudomake me proud. Honestly, the only thing bigger than your scow! is?>—"

“My dick?’
| flick my wrist, spraying him with water. “Is yourheart,jackass.”
“Must be the Leo in me.” He shrugs with a laugh and gets up to turn on the shower.

After it's running warm he reaches his hand out to mine. “Come on, let’s rinse you
off,” he says, unbuttoning his pants with his free hand.



| climb out and step up to him on my tip toes so I'm closer to hisface. | trace his soft
lips with my fingers. “I could do this every day and be happy too.”

“Your mind is wandering.”

We got in bed hours ago. The warmth of Miles's body seeps into me. His powerful
thighs cradle me from behind, providing immense comfort. But still, I’ ve been lying
here with a thousand thoughts and not one of them is clear.
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“How did you know?’ | roll over to face him.
“l canjust fed it. You're not slegping. What's going on in that head of yours?’
“Y ou can feel me not sleeping?’
He makes a small frustrating growl before dipping his head to my neck. “Camila.”
“1 don't know.” | squirm against him and laugh when his beard tickles my cheek. “It’s
like, | have alot on my mind, but at the same time | can’t make out a single thought.”
His eyes bunch in confusion but I'm used to not being able to explain how | fed to
people. | rub a reassuring thumb over the crease between his brows. “It happens. I'll
be okay, | just need to relax and go to sleep.”
“Y ou shouldn’t be the one comforting me right now.”
My arms wrap around his back as | nuzzle in close to him. “Shh...go to deep.” |
close my eyes and tell myself things are fine.l can relax. | am safe. | take things one
day at atime. Thisfeeling isonly temporary.

“Let’s get out of here.”

My eyes snap open and | peel back looking at him. “Umm..it's the middle of the
night?’

Even in the dark, | can see his smirk and dlight eye roll. “Not right now. This
weekend.”



| hesitate, wondering where this is coming from and | shouldn’t be surprised, if he
can sense when I’ m not sleeping, he can obviously sense my hesitation.

“We'll leave Saturday and come home Monday morning. Let’s just get away and
relax alittle.”

It's a gesture that tugs at my heart. | know this trip is in an attempt to help me, so |
kiss his mouth and whisper against his lips, “Sounds perfect.” | try to sow my
breathing to mimic a deep sleep so | don't keep him up with my running thoughts.
But afamiliar feeling begins scraping at the corners of my mind.

Miles

My phone buzzesinside my suit pocket. Taan's desk number flashes across the
screen. “Talan,” | answer.

“Sorry to bother you, Mr. Cameron. But Jonas is here asking for the Bainbridge files.
And |?—"

“On my desk sitting on top of my computer. You can get them for him but then tell
him to leave you aone. I’'ll be back in thirty.” | don't wait for his response, | pocket
my phone and my fast-paced walk comes to a halt when | see Camila pulling wood
planks twice her size down from the shelves. Her beauty stuns me every time | see
her. Her dark hair is pulled back into two braids that hang down her back. Her white
T-shirt lifts up under her denim overalls as she reaches above her head. | shouldn’t be
fighting a hard-on from overalls but thisis what I’ ve become around her.

| will my feet to finally move when | see her start climbing the unstable wood planks.
| step up behind her and grab the plank she' s trying to reach.

“What do you think you're doing?’ | ask, lowering the wood into her lumber cart.



“1 could have gotten that,” she scolds me. “I’ ve gotten all the other ones, by myself.”
There's no humor in her eyes. She seems on edge. Frustrated. And now I’'m pissed
that she's been at this home improvement store for who knows how long and no one
has helped her.

“1 have no doubt that youcan,the fact is you shouldn’ thaveto. Where the fuck are all
the employeesin this place?’ | ask, looking around.

“It'sfine.” Her fingers squeeze the bridge of her nose and she lets out a breath of air.
She shakes her head like she's trying to shake away her frustration. “Anyway, it's
nice to see you, midday.” Her hands clasp around my biceps and she tilts her head
back to look at me. A smile that doesn’t reach her eyes crosses her face and I'm
painfully aware of how spoiled I’ ve been by her real smiles.

| pull her body in close to mine, it's my way of telling herl’ve got youand she
responds by allowing her body to soften into mine. Out of the corner of my eye, | see
a flash of the hideous orange that is a part of the employee's uniforms. | whip my
head to find a man walking past the aisle. “ Excuse me!”

He stops abruptly. “Yes sir, how can | help you?”

| keep Camila tucked tightly under my arm. “My wife is renovating her art gallery. |
need you to help her get anything and everything she may need or want.”

| feel Camila’'s eyes snap to me. She'slikely aware of the same thing | am. That's the
first time I’ ve said the wordsmy wifeto someone without any bite to them or dripping
in sarcasm. I'd be lying to myself if | said | didn’t like the way it sounded.

“Yesof course. I'll make sure she gets everything she needs.”

Unfortunately, | have to get back to the office to wrap up some things before we can



leave tomorrow. “Will you be okay?’ | ask her.

She nods her head with a reassuring smile and pats my chest. “Yes, go.”

“I’ll seeyou later,” | say, pressing my lips to her forehead.
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As | wak through the store | can't stop feeling like something is wrong. Did | push
this on her? Is this too fast or too much for her? | need to figure something out
because I'll never forgive myself if | fuck this up.

“ Shouldn'tyou have your own personal associate now?’ Jonas asks when | get back to
the office.

“Why would | need one of them when | have you?’
He reaches over his head behind his back as if he's pulling out an arrow, notches it
into his imaginary bow before pulling it back, and sends his middle fingers flying at

me.

“Mr. Cameron, sorry to interrupt. Hi, Jonas.” Talan pokes his head in the door and
offers asmall wave to Jonas.

“Talan! My guy, you’ re looking sharp today,” Jonas says and | swear Talan blushes. |
motion for him to continue.

“Thank you, Jonas. Mr. Cameron, you're all set for tomorrow, the plane will be ready
for youtoleaveat 10 am.”

“Thank you, Talan.”
Jonas' s smile drops and his eyes shoot to me. “What?’ | bark at him.

“Where are we heading?’



“Jonas, the only place | would go with you isto amonastery in Thailand.”

“Har har, dickhole. Where are you going?’

“Dickhole? Redlly?’ | ask at his use of an insult.

“Yesreally. But now | know this involves Camila since you only avoid my questions
when they involve her...”

Touche, dickhole.

“I’m handing these files off to you because I’'m taking Camila up to Oregon for the
weekend.”

“Nice. Take her out into the woods and act out a little vampire romance.”

“As usual | don't know what the fuck you're talking about, but by all means keep
talking to hear yourself talk.”

“Who knew we would ever see the day?’ | ignore him, making sure all the papers are
inthefile. “You're asimp daddy.”

“Don’'t ever fucking call me that again.”

“Miles Simp Daddy Cameron.”

“You really do get off on annoying me don’t you?”’

“Isit weird?’ he asks, unable to keep the smile off his face.

“Iswhat weird?”’



“Being in love with your fake wife?’

For thirty-six years I’ ve been content to be single. | never wanted to go through what
my parents did. Even though | knew | would never be like my father—I would never
cheat on anyone—I till saw the way he crushed my mom and | never wanted to be
the reason someone could be so broken. | never wanted to open myself up to that kind
of torture either. | always thought it was easier to not expose myself to that possibly
than it would be to endure it. So | never tried or wanted arelationship and | definitely
never planned on being married. But now | can't imagine alife not married to Camila.
So | catch myself being honest with Jonas.

“No. It'snot.”

He nods his head knowing not to push it.

After my conversation with Jonas,| wasdesperate to get home to Camila. | completed
the bare essentials that needed to be done and | packed up my stuff and met Wills
downstairs. As we drive home, I'm noticing things | never noticed before.
Specifically the people outside— couples, families, and groups of friends. Some
heading out for dinner, some heading back to their hotels after a day of sightseeing.
Every light Wills stops at feels like torture. Even though I’ ve known I’ ve been falling
in love with Camila for some time now, acknowledging it out loud feels different. |
don’t know if she's there yet, but | can’t go another minute without telling her how |
feel.

Miles
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Empty silence greetsme when | get home. I've gotten attached to the comforting
feeling of coming home and finding Camila curled up on the couch. | head down to
my room, finding it empty aswell.

“Camila?’ | shout into the empty space as | pull out my phone and head back towards
the kitchen. No missed calls or messages. | start to call her as | walk up to her old
room just to check.

The battle of relief and panic crashes into my chest at the same time when | find her
curled up in aball on the bed with her back facing me.

| set my phone on the dresser and walk around to the other side of the bed. My chest
cracks open when | see the skin around her eyes, puffy and red. Careful not to disturb
her | sit on the edge of the bed and place a gentle hand on her arm. “Camila,” |
whisper, failing to hide the concern in my voice.

“I’'m sorry.” She sits up, looking around confused. “I didn't realize what time it was.”

“You don't need to be sorry. What's going on? Are you hurt?” Confusion and panic
duel inmy brain as| try to figure out what happened and how | can fix it.

“No.” She shakes her head, crossing her arms and hugging her body tightly. “I just—I
have—" She's working hard to try and get a breath in and I’'m on the verge of
exploding. | take a deep breath through my nose and | watch my knuckles turn white
where my hand grips the comforter. | lowly let go and bring her hand into mine. “I
just,” her inhaleis shaky, “I just have alittle anxiety today,” she cries out.



Her shouldersfold in and | scoot up, wrapping her in my arms, and rub her back.

"What are you anxious about?’ It seems like a stupid fucking question but I'm so far
out of my element here, | don’t know what to do or say. | just know | need to fix it for
her.

She collapses, shaking, against me. “1 don’'t know,” she says through her tears. “It's
not something specific, it’s just this uncomfortable feeling inside.”

| pull back to look at her and her face brings a sharp pain to my chest. “Is it because
of the flight? Or maybe all the work you've been doing lately?’ 1I’'m looking for
anything tangible that | can fix for her.

She shakes her head looking down at her lap while wiping away her tears. “No. |
don’t know. It's... it’s hard to explain.” | don't press anymore. Instead, | kick off my
shoes and scoot up to sit against the headboard, trusting that the words will find her.
“1’m notanxiousabout something in particular.l just haveanxiety.” She wipes her tears
with the back of her sleeve before resting her head on my shoulder. | hold her thigh
under my hand and rub soothing strokes with my thumb. “It’s just this feeling that
consumes me sometimes. Some things can exacerbate it and make it worse, some
things help, but sometimes it's just this unexplainablefeeling. I'm uncomfortable,
irritable, and restless, and sometimes | have a hard time sleeping, but | couldn't tell
you why.” Guilt plagues me when | think if this was something | could have spotted
sooner. “Eventually, it builds and builds to a point where it becomes too much and
the feelings don’'t have anywhere to go and | can’'t help it, | just cry. I'm sorry I'm
doing aterrible job explaining.”

| feel helpless. My heartbeat is a dull thud in my chest. I’ve been nervous before,
sure, but never for a reason unbeknownst to me. More than anything | hate that she's
apologizing. | sit up to face her, her loose hair sticking to her where tears stain her
face.



Pushing her hair back from her face | pull it all up to the top of her head while
grabbing the silk band from around her wrist. | stretch it around the mound of hair
and it all fals right back down her back again. An appreciative smile forms on her
face, and | try again. This time twisting the silk around a few times. “Please don't
apologize, Camila. | wish there was something | could do, | wish | could understand
better.” The hair tie is holding her hair, and | wouldn’t say I’ve mastered it but it is
out of her face and | can now hold her cheeks with both hands. My thumbs brush
lightly where the tears have spilled down her cheeks.

“1 don't fully understand it myself so | can understand why it’s difficult for you.” She
sniffs.

“Can | do anything?’ | ask helplessly.

She shakes her head, “No, | know it sounds | don’t know, stupid maybe? But
sometimes watching a comfort movie or reading a book and getting lost in something
else until the time passes helps.”

“1t doesn’t sound stupid at all.”

She tries to take a big breath and | can hear it shudder. | press my lips firmly to her
forehead as she slumps into the headboard, closing her eyes. “I’'m actually kind of
tired, it can be exhausting crying multiple timesaday. I'll think I'll just try to Sleep it

off.”

| look her over for any sign that tells me she wants my company but her eyes are
already closed. | pull her blankets up to cover her and start to head towards the door.

13 Mi|$.”

| pause, turning to her.



“Can you change your clothes and come lay with me?”’

It feels selfish to feel relief at this moment but I'm completely overwhelmed with the
thought of her feeling safe enough to not only want me to be near her during a
moment of struggle but also not be afraid to ask me. Now isn’'t the time, so I'll tuck
thiswin of hers away to be admired later. “I’ [l be back in a minute.”

My mind is tryingto pull me from my dream. I'm vaguely aware of a light touch
running along my bottom lip. | fight the smile and school my face to remain unphased
as | realize Camila's fingers are tracing a line along my mouth. The soft caress both
tickles and excites me. The moment | feel her begin to pull away | part my lips and
nip at her fingertip. | don’t need to see her to know she's smiling. | suck her delicate
digits, rolling my tongue around until her breathy exhale kisses my ears. She slowly
dlides out of my mouth and my eyes finally flutter open, meeting her piercing gaze
with my own.

“Good morning.” Her voiceis barely more than a whisper.

“Good morning.” | reach under the covers and runmy palm along her warm thigh.
The playful smile on her face eases a tension that has been wrapped around my chest
since last night. Camilais good at hiding her feelings—shoving them away so others
can't see them—and | want to make sure she isn’t doing that now.

“How are you feeling?’

“I'm still alittle embarrassed, but other than that, | feel much better.”
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“You never have to feel embarrassed with me, Camila.” Her eyes soften as she scoots
closer to me. Her body radiates warmth and | use my hold on her leg to wrap her
around me.

“What time do we need to be ready to leave?’

“We don’'t have to go if you feel stressed or tired. We can cancel and go another
time.”

“No.” She firmly shakes her head. “I’m not stressed, and | want to go. | feel much
better this morning waking up with you. So, what time do we leave?’ | take a deep
breath, studying her face. Her eyes lock on mine. “Miles, I'm serious. If | didn’t want
to, | promise, | would tell you. Iwantto go.” | exhale the breath | was holding and roll
over on top of her.

“We've got some time,” | whisper against her neck and her chin lifts, giving me
better access. | lower my body, settling myself between her legs as | watch that
devilish smile I’ve come to love spread across her face.

| sowly begin to roll up the t-shirt she’s wearing, watching how its oversized fit
flows down her body. | kiss a trail up her hips and stomach until her breasts are
exposed to me. “You're so fucking beautiful,” | say between kisses. “I don’t know if
I’ ve told you recently, but even if | have, it’s not enough.” Her hand lifts to my face.
Her thumb strokes along my jaw. “I mean it, Camila. | could tell you every day in
every language andit still would never feel like enough.”

“It's more than enough, Miles.Y ou’ remore than enough.”



My mouth descends on her and our bodies relax, so in tune with one another as we
give ourselves to each other freely.

Miles

“When you saidwe were flying you forgot to mention it was private,” Camila
whisper-shouts at me.

| smile and nod to the flight crew waiting at the top of the stairs with Camila tucked
in tight to my side. “I wasn't aware there was another way,” | say, boarding the plane
and handing our bags to a flight member. There are two beige leather couches on
either side of a mahogany table, and a partition wall past them leads into the back
bedroom. The flight is only an hour and a half, so we take a seat on one of the
couches and order adrink before taking off.

“Have you ever been to Oregon before?’ Camila asks, legs bouncing with her hands
rubbing together between them.

| place my hand on her thigh, and it covers amost half of it. Her legs stop bouncing
and she takes a deep breath, her shoulders moving up and down on the exhale. “I
have, but only for work. I’ve flown in, talked to clients, and left.”

“You work alot.” It's not a question, she knows my hours are long, even though I’ ve
been going in late and leaving earlier than | ever have for nearly two months.

“I never had anything worth coming home to until recently,” | say, kissing her
forehead.

The flight crew goes over the safety rules and we're airborne shortly after. The plane
engine fills the silence between us. Camila sits curled up against me while | watch us
move in and out of clouds as | absently stroke her arm.



“1’m going to see my parents on Tuesday.”

My hand stills for a beat before | recover. I'm not sure if she's going home to tell
them about her career change, or us. When | first proposed this plan to her, | didn’'t
care if she told her parents about us, and | didn’t care what they would think of me.
But now, things are different. | clear my throat, “What did you end up telling them?
About us, | mean.”

She sits up, moving out of my touch, taking her warmth with her. | want to pull her
back to me, but | turn to face her, waiting to hear what she'll say.

“I never actualy told them anything. It never came up.” Her face cringes as her
shoulder lifts.

“They never asked you if you've been to Vegas lately and got so drunk you married
the first man you could find? So weird. | make sure to ask everyone | know those
kinds of things, often,” | tease her.

She smiles and playfully shoves my shoulder. | grab her arm and pull her back into
me. “1 neverneededto tell them. I’ve only talked to my mom once and it was after that
terrible interview. The conversation was short after | lied and told her | was out with
Taylor. Other than that | only know that they plan on visiting my brother in Italy for a
few weeks this summer because of a group chat. I’ve not told them about quitting my
job, or the gallery, or you...” shetrails off.

“And now?’ | hesitate because I’'m so far gone when it comes to Camila. | know how
| feel about her, hell, | was on my way home last night to lay it all out there for her.
Consequences be damned.

“I"'m ready. I’'m ready to tell them about everything.” She sits up again but this time
stays close, keeping her hand on my chest. “I’m all in with you, Miles. I'm not afraid



to tell you that, and | won't be afraid to tell them either.” She leans in, pressing her
lipsinto mine. It's akiss that mimics everything she’s saying.

“Do you want me to come with you?’ | ask.

Her smileis soft, “No.” She quickly shakes her head, “| mean yes, | do want you with
me, but only for selfish reasons.” She inclines her head.

“You can be as selfish as you want with me, Camila.”

“| appreciate the offer, but | think it's something | should andcando on my own.” And
| don't have a single doubt that she can't. “Plus, when youdomeet them, | want it to be
under better circumstances.”

| never thought | would be in a situation to be nervous about meeting someone's
parents, but her confidence in the fact that | will meet them tells me she's just as

serious about us as | am. And that's enough to calm me down...for now.

“Do you want to use the plane?’ | ask with aknowing smile.
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Sherolls her eyes and lays back down on my lap. “I think I'll travel with the common
people for thisone.” | watch her head rise and fall as | shake her with my laugh.

CAMILA

The sweet scent of rain and pine fills my lungs immediately as we step off the plane.
Miles keeps his fingers intertwined with mine as we walk up to an old Jeep. My lips
purse together.

“Youknow how to drive?’ | ask, suspiciously. When he tilts his head with a blank
stare, | put my hands up. “I’'m just saying, |’ ve never seen you drive, and there's alot
of trees and probably wildlife out here. | don't want you to plow us into anything,” |
say climbing in. The warmth of his body covers mine as he reaches over, buckling
my seatbelt.

“Oh. I'll be plowing intosomething.” His face hovers over mine for a brief moment
before he closes my door. And | have to clench my thighs together while he makes
his way around to the driver’s side.

Aswe drive along the tree-lined road my mind is wandering. | was embarrassed when
Miles came home and found me crying. | wasn't surprised he was so understanding,
but | was surprised by how comforting | found him. | felt the anxiety creeping in for
the last few days. | tried to ignore it when it presented itself as trouble sleeping, and
again when | was irritable the next day. But when | woke up yesterday morning |
knew | couldn’t fight it off any longer. | had canceled breakfast with Taylor over text.
| knew if | saw her or even called her she would know | was going through it. And |
didn’t want to put that on her. It's hard for her to see me struggle and not be able to



do anything about it. I’ ve aways rather ride the wave out alone, so | wasn't expecting
to release wave after wave of discomfort under Miles's touch. His closeness alone
was enough to help me relax enough to fall asleep. I’'m not sure how long he rubbed
those circles on my back. But the two times | woke in the night, his hands were still
moving.

I’m shaken from my thoughts—Iliterally. As our car begins to rattle around. | squint
my eyes, looking out the windshield as we make our way off the paved road and
begin bouncing along a dirt path.

“Are you sure you know where we're going?’

His only response is a slight smile and a reassuringhand on my leg.

| lean closer to the dash, trying to get a better view and the crunch of gravel isloud as
the car begins to slow. Through the shifting fog, | make out a stunning, large oak
wood home. The way it sits on the hill, completely surrounded by trees, gives the
illusion that it’ s built directly into the forest.

Miles grabs our bags and | follow him up the stairs. When he opens the door, I'min
awe. A large leather sectional sits in the middle of the living room on top of a
beautiful plush rug. There are vaulted ceilings and a built-in bookshelf that goes on
forever. While most of the walls are made of natural wood, the back wall is made
entirely of glass and the view of the woods takes my breath away. “This doesn’t even
seem real,” | whisper.

His only response is a kiss on top of my head before heading down along hallway.

| pull my phone out of my back pocket and move to sit on the couch. The cold of the
leather bites through my pants and | drape awhite fur blanket over my lap.



Me

Madeit.

Taylor

And? How isit?

Me

Incredible. It'slike we' re up in alittle tree house. It's so cute.

Taylor

SCGKMF

Me

so cute get knifed mother fucker?

Taylor

Swooning crying giggling kicking my feet.

But close.

Me

?? What are you up to later?

Taylor



Got another hot date with Netflix.
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Me

Thisislike the 3rd time this week. Things sound serious between you two.

Taylor

And they say | have commitment issues. Please.

Heavy hands gently squeeze my shoulders and | let my head tilt to the side. | feel the
knots | didn't realize were there as Miles rubs into them with his fingers. “So, | know
you wanted to try out a hike. If you're up for that we should go soon, before it gets
dark out. But if you're tired and want to stay in,” his teeth nip at my ear, “we could
do that too.” My eyesfall shut as| smile against the feeling of his lips now pressing
against my neck. | know if | don’t get up, we'll easily get distracted so | throw the
blanket off me and jump off the couch like my ass is on fire. | momentarily get
whiplash from how quickly I spin around to face him.

“We'regoing,” | say, with my hands on my hips. “ Get dressed.”

“l am dressed.” His eyebrows bunch together.

“You're wearingthatto gohiking?’ | ask, pointing at his fitted tan pants and black
knitted swester.

“What' s wrong with what I’ m wearing?’

“It'salittle fancy for hiking.”



“It's a sweater, Camila”

| raise my eyebrows, giving him a bemused smile before padding down the hallway
to change.

We're lost.

Not surprising since Miles has his own personal driver and prior to two months ago, |
walked to the same office every day and barely had the energy to go anywhere else.
When | suggested we just go back and play cards, he actually growled.

My leg bounces restlessly as | impatiently wait for him to give up and turn around.
To my surprise, he pulls over to the side of the tree-lined road.

“What are we doing?’ My eyes widen in confusion.

“We're hiking.”

“Thisisn't ahiking trail.”

“We'll make our own.” His muscles flex under his sweater as he moves to get out of
the Jeep. | make a mental note that Miles is likely not the hiking type. No one who's
ever hiked aday in their life would choose to make their own path in the woods. | get
out and follow him through some bushes. “I’m sure these woods are filled with trails,
we just need to cut through some of these bushes and we're bound to find
something.”

“I’m not sure hiking works like that.”

As we continue pushing through the woods, | think | feel a raindrop. “It’s probably
leftover water on the trees,” Miles says.



Whoshu whoshu.

“What was that?” My breathing accelerates but my bodyfreezes. Miles slowly inches
his body in front of mine.

“Don’'t. Move,” he whispers slowly.

My knuckles pale as | hold the back of his sweater in a death grip. | squeeze my eyes
shut and hold so still | swear | can hear the pulsing of the trees around us. I'm fairly
certain | don’'t have fight or flight because | always go into freeze mode, which would
hopefully be best case in the event that we' ve just encountered awolf or a bear.

| physically feel Miles's back muscles release under my hands as he hunches over,
letting out a long sigh. “It was a rabbit.” He looks over his shoulder at me with a
relieved smile.

It takes some bush-whacking but we've finally found some sort of a path. The
buzzing of insects and chirping of birds offers soft background noise.

“Can | ask you something?’

“Always.”

“1t’s about your dad.” If | wasn’t holding his hand | might have missed how his step
faltered once before quickly recovering. His eyes remain forward, a slight dip in his
brows is his only indication that he heard me. And when he doesn’t say anything |
continue. “When he texted you last week, was that the first time he's reached out to
you?’
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His thumb slides back and forth across my hand. Something that he’s done numerous
times when I'm in need of comfort but maybe it's a gesture that’s just as helpful for
him.

“No. After | cut him out, he tried regularly to get in contact with me. His attempts
lessened over the years but never stopped. Every year or two | would have Talan get
me a new number but that was a pain in the ass. Now, | just accept that I’'ll hear from
him from timeto time.” My lipstwist to the side and | nod my head. “What else?’

My eyes snap to him and | playfully nudge him with my shoulder. “Why do you
assume there’ s something else?’ | ask.

“l told you. You can't hide your tell.” His finger taps my nose. My eyes roll back
extra dramatically and his thumb rubs against me again as he grins. “That day on the
pier. | knew how | felt about you. | wanted to tell you then. But | got that text,” he
pauses and | vividly remember how his face had drained of color and there was a very
clear shift in him. “It was from him. He congratulated me on making name partner.” |
nod my head in understanding. “But | wasn’t thinking about work. When | looked at
you, | got scared.”

We stop walking and | turn to face him, wrapping my arms tightly around him.
“What were you afraid of 7’

“All the reasons | never wanted to be in a relationship had just come through on my
phone. | was reminded of how easily everything could go to shit and | just shut
down.”



“What changed your mind?’

“You.” His hands run along the back of my head, patting my hair down. “Y ou made
it impossible to stay away and | knewtheirrelationship would never be ours.”

My throat is tight with emotion. His piercing gaze makes it difficult to breathe and |
know that if | could form words without fear of crying, | would tell him I’'m in love
with him.

A few too manyfalls and animal encounters later, have us running back to the car.
Without a trail to follow we have to be extra careful about heading straight back in
the direction we came from, which is proving to be more difficult now that it’s started
raining. We finally make it out of the clearing and we're about 100 meters down the
road from our car. | can't help the laugh that rips through me when Miles grabs my
hand and starts jogging towards the jeep with his ass covered in dirt. | stop mid-run
and bend over laughing uncontrollably.

“What are you doing?’ he shouts through the rain.

“You're covered in mud.” | choke on my fit of laughter.

“Yeah, hence why I’'m trying to get us back to the car.”

I’m wheezing and panting, out of breath from the run, and laughing so hard. Miles
closes the distance between us, and his hands grab either side of my face. | stop
laughing long enough for him to pull me into a deep, stomach-fluttering kiss. A kiss |
can feel down to my freezing bones. His teeth rake across my bottom lip demanding
entrance and | happily give it to him. One hand tangles in the back of my wet hair as
he holds my head close to him. His other hand slides down my neck, over my
shoulders, and grabs onto my hip.



A sigh escapes me when he pulls away, but warmth spreads across my face when he
Kisses the rain droplets off my nose and forehead. “Estas loca.” His warm breath
whispers against my cold skin before pulling me tightly against his body and walking
us back to the Jeep. It dawns on me that just like our relationship, this hike started off
as a half-assed plan. But also like our relationship, I'm left laughing, genuinely
happy, and feeling free.

When we make it back to the car, he opens my door. “As much as | would love to
stand out in the freezing rain and have a good laugh at my muddy ass—" Hislips find
mine again and | close my eyes, soaking in their warmth. “1 would rather not die of
hypothermia.”

| look at him with the biggest smile | can muster and make a mental note to ook up
the dangers of a smile etching itself into your face permanently.

Camila

Candle lightsflicker all around,casting shadows on the walls against the room.

Although there is a small dining room, we've ordered takeout and when | suggested
we eat outside on the deck, you would have thought | suggested we wear wet socks
with the way Miles looked at me. Apparently, it's too cold outside, so we
compromised by putting al the couch pillows and blankets on the floor near the
dliding glass doors and we' recampingindoors.

He sits across from me on the floor, leaning against the couch behind him. He looks
so different on this trip. At home, he exudes power and dominance; aways in his
suits or half-naked when he's done boxing. But here, he's relaxed. His outfits are
casual—jeans and sweaters. I'm not an idiot, I've felt his clothes. His T-shirts feel
like they’ re made of some kind of witchcraft. It wouldn’t surprise me if his sweater
cost my share of mine and Taylor’'s monthly rent, but the illusion of casua is still



there. And it looks so good on him. My heart still beats erratically every time he
looks at me. “Hand me that pen behind you, please.” | twist, looking behind me.
There's a notepad and pen sitting on the side table, | grab it and dlide it across the
coffee table to him. “Thank you.”

| suspiciously watch him pull out an envelope from his pocket. He opens it, sits a
piece of paper on the table, and coversit with his hand when he begins writing.

“Want me to whoop your ass at Snowman?’ | tease him.

“No.” He doesn’t look up from the paper. “But | am curious now, what word would
you use towhoop my ass?’ He leans across the table now, his expression daring.

He thinks getting close to me will throw me off my guard, and he might be right, but |
pop up on my knees, lean into him, and kiss his full lips before whispering against his
mouth, “Chiaroscurist.”

He smiles against my lips before pulling back. “Okay. Y ou might have whooped my
ass with that one.”

| sit back down laughing, pulling my legs under me as he slides the paper across the
table. His perfect penmanship flows across the top, “Camila s Gallery Name Ideas.”
with abig line under it.

My eyes burn. “What isthis?’ | ask.
“You can't keep calling itThe Studio.If you want to get a sign made for the front, and
business cards you need to come up with a name, so I’ ve been brainstorming anytime

an idea strikes me but I’ ve learned | suck at it so let’s do it now, together.”

My chest tightensas | read the list.
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Expressions
LaVidaArt
The Art Vault
Cada Momento

“You'’ ve been working on this for me?’ He scratches the back of his neck. “Why did
you cross out The Art Vault?’

“If somebody mumbles it or has a thick accent of any kind it could sound like The
Aardvark.”

A shaky laugh escapes me and a single tear falls down my cheek. My finger runs over
the letters. “ Cada Momento.”

“1 wrote that one after you asked me to stay with you. | was overwhelmed with pride
in that moment and | wanted to remember it. But then | realized | want to remember
every moment with you. It doesn’t really have an art theme though, so...” | don't let
him finish his sentence before | fling myself across the table into his arms, pressing
him further into the couch. His arms wrap around me and | kiss him for all the things
| can't find the words to say. | kiss him for his unwavering patience and
understanding. | kiss him for his selfless support. And | kiss him because I’'m in love
with him.

“Thank you.” | kiss him once more.”Yo también quiero recordar cada momento



contigo.”

MILES

My balls are frozen.

The house has a wrap-around porch in the back, which was pitched as some
incredible selling feature. They forgot to mention you wouldn’t actually want to sit
out here because it’'s fucking freezing. Camila is covered head to toe in layers, her
leggings underneath a pair of my sweatpants, and a long sleeve T-shirt under one of
my hoodies. And fuck if | don’t love seeing her in my clothes. She rests between my
legs, her head on my chest, my arms wrapped tightly around her, as we lay out on a
wooden daybed with a paper-thin cushion on top. I’ ve brought the comforter from the
guest bedroom out and wrapped us up in it because Camila wanted to sit out here
andwatch the trees. I'm till not sure what that means but despite the freezing cold,
she seems happy so here | am, watching the trees.

“1 could get used to this,” she says into the darkness. “| feel so refreshed like | really
needed this and didn’t even know it.”

| kiss the top of her head. “We could come back every weekend if you want.”

She wiggles her body further into me and | can hear the smile on her face when she
says, “I love it when you say thingslike that.”

“I'll buy the whole damn house if you want it, Camila” And | mean it. She must
know that I’ m serious because she sits up, turning to look at me.

“1 just meant, | like when you talk about the future. Our future.” She pauses. “1 know
our relationship started as anything but normal, and when we decided to give thisago
we weren't sure what it would look like or what it meant, but when you talk about our



future, I'm not afraid of it. | likeit. | want everything with you, Miles. |7—"

My heart hammers at her words. She's saying everything |I've been feeling, and |
don’t want to hold it in anymore. | can’t. | sit up and pull her into afiery kiss. | kiss
her like a man starved. With every piece of my body and soul responding to her. |
want her to know and to feel everything I'm feeling for her. Breaking the kiss but not
pulling away, my forehead resting on hers, | whisper against her lips, “I love you,
Camila” Her heart beats against my hand where it rests on her chest. “I know thisis
wild, and if you're not there yet, that’s okay, but | couldn’t go another minute without
telling you.”

Her lips fall back on mine in a softer kiss, it's slow and intimate. The chill of her
fingers locking together behind my neck sends a shiver down my spine. “You're
right, it iswild.” Her lips brush acrossmine. “Miles.” | can’t tell whose heartbeat is
whose anymore. “l love you, too.”

| force out a breath that was lodged so tightly in my chest it was a miracle | hadn’t
passed out yet. “ Say it again.”

She smiles against my lips. “I love you, Miles Cameron.”

| never planned on getting married. But at this moment, with Camila in my arms, |
couldn’t imagine alife not being married to her.
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Camila

Miles standsat the kitchen counter wearing only a pair of gray sweatpants. I'm briefly
distracted by the V below his waist. But | quickly notice the scowl—that very rarely
makes an appearance anymore—etched deeply on his face.

“You really shouldn’t be allowed to look so sexy with such agrumpy face,” | say.
“Too bad there’ s nothingsexyabout this cheap coffee maker,” he grumbles.

| know he takes his coffee serioudly, so | pull my lips in between my teeth in an
attempt to hide my smile but | can’t help the mocking tone that escapes me, “Oh no.
Not the cheap coffee maker.”

| slide up to the counter beside him. His corded arms find the counter on either side of
me and I’m wrapped up in his scent. He looks me up and down and his stare sets my
body on fire, I'm desperate for his lips on mine. His mouth is now half an inch away
from mine and I’'m about to close the final gap between us when he grazes past me
and nips my ear. The sting both shocks me and excites me until he whispers, “Get
dressed.”

What? Putting more clothes on is not where | saw this going. My brows furrow
together,

“Where are we going?’ | ask, disappointed.

“There’ s adiner about five miles down the road. We'll stop on our way to the airport.



It's

got to be better than this instant stuff.”

“You got me excited just to tell me to get dressed so we could get coffee?’ | blanch.

The short hairs of his beard scratch my skin as he nuzzles his face in my neck. “Are
you excited, Camila?’ Warm fingers graze my skin when his hand slides under the
sweatshirt that drapes loosely around my body. | hold his stare when the pads of his
fingers find my bare pussy. | suck up the groan that escapes him. “Fuck it. We'll get
coffee on the plane.” His armswrap around my waist, scooping me up.

“Miles,” | smile against him but he ignores me and continues to carry me back down
the hall to the bedroom.

“Miles,”| laugh. “We're going to be late.”

“Well since we're their only passengers,” hislips find their mark on my neck, “they’ll

wait.”
The fireplace in the corner of the room is still crackling when he sets me down on the

bed. The sheets are cool under my bare legs, but the way his eyes penetrate mine
causes my skin to heat.

Hisfingers dide along the waistband of his sweatpants before pulling them down. He
towers over me while gripping himself through his boxers. “Lay back, Camila.”

His deep voice could command me to do anything. | lower myself to the mattress as
his rough hands clasp behind my calves and he settles himself on his knees. The
warm feeling of his tongue circles the inside of my knee. “I love how wet you get for
me.” My back arches off the mattress at the sting of his teeth thatnip my inner thigh.



“1 love how this pussy was made for me.” His head drops between my legs and |
scream his name as his tongue licks one long sweep up my center. He stops right
before he reaches my swollen and most sensitive spot. | push my hips down begging
for him to keep going. | feel his lips pull up into ateasing grin against me. And if it
were possible to die from aching, | swear, thiswould be my last breath.

“Miles, please,” | cry out. The musclesin my legs flex and | squeeze around him as |
try to grind against his mouth. His large forearm spreads across my stomach pinning
me to the bed. My breath gets caught in my throat when two thick fingers slide across
my entrance, parting my lips and his wide flat tongue rolls over me. My eyes squeeze
shut, unable to handle the pressure building inside me. He pulls my clit into his
mouth, gently sucking while his fingers dip inside me. My right hand threatens to rip
the sheets beneath me while my other holds the back of his head, riding his face as |
keep him pressed tightly to me. “Yes. I'm so close,” | breathe. His fingers curl to find
that spot that has me seeing a burst of light and that’s all it takes to send me over the
edge.

My heart beats erratically against my rib cage but my body is spent, lying there limp.
| press a hand to my damp forehead as he gently sits my legs back down on the bed
and stands between them. As | lay there trying to catch my breath | watch him slowly
pull down his briefs and the full length of him springs out. | will never get over the
sight of him. Histhick head is already dripping with precum.

| can’'t believe there was once a time when sex with a guy was one-minute missionary
and when he finished | would force a smile and pretend to be tired. There is no
pretending with Miles. Everything about him turns me on. My mouth goes dry as |
watch him give himself soft strokes.

“What are you thinking?’

| smile and shake my head. “That if you don’t put it in, I’'m going to do it for you.”



His eyes narrow as he hooks my legs around his waist with one hand and grabs my
neck with the other. My pulse beats so hard | can feel it knocking against his palm as
he holds me down and lowers his mouth to my ear. “Smart ass.”

He stands abruptly before taking his cock in his hand and smacking the weight of it
down on me. My legs tremble around him and not even my teeth clamped down my
lip can stop the cry that comes out of me. He guides his tip right past my entrance,
stretching me, before pulling back out. “What are you doing?’ | yell.

“1 just like the look on your face when you’ re begging for my cock.”

My eyes turn to tiny dlits and my mouth parts in disbelief. He runs his tip up and
down my dlit and I'm so sensitive from that first orgasm | couldn’t pretend to hold
out even if | wanted to. “Fuck. Okay, | want it, | want you. Y ou know | do.” My eyes
snap up to him. “Now like | said, either fuck me or I’'ll do it myself.”

My back arches off the bed when he slams into me in one deep thrust, filling me
completely, while a deep rumble forms in the back of his throat. His hands grip my
hips lifting me at an angle that has him able to get deeper than he ever has before.
With every thrust, he brushes my unbearably sensitive clit while also reaching a new
spot inside me.

“Oh God—" | whimper.

“l wonder if he ever gets tired of you calling out to him when you're with me,” he
grunts as his hold on me tightens and he lifts me higher. His thrusts turn punishing.
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The ache in my coreis so intense, | can't take it anymore.

Every thrust deeper than the last, the obscene sounds of wet flesh smacking fill the
air. “Miles.”

His fingers find my overly sensitive spot and he rubs it with such precision. “Come
for me.” He pinches my clit and that's all it takes.

| cry out as my entire body is set on fire and my orgasm crashes into me over and
over again in multiple waves, seeming to go on forever. Only when his lips come
crashing down on mine do | feel him twitch inside me as he finds his own release.

We lay in bed, under the covers for what feels like hours. He presses his lips to my
neck and down my bare shoulders not giving a second thought to the time and when
we were supposed to leave. Our fingers intertwine and dance through each other, and
| know in this moment that | will always want this with him. When | look up into his
steady eyes, | marvel at thisman | get to love and get to call mine.

We missed our flight.

It was impossible to pull ourselves from the bedroom after all the confessions we
shared. As a result, we were late to leave and weather hold-ups kept us sitting on a
ground plane for most of the afternoon. Miles answered a few work emails while |
tried to sort through some of my thoughts about what my trip home will look like.

Now I'm trying not to wrinkle Miles's suit as my hands roam his broad chest. His
mouth breaks away from mine, traveling down my neck. “You have to go,” | finally



breathe.

“Are you sure you don’'t want me to come with you?’ he asks, between kisses.

The truth is | don't want to leave either. The idea of facing my parents is enough to
kill any mood, but when Miles does meet my parents | want it to be under better
circumstances. I’m only going for two days, and it feels like a short enough trip that if
al hell breaksloose, | won't be stuck there for very long.

“I"ll be back before you even havetimeto missme,” | say.

“1 missyou already and you haven't even left yet.”

Leaving him feels extra difficult after the weekend we had together. But getting this
one last issue settled will be the final weight lifted from my shoulders.

| hold his face in my hands, rubbing at his scruff with my thumbs, letting it tickle
beneath them. “I love you,” | say before kissing him.

“I’ll never get tired of hearing that.” His head dips down as he rubs his nose against
mine. “I’ [l be back soon to take you to the airport.”

“Don’t worry about it, Willsisdriving me,” | plead with him.

“Not a fucking chance am | not going with you. | would have taken the whole
morning off but | have to run this meeting. I’ ve given everyone a hard two-hour stop
time. So long as Jonas doesn't play class clown, | should be back in about three.”

He kisses me once more before stepping into the elevator.

Since our flightwas delayed and we were too exhausted to unpack, I’'m having to both



unpack my Oregon winter clothes and pack my Miami summer clothes. My phone is
charging on the nightstand when it lights up with a FaceTime call from Taylor.

“How long do you think a Cubano will stay good for?’ she asks before | can even say
hello. “Like if you get one right before you get on the plane, and | meet you at the
airport? How long is that?’

“Toolong,” | respond.

She flops down on my old bed. “I’ve been dreaming about that sweet bread and
perfectly seasoned pork. I'm drooling just thinking about it,” she groans.

“Taylor, you're literally the best cook | know. You could totally make them.” She's
shaking her head before I’ ve even finished my sentence.

“It's not the same,” we say in unison.

“$0, how are you feeling?’

| watch her get off the bed and take the three steps it takes to get from the bedroom to
the kitchen. “Surprisingly I’'m okay | think. Obviously alittle nervous because...well,
| am who | am,” | say with a shrug. “But I’'m confident in my decisions now.”
Taylor’s phone is propped on something on the small kitchen island, as she dips her
grapes in a jar of peanut butter. She looks at me and says, “I’'m so proud of you,
Mila.”

“Honestly, I'm proud of myself too,” | say, and | mean it.

| hear the elevator ding down the hall. “Hey, | gotta get going, | need to finish
packing and | think | just heard Miles, he must have forgotten something.”



“Okay | love you, text me when you land.”
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“Love you too, | will.” I blow her a kiss and she sticks her tongue out and rolls her
eyes in the back of her head doing an over-the-top make-out impression. | shake my
head, laughing as | hang up.

“Oh,Camilal Nice to see you, | thought youwere on your way to Miami,” Talan says
when | bounce into the kitchen.

“I am, | leave in afew hours.”

“I’m actually heading today too, it will be my first vacation in three years.” He beams
his signature sweet smile.

“1 heard that. Y eah, Miles mentioned he was going to be lost without you this week.”
He blushes and nods his head. “I doubt those were his words, but thank you.”

| smile at him. “Did he make you come over here to pick something up on your first
day of vacation?’ | ask.

“Oh, | just wanted to drop off your files. He was very adamant that | get them to
youtoday.But I’ ve had this vacation planned for months so | completely forgot, and
then when he said you were heading out, | rushed over as soon as | remembered this
morning.”

I’m assuming they’ re papers having to do with the galery. “Well | really appreciate
it, thank you, Talan,” | say.



He leaves the folder on the table and heads to the elevator, pressing the button, he
says, “Enjoy your trip.”

“You aswell,” | shout as the elevator doors close.

I’m about to go back and finish packing but | move to look at the folder first. When |
open the manilla envelope my heart stops at an alarming rate.

Record of Dissolution of Marriage, Annulment, or Registered Domestic Partnership
hits me in big bold letters. | set the folder on the table and use my hands to brace
myself as the room spins around me.

| take a handful of deep breaths, trying to steady myself. Everything isfilled out.

Everything from Partner A and B’s information to the marriage license number. And
that perfect signature at the bottom,

Miles S Cameron.

My sweaty pams battle with the chill that runs through my body. Why would he just
fill these out now after we've started a relationship? After this weekend? And why
would he do it without telling me? All too quickly, I’'m hit with another realization.
I’ll be the first to admit | was a little out of it the day Miles told me we couldn’t file
these papers for sixty days. He told me nothing could be done for eight weeks and |
believed him. But if helied, I’m not sure which option is worse.

Miles

“Should | park,or wait out front?” Wills asks from the front.

“I’m just going to run up and help her with her bags, we'll be right down,” | say.



Wills pulls up to the front of my building and | jump out, speed walking through the
lobby to the elevator. My heart tells my feet to move so | can get to her quickly, the
guicker | get to her, the more time I'll have with her. My head tells me to slow down,
the sooner | get to her the sooner she'll be leaving.

Five large suitcases greet me outside the elevator doors. She definitely isn't traveling
light. I panic for a moment that maybe she’'s extended her flight home and will be
gone for longer than the two days she had originally planned. Her shoes squeak
across the floor as she rounds the stairs into the kitchen.

“Hey, you've got quite the luggage goi—" | stop when | notice the redness around
her eyes. But it’s not sadness in her eyes, her expression is pure pain. | move towards
her and she backs up, causing my heart to lodge itself in my throat. “What's going
on?’ | ask.

“Our annulment papers were delivered today,” she says.

My heart is no longer stuck, it’'s fallen straight down to my gut. “Camila, let's sit and
talk about thisreal quick.”

She holds up her hand to stop me from coming any closer. “When did you sign
them?’

“Camila, please. | can explain if we could just sit for a?—"

“When did you sign them, Miles?’

“1 signed them the day we got back from Vegas. | had Talan order them, he was able
to expedite it and | filled everything out that day. Had we gotten them today, | would

have never signed them. Fuck, Camila, | wouldn’t have even ordered them.” The
words tumble out of my mouth without a second thought.



“S0 the papers that you said we couldn't file for eight weeks...you've had.” And for
the first time in my career, I’ve fucked up. | spoke before thinking and | fucked
myself. “You've not only had them, you've had them filled out, ready to go just
waiting for my signature.” | stand staring at her, processing what I’ve done in my
head. | instinctively go back to my old ways of saying absolutely nothing.
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“You lied to me. You made me think this was al for my benefit when really you
could have filed these the next day...” she trails off looking right past me, | can see
her putting everything together and it feelsas if I’ ve swallowed a rock.

The wordsfinally find me. “I didn't lie,” | say hesitantly.

“Don’t.” Her lips press firmly together and she shakes her head. “Don't use your
lawyer bullshit on me.”

| stay where | am because | don't want her to bolt, but I'm dying to clear the distance
between us, scoop her up, and beg her to forgive me. | need her to understand that |
didn't do thisto be malicious. That my feelings have changed.

“You manipulated me!” The strangled sob that comes outof her cuts my heart. “Y ou
spent weeks making me believe that you did everything formybenefit. For what? For
your name on that stupid fucking door? This was always aboutyou!” Her voice cracks
as she yells through her tears and the pressure in my chest becomes unbearable.

“Camila, please just listen to me for aminute.” | don’t recognize my own voice.
“l should have known. | mean, you said it yourself that day, | think your exact
wordswere'| might skirt the truth about some things.’” Tears fall to the floor as she

shakes her head.

My feet move to step toward her, and by some miracle she lets me. Her worn-in
sweater catches on my calloused hands as | gently hold her shoulders.



Her arms are crossed across her front as if trying to protect herself from me which
causes a burning sensation in my chest. To think that only yesterday she felt safe
enough to let me in. To tell me she loved me and now she's here in front of me,
shoulders hunched and hiding herself from me. She won't look at me and | don’t
blame her. Her voice is nothing more than a raspy whisper as she tries to hold back
her tears. “Was any of it real?’

“Camila, yes. That part is true, | could have filed those papers that same day.
Samantha found out and it was selfish, but it was in my best interest that | convinced
you to play along. But | didn’t know you, and | didn’t think | could just come out and
ask this of you, so yes, | made you believe it was for your benefit, and for that,
lamsorry. But I’'m not sure | can even bring myself to regret it because had | filed
those papers, none of this would have happened. But | swear to you, everything after
that day at the pier has al been real. Everything I've said to you, everything we've
shared has been real. | love you, Camila. None of that has changed.”

She finally looks up at me, her eyes completely broken and | hate myself for putting
her through this.

She bites her lip and nods her head but | don’'t know what that means. “Tell me
something,” she says, wiping the tears from her face.

“Anything.”

“How can | trust you, again?’ | can tell her until I'm blue in the face that | didn't
mean to hurt her, but how can | show her, how can | prove this to her? Before | have
a chance to respond she steps out of my hands and grabs her bag from the table
bringing it up to her shoulder. “I believe you, Miles. | believe that you love me. But
that almost makes it worse. Knowing that you love me and you're still able to lie to
me.” She grabs one of her suitcases and heads towards the elevator. “I have to go,
Taylor’'s downstairs waiting for me.”



“Camila—" | reach for her.

“l just need some time, Miles.”

Her feet step into the elevator and | watch the doors close on this once-in-a-lifetime
woman. | stand staring at the doors for another twenty minutes before | realize she
isn't coming back up. | sink into the bench at the dining room table, the table we
spend every night at, and my chest hollows out as reality sinksin.

Camila

“Areyou traveling or coming home?’ The older lady next to me leans over smiling.

Annoyed, | pull my headphones out and give a polite smile. “Uh, both, kind of.
Heading home to see my family, but | don’t live in Miami anymore.”

“Awe, that’s so nice. | have three children and nine grandchildren all spread out.
They think it's easier for me to travel to them since there's just one of me, and so
many of them.” She waves a hand of bright red nails around.

| feel like I’'m dying inside. My heart is cracked. My anxiety knocked into me like a
freight train. | feel like | could close my eyes and sleep for thirty-six hours straight.
And it’s in these circumstances that | go right back to my people-pleasing ways. So,
instead of telling this woman, ‘I’'m glad you get to see your family but I'm really
tired, I’m going to take a nap now.’| smile and say, “How nice that you get to see
them. Are you heading to see them now, or heading home?’

“Oh, I'm aMiami girl for life. | moved here when | was just a girl, and I’ ve been all
over the world since, but I'll always come home to Miami,” she says proudly.
“Where did you move off to?”



“I live in San Francisco now,” | reply.

“Ahh! The Golden Gate City!” She beams. “Although not to be rude, I'm one of those
people that calsit Fog City,” she sayswith aguilty face.

| fake asmall laugh and nod along, “Y eah it can get pretty foggy, | understand.”

“So what do you do out there?’ she asks. And | have to bite the inside of my cheek
and force myself to breathe so | don't cry all over her.What do | do out there?l moved
in with a man | accidentally married, and then accidentally fell in love with. A man
who bought me a studio space so | could live out my dream of owning my own art
gallery—that 1’ ve spent every waking moment pouring my heart and soul into—and
now I’ve just found out that he used me for his own benefit.

| have no fucking clue what I’ m doing.

“l eat a lot of sourdough.” Thankfully she laughs and allows the conversation to
move on.

| will never booka nonstop five-and-a-half-hour flight again for fear of getting stuck
sitting next to someone who wants to talk.
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Thankfully | only packed a carry on so as soon as | got off the plane | was practically
racing out of the airport. | did pack the rest of my things from Miles's apartment, but
| loaded them into Taylor’s car and she brought them home for me after she dropped
me off.

Assoon as| get outside I'm met with that Miami humidity. My face couldn’t be more
grateful as it instantly absorbs the moisture. | quickly spot my dad’s Range Rover in
the sea of cars at the arrival terminal and weave my way through them. My mom
jumps out of the front seat smiling ear to ear. “Mijal” she beams. “Tu eres tan
hermosal” She pulls me into a warm familiar hug in the middle of the street. “Te
extrano.”

“l1 missed you too, Mom. But can we get out of traffic please?’ | say, hugging her
back.

“Elena, carifio, please get in the car,” my dad reasons and she lets me go, grabbing
my bag and putting it in the back.

Once I'm settled in the back seat, my dad takes off and my mom is turned around in
the front, facing me. “ So how was your flight?’ she asks.

“Itwas...long,” | admit. “| sat next to avery...chatty woman.”

My mom makes theeekkface. “You seem tired.” Her eyebrows bunch together in
concern.

Sinceit’s only been five minutes and | don’t feel like divulging every dirty detail just



yet, | settle on asafe response. “1 didn’t get alot of sleep last night, and with my new
best friend on the plane, | didn’t get anap either.”

My mom reaches back putting her hand on my knee and givesit alittle shake. “We'll
be home soon, | just made fresh tortillas, so you can eat and then rest up.” Her smile
has not let up since | arrived.

“Sounds perfect,” | say.

“I'm so glad you're home, mija. We've really missed you,” she says, turning back
around in her seat.

“Metoo.”

| wakeup in my childhood bedroom, and the moonlight is brighter than a spotlight
casting a dark shadow around the room. The only sound is a dull hum coming from
the air conditioning unit. | sit up looking around the room. Not much, if anything, has
changed. The matching island tropical wicker bedroom set has held up after al these
years. The same pictures still hang in the frames of the gallery wall | made above my
desk when | was in high school. The rust-covered duvet with the sandy toupe sheets
complements the room in warm earth tones. And I’'m reminded of all the late nights
Taylor and | spent up in this room, making plans and dreaming till the sun rose.

| pick up my phone, to check the time and find it's 1 am. | guess my post-lunch nap
turned into a post-lunch sleep. | don’t dwell on it, it's 10 p.m. in California, and I'm
about to text Taylor when | remember my Do Not Disturb is on. When | open my
messages, I’'m hit with three texts from Miles and even though | can't get a grip on
my own feelings and thoughts, I’m certain the one persistent feeling | have is that |
miss him. | don’t hesitate to open the message, just to read his words to feel close to
him again.



Miles

| know you asked for space, but | just wanted to know that you made it okay.

| talked to Taylor, she said you arrived safely. | know you said you needed time, and
I’m trying to respect that. But | didn’t get to say it before you left and | need you to
know I'm so proud of you. | know you’'re nervous to talk to your parents, but you
deserve everything good in this world and you deserve everything you want.

| missyou.

| use the inside of my sweatshirt sleeve to wipe away thetears sneaking down my
cheek. | can fed the familiar tightness begin to wage a war inside my chest now. |
pick up the phone and call Taylor, who answers on the first ring.

“Mila, my little angel baby, how's home?’

“It's...dark,” | say looking around.

“Literally or...” shetrails off.

| go to speak but | can't stop the cry that falls from my mouth. | pull the phone away
and bury my eyes into the neck of my sweater.

“Camila,” her understanding voice is so soft as she tries to help me but | just cry
harder.

Finally, | put the phone on speaker in front of me, sitting cross-legged with my head
in my hands and my elbows on my knees.

“I don’t know what to do,” | sob.



“lI wish | was there to hold you,” she sighs. She knows better than to tell meit's
okayoryou’'ll be okay.l know people mean well when they say things like that but, if
one more person tried to tell me “You're okay” when I'm clearly not, respectfully,
get fucked.

“1 wish you were here, too.”

We sit in silence for a while because | can’t bring myself to ask about Miles calling
her.

Miles
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I’ ve beenan asshole to anyone who comes within twenty feet of me. I'm aware it's
unfair, but | can’'t bring myself to care. | aimost want to tell Jonas to just turn around
and run right back out of my office to spare him from the uncontrollable rage boiling
inside me. “Y ou good, bro?’

His frat boy energy and lack of anything ever affecting him just pisses me off today. |
ignore him and continue trying to get some work done.

“You wanna dip and go get some bagels?’

I’'m going to fucking lose it. I'm trying to think before | speak so | don’'t say
something I'll regret later. | need to just tell him now isn’t the time.

“Or we could leave early and grab drinks?’

“Jonas,” | warn.

“We could hit Villetta and get our money’ s worth this month,” he continues.
“Jonas,” | bark louder.

“Okay screw it, let’sjust?—"

“For fucks sake, shut up!” | shout.

He stares at me but his eyes aren’t hurt or upset. They take on the one emotion | can’t
stand. Pity.



“Look, I’ve never had to cheer you up,” he takes a tentative step towards my desk,
“you’ve always been a grumpy asshole and I’ ve been cool with it. But now you're a
depressed asshole, and I'm just trying to help. I'll let you sulk in peace though if
that’s what you want. When you’ re ready, you know where to find me.” His knuckles
knock against my desk before he turns for the door. He pauses briefly with his hand
on the handle, “By the way, | talked to Taylor. She said she thinks your girl misses
you too.”

My head almost snaps off my neck as | lift it so fast, but he's already walking down
the hall.

| need to get the fuck out of here.

Thisisaterrible idea

The sounds of dishes being thrown into buckets, conversations blending together, and
a bell going off every two minutes to let the waiters on roller skates know that more
food is up and ready at the counter normally wouldn’t bother me, but I'm clearly on
edge today.

After my morning blow-up with Jonas, | dropped whatever papers | could off with
one of our junior associates. The rest can wait. When | left | was overwhelmed with
how lost | felt. | couldn’t go home. The idea of stepping out of the elevator to an
empty apartment physically makes my stomach roll. It's a neon sign reminding me
that Camila left.She left.l should have tried harder to keep her from leaving, to talk to
me. But we've aways had that understanding with each other. The ability to be
patient and understand that the other will speak when they're ready. But then she said
she needed time. I’m trying to respect that,but I’'m losing my mind not talking to her
now. | can amost see her little smirk now, how amusing she would find it that the
man she had to work so hard to have a few conversations with would do absolutely
anything to talk to her now.



| arrived at the diner down the street from my office ten minutes ago and | fedl like
I’m going to explode out of my skin. | probably should have called Ray and asked
him to meet me for a session, but instead, | called the man coming through the door
right now.

“I’'m glad you called, son.” Paul Cameron dlides into the booth across from me. He's
not as big as | remember. | mean he'stall, 6'4” maybe and he's still in great shape for
aretired baseball player. But when | was a kid he seemed like a giant, and in my eyes
he was bigger than any superhero. Now if | didn’t know him, | wouldn’t look twice at
him walking down the street.

“1t'sbeen awhile,” is my only response.

He nods and a waitress comes by to take his order. * Just a black coffee, please. Thank

you.

| don’t feel the anger | expected to feel when seeing him. | don’t feel longing for a
relationship with him either. | don’t feel much of anything. How could | have spent
years working towards goal after goal for the sole purpose of rubbing it in his face?
To be able to say‘I’m the best and you have nothing to do with it. Y ou get to watch
me be great and have no claim over any of it.’ Theirony isthat everything | have, I’ve
gotten by using him and that anger as my motivation.

“1 know better than to tell you that you look well and try to make small talk with you,
Miles. So even though I'm grateful that you called, why don’'t you tell me why you
did?’ He' sdirect and to the point like me, but surprisingly histoneisn’t cruel.

My fingersidly trace the rim of my coffee mug that I’'m not drinking, but | keep my
eyes on him. “1’ve worked really hard, and been fairly successful these last few years
all out of anger and spite towards you.” If he's hurt or surprised by what I'm saying
he doesn’t show it. His face gives nothing away. “But when | think about what | have



in my life, none of it matters.” The only thing that’s ever mattered to me in the last
ten years walked out of my arms two days ago. “I just wanted to say that I’m not
carrying a baseball player-size chip on my shoulder anymore. | don’'t expect us to get
together for family dinners or anything, | mean shit, if | were you and someone
ignored me for close to two decades I'd tell them to go fuck themselves but, | guess
just selfishly, | wanted to let you know, I’'m done carrying this torch. If she could
forgive you in the end, it’s not my battle and I’ m done | etting this consume me.”

He takes a sip of his coffee, scrunches his face in disgust, and slides it off to the side.
Clasping his hands together in front of him he says, “I am sorry. I’'ll always be sorry
for what | did back then, and even more sorry for how | handled it. I'm sorry | didn’t
try harder to fix our relationship. I’m the parent and that’s on me.”

“Why’d you do it?’

The way his arms move lets me know he's likely wiping his sweaty palms on his
pants. “Unfortunately if you're looking for some big dramatic answer you won’'t get
it.” He blows out a breath before continuing. “1 was an idiot. It's as simple as that. |
was young, | had fame and successand | let it get to my head, and | fucked up.”

That's it. My entire life. From my confused and hurt childhood to my detached and
angry adulthood, it all boiled down to a simplel fucked up.It seems so trivial now. |
want to be pissed at myself for letting something like this consume me for so long.
But | recognize that pattern immediately. Beating myself up over it won't change
anything. So | nod my understanding and watch as my father folds his hands in front
of him on the table.

“And just so you know, you could have ignored me for another two decades and |
would never tell you to go fuck yourself. Hell, if you want to start doing family
dinners, I'min.”



“That might be a little much right now since | just started talking to you again.” The
corner of his mouth tugs up as he looks down at his hands. “But maybe in the future,”
| add.
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He smiles as the waiter comes back asking if we'd like anything else, and we both
shake our heads no.

When she leaves he leans forward and whispers, “ The coffee here isterrible.”

And since I’'m not ready to be twins with the guy and share similarities, | choke down
the rest of my coffee asif it’s the best thing I’ ve ever had.

Camila

The incredible blend of spices,vegetables, broth, and wine fills my nose causing my
stomach to rumble. Mom is making her paella soup with orzo instead of rice—a
childhood favorite of mine. Since I’'m flying back tomorrow, we decided to have a
family dinner at home tonight. | didn’t want to ruin my trip by bringing everything up
the day | landed, but | let it sit too long and now the thought of ruining my last night
with them is beyond dreadful.

The setting sun dances along the water painting a beautiful backdrop of purple and
orange. The sunroom is quiet tonight, unlike our usual over-the-top loud dinner
conversations. The sounds of silverware clanking against bowlsfill the silence.

“Did | tell you | saw Mrs. Nova a few weeks ago?’ my mom asks before she blows
on a spoonful of her soup. “She was only in town for two days so I'm surprised | ran
into her. She said she was going to try and make atrip out to visit you girls sometime
thisyear.”

Taylor's mom has been saying that every year since we moved. | think I’ ve seen her



once, and Taylor’s seen her maybe twice. | won't hold mybreath waiting for her visit.

I’ve been blowing on the same spoonful of food for what feels like an eternity. |
know | won’'t be able to eat, until | have this conversation—hell, depending on how
hurt and upset they are, it's very likely | won't be able to eat after either. | set my
spoon back down in my bowl and my mother’s head not so subtly snaps to me while
my dad looks at me only out of the corner of his eyes.

“1s something wrong with the soup, mija?” my mother asks, looking down at her own
bowl.

“No. Thefood isgood. | just—" | crack my fingers under the table and ask my nerves
to call the fuck down. There’'s no clock in the sunroom but | can hear a faint ticking
in my head. | take a breath to steady myself before continuing. “1 just wanted to talk
to you, and let you know some changes I’ ve made recently.”

My mom stops eating and puts her hands in her lap, her full attention on me now. My
dad thankfully keeps eating rather than boring his eyes into mine, but he nods to let
me know he's listening.

Inhala. Exhala. Y ou deserve to be happy, not a bullshit happy for everyone else, but a
genuine happiness for you.Miles's words bounce around my head and | feel stronger
because of them.

| keep my eyestrained on my finger where it spins the invisible ring around. “Um, so
| guess | should start by saying, | quit my investment banking job awhile ago.”

| close my eyes, take a deep breath, and when | look at my mom her eyebrows are up
in her hairline. My heart rate continues to increase but | keep going, “I hated that job.
My boss was horrible, and | dreaded going in every day. And not in a normall don’t
want to go to workway. More in amy stomach hurts, | feel nauseous, and | can’tdo



anything on my time off because I’'m so physically and mentally drained from my
jobkind of way.”

Now my dad puts his spoon down and turns his full attention on me.

“Mija, you've been there for over five years. Why would you stay there so long if it
made you so miserable?” my mom asks, and her voiceisjust as shaky as mine.

“1 know how proud you were when | got that job, and | didn’t want to disappoint
you.” | feel so small. Like a cartoon mouse backing up into the tiny cut-out in the
wall.

My parents both look at each other now, the weight of my father’s fist drops to the
table and my mom covers her dainty hand over his. | watch her thumb rub lightly at it
asif she'strying to calm him down but comfort herself at the same time and my eyes
burn as liquid rises. I’'m reminded of all the times Miles's fingers brushed my leg or
his hands rubbed my back. All the times he was there to comfort me and help me feel
brave and | wish he were here now.

“1—" my mom shakes her head dlightly, looking at me with the exact same furrowed
brow she had when | told her | was going to school in California

“I"'m sorry.” My whisper is pathetic as | look down to my lap and two large tears plop
into my hands one after the other.

“Camila.” My father’s stern voice has both my mom and | looking at him. “1’ve never
been disappointed with you aday in your life. Why would you think that?’

| swallow the rock in my throat. “1 guess |’ ve just always felt like you expected me to
do things a certain way. | know you were upset about my decision to leave for
school.”



“Camila, I’'m your mother. | know you down to your core. | wasn't disappointed, |
was worried. You' d never made an impulsive decision like that in your life. For four
years you talked about going to medical school here and then out of nowhere you
were moving across the country for finance? None of it made any sense.”

My fingers rub at the back of my jaw as | try to piece together some of my
uncertainty. | had been wanting to move for over a year, | just never told them. It's
not surprising that they would be concerned that | decided to leave the way | did.

“Not that it really matters now, all these years later, but it wasn't an impulsive
decision. | guess, | was just too scared to tell you before.” My mom'’s eyes are glassy
as her lips twist to the side. “Mom,” | reach across the table for her, and to my
surprise, she squeezes my hand back, tightly. “Not a day goes by that I'm not so
appreciative of everything you and Dad have done for me and Seb, and | never
wanted what you’ ve gone through to be for nothing. The thought of not making you
proud tears me up.” I’'m surprising myself with the way the words are freely tumbling
from my mouth.

“Camila, your mother and | worked hard so that you and your brother could have
every opportunity to do whatyouwant to do. And we do what we do because we love
it. 1 can't think of a time when I’ve ever been upset or angry with you for doing
something you wanted. So I’ m really confused where thisis coming from.”

I’ve wondered for a while how much I've internalized my fear of going after the
things | want. Putting a mask over them by sayingl can’'t disappoint my parents or |
can't do something because it's not good enough for them.It's easier to say | don’t
want to disappoint people than it isto say I’'m scared that I’m not worthy of the good
things | want. But the redlity is, | have so many good things—the best things, in my
eyes. The world's greatest friend, my dream art gallery, parents who love me, and a
man who...



11 M ija_”

| blink away my tears as my chest feels noticeably lighter. “Well, | have some more
news.” Both my parents straighten in their chairs, my mom inhaling and holding her
breath. “1’ve acquired an art studio that I’ve been working on for a few weeks now
and I’'m going to open an art gallery in the city.” There is no false bravado in my

voice.
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The breath my mom was holding comes out while the corner of her lips lift. My dad
shiftsin his seat, resting his arm on the back of his chair.

“I’m going to assume this is again, something you' ve wanted for a while and just
never told us,” my mom says.

“No.” | firmly shake my head. “This has been my biggest dream for as long as | can
remember.”

“Then | have no concerns. | have no doubt that you'll be able to make anything you
want work out.” Her eyes are soft but her hold on my hand is strong. It's going to
take more than a dinner over pagellato fix all those worries of doubt but lamworthy of
good things. | give my mom’s hand a tight squeeze and my father offers me a little
wink.

“Time for bufiuel os?’ he asks.

| never thoughtl would become a coffee snob but after living with (and making fun
of) Miles for nearly two months, | get it now. The coffee steams out of my Selena
mug that Sebastian bought me one year for Christmas, but it’s bitter. The warmth of
the wood seeps into my skin as | sway back and forth on the porch swing, letting my
skin soak in the last of the Miami humidity before | have to pack up and head back to
the airport.

The screen door creaks open behind me and | twist my neck to see my mom coming
out with her coffee in hand. She sits down beside me on the swing with a smile. |
can’t help but notice my mom only ever offersrea genuine smiles. Never forced.



“1 was expecting you to wake up this morning light as a feather,” she says, giving me
anudge.

“What do you mean?’ | ask, confused.

“1 mean, | could tell you were holding something in when you got here and | thought
you let it al out at dinner last night,” she gives my knee areassuring pat, “but you're
still carrying something, mija. Something is still bothering you.”

| look down into my mug unable to meet her eyes. “I guess | have something else on
my mind,” | confess and she waits for me to continue. “1’ve been...seeing someone.
And it was serious.” | take a sip of my coffee to help me swallow the lump in my

throat. “But something happened right before | left and in hindsight, | don’'t actually
think it’sthat big of adeal, but I’'m also not sure how to move forward now.”

“Did he hurt you?’ she asks calmly.

“No,” | state. “Not physically. My feelings, my—my heart hurt, yes. But | also know
he didn’t do anything to be malicious.”

“Do you love him?’

“Yes.” And that hasn’'t changed.

“Does he support you? Believe in you?”’

Her question catches me a little off guard. But even now, after everything, the one
thing I'm still certain of is his belief in me. Not only does he support me, but he

believed in mewhen | didn’t believe in myself. “Yes.”

“Well, | don’t need to know all the details, but it sounds like whatever it is can be



worked out.”

| vow right here and now to come home more often. | don’t want to dwell on the fact
that if | had come home sooner, maybe | would have left my job long ago. Maybe it
wouldn’t have taken me so longto learn most of my issues have been self-inflicted.
But if things had worked out any different | likely would have never met Miles. And
the world threatens to fall out from under me at that thought. So | won't think about
the past, | just make a mental note to call my mom more.

Camila

“This. Is. Insane!” Taylor's voice booms across the luxurious hotel room.

And she's not wrong, the room is absolutely incredible. The large windows overlook
the bay. The bathroom is floor-to-ceiling marble with two fluffy robes hanging
behind the door and the king-size bed looks like a cloud.

As magnificent as the overpriced hotel room is, it only makes me long for another
more extraordinary home. | miss the peaceful earthy textures of Miles's home, | miss
being curled up in my little spot on the couch, and | miss the beautiful palm frond
paintings. | could list al the things | miss about his home, but what it comes down to
IS misshim.

| didn’t know where | was going to go when | got back since | still haven't talked to
Miles, so going back to his house wasn't an option. | didn’t want to go back to my old
apartment either, so on my way to the airport this morning, | booked a hotel for two
nights.

“ Are the cucumbers necessary? They keep sliding off my face,” | complain.

“You need them. If your eyes puff up anymore you won’ tbe able to see.”



| pick one of the cucumbers off my face and throw it at Taylor. “The cold shower |
took since you used up al the hot water when you boiled yourself in there for twenty
minutes, was enough, | think.”

She sits up on her side of the bed, her face mask dry and cracking on her face. “This
IS the fanciest place we' ve been in since we moved out. | had to take advantage,” she

says.

| pull the other sliced vegetable off and set it on the nightstand as | sit up.

“So, you'vetalked to him?’ | finally ask.
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She purses her lips together and nods, “Only twice.” She shrugs. “He called me the
night you left to ask if | had heard from you, to make sure you got home safely. Jonas
texted me' Sorry’ with the cringe face emoji so I’'m assuming Miles probably wasn't
very pleasant when he was harassing my number out of him.”

“1 should have just texted him and told him | madeit,” | mumble.

“Y ou told him you needed space, he should have expected it,” she says casually.
“And the other time?’ | ask while fidgeting with the belt of my robe.

She's quiet for a minute like she's debating what she wants to tell me before she
finaly speaks. “Last night. He wanted to make sure you were still coming home
today. He basically just kept saying he fucked up and then he asked me if | thought
you would forgive him.”

“And what did you say?’

“Do you want the truth or alie?’

| always want to know the truth obviously, but with Taylor and the things that come
out of her mouth, alieis probably a better option. “Mostly truth.”

She smiles. “The truth is | told him that | don't know but | hope that you do. | told
him he went about some things the wrong way, but some people would argue
accidentally getting married wasn't necessarily the right move either, but | wouldn’t
be one of those people.”



| stop twirling the belt. “Why?’

She exhales a heavy breath through her nose. “Camila, you’ ve come alive these past
few months. And I’'m not saying he's the only reason, leaving your job was all you.
But I do think he had something to do with your newfound belief in yourself. You've
always had people in your corner who love and support you, and you're capable of
anything, but it feels like maybe you're starting to see that now too and | can’t ignore
the fact that started shortly after you moved in with him.”

I’m flooded with emotions now and | don’t know which feelings to address first. I'm
gutted that | wasted so much time. Proud of my personal growth. Unbelievably
grateful for my best friend who has always been by my side. And there's another
feeling of something | can’t place when | think of Miles.

“You misshim.” It's not a question.

“Of course | misshim.”

“Can you forgive him?’ she asks.

And thetruthis, I don’'t think | need to, | was hurt and upset, but | also understand. |
know he wouldn’t do anything to purposefully hurt me. And nothing has changed in
regards to how | feel about him, | still love him and | do believe everything between
uswasreal.

“1 keep thinking about a scenario where he meets me at that pier and has me sign
those papers, gives me a handshake, and is on his way, and that’s the end of the
story.” Taylor looks at me with eager eyes. “And if that was the end of the story, |

would have never known this kind of love existed for me.”

There’ s aknock on the door. “Room service,” awoman yells.



Taylor hops off the bed. “Don’t forget the orgasms, you wouldn’t have known about
those either.” She pointsat me and | roll my eyes as she opens the door.

She turns around carrying a tray that's easily three feet wide and filled with boxes of
food. “You are so insightful,” | deadpan.

She sets the tray down on the bed. “Insight this dick. Up top!” She throws her hand
up for meto high-five her.

“That makes absolutely zero sense,” | say with asmall laugh.

Shejust shrugs and | high-five her anyway before she falls beside me on the bed.
After we ateour weight in french fries, chicken strips, pizza, and Twizzlers, we
watched all our favorite early 2000’ s movies—well, three before we both fell asleep.
The clock by the bed flashes 3:42 am. but that doesn’t stop me from grabbing my
phone as | head to the bathroom.

Me

Can you meet me at the pier later today?

| set my phone on the counter while | go to the bathroom, and plan to set an alarm so
| can see when he texts me back in the morning but immediately my phone vibrates. |
wash my hands and pick it up before heading back to bed.

Miles

Any time.

What is he doing awake? | hope | didn’t wake him. | can’t help but smile at the relief



| aready feel in my chest.
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Me

9?

Miles

I’ [l bring the coffee.

| put my phone on the nightstand and lay staring at the inside of my eyelids for the
rest of the night.

Camila
“How are you feeling?’

“Nervous.” | fed jittery and nauseous. Like a water balloon is stuck in my chest
while it tries to sink down into my stomach.

“Likeexcitednervous, ornervousnervous?’

“Both,” | say, twisting my necklace. “| guess I’m just anxious not knowing how the
conversation is going to go or what the outcome will be.”

“What do you want to happen?’ Taylor asks.

“l don’'t know.” And that’s the truth. “1 want to go back in time and not be duped into
afake marriage.”



She nods her understanding, “| respect that.”

“But | miss him. | miss everything about him. But | also don’t miss how easily it was
for me to be hurt by him.” And if my heart hurt this bad after two months | can’'t
imagine how much worse | could be hurt down the road.

“Okay well, I’'m going to go gorge myself on some Biscoffs and coffee over there so
if you need me, you know where to find me.” She leans in and gives me a comforting
hug. “Good luck,” she squeezes tight.

“Thank you, Taylor.”

It's notpeak tourist time yet, but the wharf is still crowded. It doesn’t matter though, |
would recognize that back of muscles and that dark head of hair anywhere. He's in
his casual clothes again. Black jeans hug his strong legs and a gray crewneck with the
sleeves pushed up show off his forearms that are leaning against the wooden railing.
Slowly, | approach Miles asif I'm the north and he's the south pole of a magnet. If |
move too quickly or get caught up in him I'll likely throw myself right at him. He
spins around to face me. Dark circles line the bottoms of his eyes and his hair is soft
but ruffled asif he's been dragging his hands through it. | offer ashy smile and take a
tentative step towards him.

My eyes glance towards his outstretched hand, hesitating for a moment before sliding
my palm into his. The warmth of his hand envel ops me—Ilike my own personal heater
in the middle of a snowstorm. | take the last few steps closing the distance between us
to stand next to him.

“Hi,” he breathes. His voice is hoarse like he either hasn’t used it in days or he's been
yelling. | don’t want to know which.

11 Hi .H



“I’m glad you texted me.”

I’'m glad | did too if only to see him but words are failing me right now so | just look
into his depthless eyes willing the answers to come to me.

“I’ve missed you, Camila.”

I’ ve missed you too,l aimost scream at him. | don’t know why the words are getting
stuck. It's as if I’'m working so hard to keep the burning of my eyes at bay, that |
can't get the words out. But they’re there. Right fucking there.l’ ve missed you, your
face, and the comfort that you provide just by wrapping me up in your arms. I’'ve
missed being around someone so supportive, someone who not only believes in me
but helps me believe in myself.l tell my body to relax and | take a deep breath.

“Excuse me, could you take a picture for us, please?’

| drag my eyes away from him to a mother holding her phone out to me. Her family
standing behind her against the pier railing.

Miles's jaw ticks and | only smile, knowing he's going crazy inside at al the things
unsaid between us, and here’ s this lady who just wants afamily photo.

“Sure,” | say, offering her asmile. “Okay ready? Three, two, one...got it!”

“Thank you so much.” The woman smiles, aready looking down at her phone as |
hand it back to her.

| turn back around and I’'m met with distressed eyes. His normally strong and assured
posture is slack. | can’t stand to see him like this, | need to assure him as he's done for
me so many times. “Miles?—"
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“I"'m sorry,” he blurts, and my eyes go wide. “I should have said it before, but I'm
sorry, Camila. I'm sorry | lied to you, I'm sorry | broke your trust, I'm sorry for
hurting you, I'm sorry for everything. | didn’t plan for this to happen, foryou, but
when it did | didn’t think | would regret my choices because all that mattered was we
ended up here. | didn’t give afuck about the how. But you wereright. | should have. |
wish | could go back and find a better way.”

My vision blurs from the unshed tears.

“1 thought it didn't matter because we ended up together. | would never regret that.
But you were right, if | could go back and do it al over | would find another way. |
would have given you those papers that day and stalked you like anormal person.”

| can’'t help the small laugh that bubbles out of me.

“1 would have found another way because, in this lifetime or any other, | would find
my way to you.” My tears break free now and he steps closer, his comforting scent
filling my nose. He runs his thumb across my cheek wiping away the tears like he's
done so many times before. “I've spent every hour of every day my entire life
working to be what | thought would be the most successful version of myself, and |
thought | got it. But none of it matters. Whethermyname is on the door or Tom, Dick,
or Harry, none of it matters to me without you.” His head drops, shaking briefly
before looking back up at me. “1 don’'t deserve you, | know | don’'t. But | will spend
every day moving forward working to be the man you deserve.” My heart
simultaneously hurts and fills. “Because | want it all with you, Camila. | want to
make you coffee every morning in our home that you' Il fill with beautiful art. I want
to share my success with you over dinners and vice versa. | want to be your number



one fan through all your accomplishments. | want to be the old grandpa sitting next to
you wearing matching silk pajama shorts on Christmas morning. Y our goals are my
goals and | promise, I’'ll stop at nothing to make sure you have everything in this
world that you deserve. Whether it’'s a pastry or a goddamn ocean. Nothing will ever
be too much for you,” he pauses, holding me tighter. “ So tell me something.”

| smile through the cry that escapes my lips as he uses my words.

“Will you forgive me? Will you come back home and let me love you? Will you let
me love you and be genuinely happy with you for the rest of my life?’ His forehead
drops down to mine and his eyes close as if he's silently begging for a response.
“Please. Perdoname, mi esposa.”

My fingers brush along his scruff that’s turned into more of a beard in the last few
days. | watch his lashes flutter and feel his heart thrash under the pam of my other
hand that now sits on his chest.

“l don’'t need to forgive you, Miles.” His eyes squeeze tighter before he opens them
to look at me. “I aready forgave you.” The corner of his eyes shines as his body
amost collapses on me in relief. His hands find the sides of my face as he pulls me
Into a desperate kiss. The moment his lips find mine | feel at home again. | feel safe
and loved. My arms tremble as | wrap them around him, digging my fingers into his
back. His tongue dlides into my mouth deepening the kiss and a soft moan escapes
me.

“I loveyou,” | manage to get the words out between kissing him. “I love you and—"
He lifts me up and | Kkiss the corner of his mouth, his cheek, his neck. “It's aways
been you and | would choose you and this strange situation of ours a thousand times
over again.”

Miles sets me down and we stand at the railing overlooking the bay holding each



other for a while. My chest fills with a familiar warmth standing in this spot again
and just when I’ ve had enough, when | can’t bear to not be alone with him for another
moment, he leans down and whispers in my ear. “You ready to get out of here,
Camila?’

Miles

Jonas

Bagels?

Me

Not today.

And I’'m taking the rest of the week off.

Jonas

Me

Jesus. Don’t smirk at me.

Jonas

So, your woman found her way home, huh?

Me



Y eah.

Jonas

Nice. Miles Puss Face Cameron was getting on my nerves.
Me
Don’t call me that.

Jonas



Page 80

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 2:39 am

Fine.
Miles Simp Daddy Cameron has a much better ring to it anyway.

“Camilal”We haven't left the house in three days. We've barely left the bedroom,
save for afew timesto refuel.

“I’min the bedroom.” Her voice fills the hallway.

When | find her wearing real clothes | stop in the doorway, coffees in hand. She's
tying up her converse when she notices my confused face.

“Hey, Taylor ended up getting the whole day off last minute, so I’m going to help her
pack up the rest of my stuff.”

| think my face physically falls at the idea of her leaving, which is unbelievable
considering only a few months ago | regarded a relationship on par with non-
medicated mouth surgery. But Camila still refers to our home asmyhome and | want
to remedy that as soon as possible. So | guess the sooner she moves the rest of her
things out of her old apartment and into this one, the sooner she might start calling it
her home too.

She steps up to me and | hand her a coffee, she takes a sip and moans around the cup
with her eyes closed.

“Don’'t moan like that.”



“Likewhat?’ She exaggerates aloud sigh.

“Cock tease.”

She lets out a small laugh and kisses my lips. “I’'ll be home to soothe you and your
cock later.”

“We'll bewaiting.” | bite her bottom lip before stealing one last kiss from her.

She hurries past me. | watch my wife look back over her shoulder at me and give me
one of those real genuine smiles and goddamn do | loveto seeiit.

CAMILA

“Oh my god! Lookwhat | found,” | yell from the back of a very full, very tiny closet.
Taylor looks over to me from her pile of boxes and | hold up our sequin shirt. |
sayoursbecause it was an incredible find years ago, and it turned out to be the
sisterhood of the traveling top because it somehow fit both of us and we' ve both worn
it multiple times over the years.

“l knew | didn't leave that gem at some random guy’s house,” she says, catching it
from across the room. “Y ou should keep it.”

“Absolutely not.” | shake my head. “That shirt isall you.” She sitsit down in her lap
and looks around the room longingly. “Taylor,” | whine, “I feel terrible.”

Her hands immediately fly up to stop me, “No. I’ve told you once, I've told you a
hundred times, you donotneed to feel bad.”

| nod my head over and over again, trying to will myself not to cry.



“Come here.” She pats the bed beside her and | crawl up sitting next to her, dropping
my head on her shoulder.

“1’m going to miss you terribly. But it’s not like | won't see you anymore,” she says.

“l know, | just feel bad leaving you here.” | can't help it, but the tear I’ve been
holding in burns so bad now. | blink causing it to roll down my cheek.

“Well, your husband so graciously footed our rent till the end of our lease, so | know
you can't feel guilty about that.”

“What will you do when the lease is up? My offer still stands,” | say, sitting up to
look at her. “You can move into the guest room, you would die for the kitchen.”

“You're trying to tease me with kitchen porn and it’s cruel,” she jokes.

“Okay then, | have to know your game plan. It's going to eat at me, Tay. You know
this.” | wipe away my tears and take a calming breath.

“That | do, my little angel baby, that | do.” She reaches across me and grabs a tissue
from the nightstand and hands it to me. “Honestly Mila, I'm getting kind of antsy
here anyway. Maybe when my lease is up, | don’t know, maybe I'll travel for a bit or
something.”

“Y ou have always wanted to travel.”
“See, whatever will be will be.” She wraps her arm around my shoulder and pulls me

in tight. “Either way, no matter where we are, where we live, or where we end up,
you and | will always be good. We'll always be Whisky and Risky, baby.”



Page 81

Source Creation Date: July 8, 2025, 2:39 am

“Our friendship will aways be my favorite,” | say through tears, but I'm not crying
out of sadness anymore, but out of gratitude.

Epilogue
MILES
THREE MONTHS LATER

“Don’'tyou think thisis alittle dramatic?’ Camila's face is mocking me as | pull out a
giant pair of scissors.

“No,” | say, kissing the top of her head. “If anything, | don’t think it's dramatic
enough. If it were up to me, this would be filmed and broadcasted as breaking news
to every TV, computer, and phone in the world.”

“Well, | guess we can thank our lucky starsit wasn't up to you then.”

Tables full of appetizers, desserts, and champagne fill the gallery while pride and awe
fill me. | pull the curtains back slightly to take a peek out front. Camila's friends and
family are all grinning from ear to ear. Eagerly awaiting the grand opening.

“Oh god.” Her fingers twist around her ring for the first time in months, “Half of the
city is out there.” She dlinks back and | let the curtain drop as | follow her to the

center of the room.

She poured everything into renovating this place. The first time she came home with



gauze and bandages wrapped around her arm | practically demanded we hire people.
But she wouldn’t stand for it. Her heart and soul, sweat, and literal blood are in this
place and | couldn’t be more proud of her.

“You ready?’

She offers awobbly smile and wraps her arms around herself. | set the scissors down
and take her hands in mine, giving her a reassuring squeeze. Her eyelids fall softly as
she takes a deep breath.

“It was nice of you to invite your dad,” she whispers.

“Baby steps.” | shrug. “Now,” | wrap her arms around my waist and hold her flush
against me. “As much as | want everyone to see how incredible you are, and
everything you’' ve accomplished, if you want to head to the back | can think of some
ways to calm your nerves.”

“Oh yeah? Like what?’ Her eyestwinkle and her lips curl up into asmall smile.

“1 could eat your sweet pussy till your vision blurs.” | nip at her bottom lip.

“Don’'t tease a girl,” she whispers against my lips. | unlock her arms from behind me
and use them to drag her back to her office. “What are you doing?’ | can hear the
smile on her face. | sit on a large green velvet couch in the corner of the room and
pull her on top of me. With one hand on her hip, my other works the button and
zipper of my pants. Her eyes go wide when my cock breaks free of my briefs. She
licks her lips and my eyes follow thetrail of her tongue.

Holding my shaft | drag it over her underwear that only continues to get wetter with
each passing stroke.



Camila's thumb rubs at the bottom of my lip while her hand splays against my cheek.
“Thank you, Miles. For everything.”

“This was al you, mi esposa.” | kiss her lips. “I’m so proudof you.” One of those
beautiful real smiles graces her lips. Not a shy, nervous, or forced one. A genuine
smile. And then her hands tangle in my hair as she kisses me with that full Camila
force. | don't bother pulling her underwear down, | just slide them to the side. A
breathy little whimper escapes her lipswhen | push thetipinand | suck it up. | inhale
her scent and her sounds, and | relish in the pride she has in herself as | attempt to
knock out any nerves. Because | want to do everything with her and there isn’t
anything | wouldn't do for her. Her knees spread out farther as she sinks lower onto
me and now it’s me gasping and groaning. | pump my hips forward, harder and faster
now and her head falls back exposing the column of her neck that | love to sink my
teeth into. | feel her aready tight pussy grip my cock and | know she's close. | reach
between us and stroke her clit because I'm not going to last another second. Her
mouth parts and she cries out my name which always causes me to thrust harder. Her
pussy squeezes me and her body trembles under my hands. It’ s that feeling alone that
has my ballstightening and | find my own release inside her.

Camila' s panting and sucking in air as she leans down to rest on my chest. | run my
hand along the back of her head, trying to tame her hair. “Oh my god. Do you think
everyone will know?’

“That | fucked the nerves right out of you?’ | ask and she sits up bringing her hands
to cover her face but | don’t miss the smile beneath them. “If your blushing cheeks
don’t give it away, my cum dripping down your legs might.” Her jaw drops open but
| just drop my head back onto the couch and laugh before helping her clean up.

Twenty minuteslater Camila's hands are surprisingly sturdy as she uses the large
scissors to cut the ribbon in front of her gallery. Everyone claps and cheers while
taking photos. Taylor whoops and screams the loudest. Her mother wipes at the tears



falling from her eyes while her father holds her tightly. | hear aloud whistle and find
my own father standing a head taller than everyone else as he blows around the two
fingers between his lips. | look back down at Camila, beaming from ear to ear and
I’ ve never been more proud.

CAMILA

“Having a grand opening is more exciting and exhausting than a night out in Vegas,”
| sigh as | collapse onto my spot on the couch. Miles drops my shoes that he was
carrying on the floor before sitting down beside me. His sturdy hands wrap around
my legs as he pulls them over his lap and softly caresses my skin. Even after all this
time my skin still heats under his touch.

“Are you happy, Camila?’ The smile he gives me makes my heart so full it's heavy
in my chest.

| sit up, running my fingers through his hair, and kiss his neck. “Yes, Miles. I'm
really, truly,genuinelyhappy.” His lips brush over mine. “And what about you? Are
you happy?’

He pulls back, his eyes flirting with mine. “With you? It’ s borderline unbearable how
happy | am.” He kisses me once more before dliding out from under my legs and
heading back towards the elevator.

“Where are you going?’

“1 have something for you.” His eyes twinkle with mischief and mine narrow in
suspicion.
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| make my way down to our bedroom to change out of my dress while | wait for him
to return. When | look at myself in the mirror | think I'm actually glowing; there’s no
trace of how tired I am. My eyes only shine with pride. It’s hard to believe that only a
few months ago | was willing to chain myself to a life | could never be happy in
because | didn't feel worthy of anything else because | was tied to the idea of
everyone else's feelings mattering more than my own. | still catch myself smiling
when unnecessary sometimes, but between Miles and | one of us has to be somewhat
approachable.

My head tilts as | take my earrings out, but | pause trying to focus on a clicking sound
that echoes through the room. | set the earrings on the dresser and the sound picks up
speed, click-clack-click.My eyes narrow in confusion when it stops and starts again.

My bare feet pad down the hallway and the sounds only get louder. When | round the
corner, a black puppy with huge paws comes galloping and dliding towards me.
“Looks like we're going to have to get some rugs,” Miles says, scratching the back of
his neck.

“Oh my God.” | blink back the tears that are forming in my eyes while falling to my
knees to scoop the furry thing up. His smooth warm tongue pops out as he licks my
cheek. “Miles!”

“The shelter that we donate to had another one of those events last week. | saw it on
my way home and | don’t know why but | felt compelled to go. When | saw this guy |
couldn’t imagine him not here with us, so | filled out the adoption paperwork and
today, he's officially ours.”



There' s no blinking back the tears now. The puppy has calmed down and curled up in
my lap, not bothered at all by the wet drops that roll off my cheeks and plunk down
on his belly. | scoop him up and stand with a smile. “Miles Cameron, are you a dog
lover now?’

His arms wrap around me and our new fur baby. “I’m a Camilalover.”

| tilt my head back and he kisses me with those lips that remind me how full my heart
isand how full mylifeis. He kisses the tears that still break free down my cheeks, and
my eyes close tight soaking himin. “I love you, Miles Cameron.”

“And | love you, mi esposa.”

The End



