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Introduction


My grumpy billionaire neighbor is stirring up more than just old memories...

After tragedy struck, I moved to Asheville NC., hoping for a quiet life so that I could heal and move on with my career.

Love was the last thing on my mind—until I met my next-door neighbor.

Antonio Michaelson, my secret crush from years ago and my brother’s friend from college, the grumpiest neighbor a girl could have. 

It’s a mystery to me why Antonio finds more peace in our apartment building than he does in his billionaire’s mansion.

Then I see that there’s more to him than meets the eye as we begin to spend time together. 

Just when our connections start to deepen his past resurfaces….

It’s clear that Antonio’s past holds a darker truth—one that could destroy any chance we have of a future together.


Chapter One


Kendra

As I stepped out of the cab and onto the brick interlock of the parking lot, the humid North Carolina air hit me like a warm blanket, wrapping around my tired limbs. The contrast from the icy, sharp winds of Alaska was almost jarring.

I inhaled deeply, the warmth seeping into my skin, loosening the tension that had built up from the nine-and-a-half-hour flight and the long drive.

I stretched my arms and rolled my neck, trying to work out the tight knots that threatened to push me into a new wave of exhaustion.

I hadn’t just left Alaska behind—I was trying to leave memories, pain, and grief, all frozen beneath the endless snow.

Yet as I stood here, soaking in the southern sun, I couldn't help but wonder if those ghosts would melt and follow me anyway.

In front of me stood a modest three-story apartment complex with a faded brick façade and white trim that glowed softly in the late afternoon sun. The red roof added a rustic charm, and the windows twinkled in the light, a welcoming contrast to the rugged, snow-capped mountains I had left behind.

It was peaceful enough, a far cry from the rugged mountains I’d once called home. Maybe that’s why I chose it—to disappear into the ordinary, where no one knew me or my past.

I paid the cab driver and turned to wrestle my suitcases from the trunk. The weight of them reminded me just how much baggage I was carrying—not just the physical kind. As I struggled to haul them up the steps, a low, gravelly voice cut through my thoughts.

"You're blocking the whole darn stairway."

The voice was thick with annoyance, like I’d personally set out to ruin his day. I turned around, already preparing an apology, when my breath caught in my throat. Standing there, tall and broad, was a man whose face I hadn’t seen in years but had once thought of every day.

Antonio Michaelson.

The same Antonio I’d secretly crushed on back in college. Only this Antonio looked like life had hardened him, chiseled him into someone sharp-edged and unforgiving.

His piercing blue eyes were locked on me, narrowed in irritation. His scowl could curdle milk from fifty feet away, and his tightly clenched jaw looked like it hadn’t smiled in years.

My heart stuttered. How was this possible?

How was he here?

“Excuse me… hey!” he barked, snapping his fingers to grab my attention.

I blinked, shaken from my thoughts. "Uh, sorry," I stammered, still processing that this was the same man I’d admired from afar, the one who’d once smiled effortlessly, who used to make everyone feel welcome.

“Don’t be sorry. Move!”

His tone snapped me out of the fog. "Okay, jeez… chill. I’m just trying to move in.” I gritted my teeth, feeling the weight of his judgment pressing down on me as much as my suitcases.

My muscles screamed in protest, and my eyes burned from the fatigue that threatened to spill over into tears. This was not how I pictured starting over.

He snorted, giving me and my belongings a once-over with a look of disdain. "Great. Another neighbor who thinks the world revolves around them."

I felt my irritation spike, but I bit back the retort sitting on the edge of my tongue. I didn’t want to start my new life by fighting with the first person I met, even if he had once been the guy I thought could do no wrong.

Was he always this much of a jerk, or had something happened to change him? How had I not noticed this side of him back then?

“Probably because you were too busy swooning over his smile,” the voice in my head whispered, and I grimaced.

Antonio lingered, watching me struggle with an intensity that made my skin prickle. His gaze was heavy, judging, as if he could see right through me—and I hated that it made me feel self-conscious.

I pulled my suitcases the rest of the way up, managing to get inside with a final grunt of effort. When I turned to close the door, Antonio still hadn’t moved.

"You know, you're not exactly the welcoming committee I was hoping for," I said, keeping my voice even, though irritation dripped from every word.

He raised an eyebrow, unimpressed. "I'm not here to welcome you. I'm here to tell you to keep the noise down. Some of us like peace at home."

His tone sent a fresh wave of anger through me, but I forced myself to nod, my jaw tight. "Fine. I’ll keep it down."

“See that you do,” he growled, before finally retreating to his apartment. I mimicked his words under my breath, slamming the door behind me with a satisfying thud. My heart was racing, the way it had always done in college when I saw him.

Was it possible that after all these years, after everything I’d been through, I still harbored feelings for him?

No. I shook my head, scolding myself. This was ridiculous. I wasn’t that girl anymore, and Antonio was clearly not the guy I remembered. I had more important things to focus on than some old crush—like rebuilding my life.

I took a deep breath and surveyed the apartment. It was small but cozy, with enough charm to make it feel like a fresh start. As I started unpacking, trying to shake off the encounter with Antonio, I noticed a note on the kitchen counter.

It was from the landlord, welcoming me and offering a few helpful tips. I smiled, feeling a small sense of relief. Maybe things would be okay here. Maybe I could make this place feel like home.

Just as I started to relax, a knock echoed through the apartment. I froze, the tension from earlier crawling back into my muscles. Opening the door, I found Antonio standing there again, still wearing that scowl like a second skin.

"Forgot something," he grunted, handing me a small package. "Welcome basket from the landlord. Some essentials for the new place."

I blinked, surprised by the gesture, and took the package from him. "Thanks," I said, my tone softer this time.

Antonio didn’t say another word. He just nodded curtly, his expression still unreadable as he turned to leave. But not before our eyes met again—just for a moment. And that flutter I’d thought was long dead sparked to life in my chest. I quickly looked away, embarrassed by my own reaction.

Antonio shook his head as he walked away, almost like he couldn’t understand what had just happened. I shut the door behind me and leaned against it, letting out a deep breath. What was wrong with me? Get it together, Kendra. You’re not in college anymore.

I needed a distraction. Picking up my phone, I dialed my brother’s number. Tom answered on the first ring, his familiar voice instantly grounding me.

“Hey, sis! How’s the new place?”

I smiled, feeling a warmth spread through my chest. My brother, Tom, was my rock. We'd lost our parents in a car accident when I was in high school, and he was in college. He'd taken on the responsibility of caring for me, and he'd done a very good job at it.

I sometimes wondered how he managed… how he seemed so unaffected, until I heard him sobbing in the living room one night. I wanted more than anything to go to him, and hug him, and soothe the pain… but I didn’t.

I knew he didn’t want me seeing him that way… so, I just stood there, staring, tears in my eyes… and then I quietly returned to my room. That was the last time I ever saw him cry.

"It’s… cozy," I said, glancing around at the half-unpacked boxes that I had previously shipped. “And the neighborhood seems nice enough apart from my grumpy next-door neighbor.”

I paused, debating whether to mention that the said neighbor was none other than Antonio Michaelson. But I kept that bit to myself. Tom didn’t need to know everything.

“I’m proud of you, Kendra. You deserve a fresh start.”

How's the place? Is it furnished?"

"Yeah, it's fully furnished. The living room has a comfy couch and a big TV. The kitchen is small but cute, with these adorable ceramic tiles. And the bedroom... oh, the bedroom is my favorite. It's got this huge window with a view of the parking lot, but it's so peaceful. I feel like I'm in a little nest."

Tom chuckled. "You always did love your nests. Remember that time you turned our living room into a fort?"

I giggled. "How could I forget? You were so mad at me, but I just wanted a cozy spot to read."

"I was mad because I had to climb over a mountain of pillows to get to the fridge," he teased.

We both laughed, and for a moment, I forgot about Antonio and the stress of the move.

“Shoot! I think I left my new mop stick in the hallway.”

I could hear Tom chuckle. I opened my door, and saw the mop stick just beside it, and a friendly-looking guy holding a box of pizza. "Hey, I think that's for me! Kendra Ryan."

He handed me the pizza and smiled. "Enjoy your meal, Kendra! Welcome to the neighborhood."

“How’d you know I’m new?”

There was a glint in his eyes… “Because our customers usually don’t announce their full names… and, I pretty much know most people in this neighborhood.”

I blushed at the statement, thanked him and closed the door, taking a deep breath of the savory aroma. My stomach growled in anticipation.

"Okay, Tom, I'm back. Where were we?"

"We were talking about your cozy nest. So, what's the plan for tomorrow?"

"I'm going to explore the area, maybe check out some local shops. And I need to find a new job, obviously."

I smiled, feeling the warmth of his support wash over me. "Thanks, Tom. I think this was the right move." Though my mind still wandered back to the life I’d left behind—the husband I’d lost, the future that had slipped through my fingers like sand. But I couldn’t dwell on that. Not now.

We chatted for a bit longer, his lighthearted teasing pulling me out of my heavy thoughts, until finally, he said, "Get some rest, Kendra. You’ve had a long day."

“I will. Love you, bro.” And, say hi to Lucinda and the kids for me." His wife was a gem, and so were the kids. They were the biggest reason I was able to survive my loss… I missed them already.

After devouring half the pizza, I decided to tidy up the living room. I threw on some music and tackled the dusty shelves, but as I worked, my eyelids grew heavier and heavier. Before I knew it, I was stretched out on the couch, fast asleep.

When I woke, it was dark outside. My stomach rumbled again, so I decided on a quick dinner—mac and cheese. I tossed some macaroni into a pot and switched on the stove before turning on the TV. Love Island was calling my name, and I couldn’t resist.

I got so engrossed in the drama that I didn’t notice the burning smell until the fire alarm went off. My heart dropped.

Rushing to the kitchen, I saw flames licking the bottom of the pot. No, no, no!

Panicking, I grabbed the pot—only to burn my hand. “Crap!” I muttered, finally pulling on oven mitts to get it off the stove. Smoke filled the room, and I couldn’t find the fire alarm to turn it off.

Just then, there was pounding on the door.

I flung it open to see Antonio standing there, his expression thunderous. “Everything okay here?” he barked.

I nodded, trying to appear calm. “Yeah, just a little kitchen mishap.”

Without waiting for an invitation, he barged in, turned off the fire alarm, and spun on his heel to leave. But before he could, he turned back and glared at me. “You really need to be more careful. You almost burned down the building.”

I bit back my anger. I don’t need this right now.

As the door clicked shut behind him, I slumped against the counter, feeling a mix of frustration and humiliation.

Could this day get any worse?


Chapter Two


Antonio

I was already having the worst day possible. The last thing I needed was to deal with an obnoxious woman who believed the world revolved around her.

This little studio apartment was supposed to be my escape from everything—the responsibilities, the constant noise of the mansion where my father, stepmother, and half-brother lived. That place suffocated me. So, when I needed to breathe, to be alone, I came here.

My father had tried countless times to figure out where I disappeared to, but I'd made sure to pay off everyone who knew about this place.

This was my sanctuary. So why, in heaven’s name, was this woman hell-bent on destroying the peace and quiet I had paid a fortune for?

I’d hoped that a good night’s sleep, coupled with the meal I just had, would lift me out of this haze of grief. Just earlier, I received word that one of our major distributors had died in a car accident.

The news hit hard, not just because of the business implications, but because we were friends. Exhausted, I had finally managed to drift off to sleep when the blaring fire alarm startled me awake. That had been my one chance at a decent moment in an otherwise dreadful day.

And rather than thank me for stepping in, or apologize for the chaos she caused, she had the audacity to slam the door in my face.

I stood there, seething, my fists clenched at my sides. I could feel the anger simmering beneath the surface, but I forced myself to breathe. In and out. Control it. Once I had calmed down enough to think clearly, I knocked on her door, perhaps a little harder than necessary.

She opened almost immediately, defiance glinting in her eyes. “What?!” she barked, her voice sharp enough to slice through the tension in the hallway.

“What? Are you kidding me right now?” I snapped, my voice rising. “You set off a fire alarm, wake up the entire building, slam the door in my face, and now you’re asking me ‘what’ ?”

Her lips tightened, and she bit down on the lower one, clearly trying to rein in her own temper. That only made me angrier. Why was she mad? I was the one who had been rudely awakened.

“Well? Aren't you going to say something?” I demanded.

“Did your parents never teach you basic manners? How about an apology?”

I saw something flicker in her eyes—was it pain?—but I couldn’t care less. I had struck a nerve, and it was about time she said something.

She crossed her arms and met my glare with one of her own. “I was going to apologize,” she spat, her voice clipped, “when you’d calmed down. But since you decided to come here, banging on my door and shouting, I’m going to keep my apology to myself. You don’t deserve it.”

My blood boiled. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“Oh, really? I don’t deserve it, huh?” I repeated, my voice icy with barely contained rage. “Alright, miss.”

I turned and walked back into my apartment, slamming the door behind me. There was no point in continuing this pointless argument. People like her needed to be taught a lesson, and I knew exactly how to deal with it. By the time she realized what had hit her, it would be too late for an apology.

I pulled out my phone and dialed Jake, the property owner—and more importantly, my best friend. He owed me more than a few favors, and there was no way he’d refuse.

“Hey, man!” Jake’s voice blasted through the speakers. I could hear music thumping in the background, confirming my suspicion that he was at a club. Typical Jake.

Jake was a free spirit, and knew how to enjoy every moment of life. I envied him sometimes… the ability to just go anywhere, do whatever he liked, and live without worries… even after he’d just been through a really messy divorce. I don’t know if it was just his way of getting over what his wicked ex-wife did to him, but I was happy he found the will to live.

“Could you find a quieter place?” I said, already annoyed at the noise.

“Give me a sec,” he muttered. I heard him tell someone something about getting back to the fun soon, followed by some giggling, before the music died down a little. “Better?”

“Yeah, much better. Listen, it’s about the lady who moved in next door…”

“Kendra? Oh, so you’ve met her! Pretty, right? You want her number? I can hook you up if she’s playing hard to get.”

“What? No! It’s the opposite. I want her out.”

There was silence on the line. Jake, of all people, knew how far I went to protect my peace. He also knew I never made requests like this lightly.

“Wait, what happened?” Jake finally asked. “Why do you sound so disturbed?”

“Oh, I’m beyond disturbed . She’s completely uncouth, Jake. She set off the fire alarm, slammed the door in my face, and doesn’t seem to have a shred of decency.”

“Whoa, calm down, man. That doesn’t sound like the woman I spoke to on the phone when she was renting the place. She seemed really nice.”

I filled him in on everything—the fire alarm, her attitude, the blatant disrespect. By the time I finished, I was breathing heavily again, the anger rising all over.

“So, you want me to kick her out?” Jake asked slowly, like I was asking for something outrageous.

“Yes. It’s not too much to ask. The only reason that property’s still in your name is because I threw my weight around for you.”

“Look, Antonio,” Jake began cautiously, “I get that you’re upset, but kicking her out? She just moved here all the way from Alaska. So, kicking her out would be a very … mean thing to do. I could return her money, that would really mess her up, she wouldn’t be able to find a place right away and she doesn’t have anyone. This might just be the straw that will break the camel’s back!”

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued despite myself. “Alaska?”

“Yeah. From what I heard, she lost her family in a car crash. She’s starting over, trying to rebuild her life.”

For a moment, the sharp edges of my anger softened. “How do you know all that?”

“You know me,” Jake replied, his tone smug. “I don’t let just anyone rent my properties. I did a background check, and her agent told me everything.”

Her story tugged at something deep inside me, but I quickly brushed it aside. That didn’t excuse her behavior.

“Still, it doesn’t give her the right to be disrespectful,” I said, my voice firm.

“True, but how about a compromise? I’ll talk to her, get an apology out of her. No need to kick her out.”

I sighed, considering his offer. “Fine. But make sure she understands there’ll be no more nonsense. I won’t tolerate any noise.”

“I’ll talk to her first thing tomorrow,” Jake promised.

“Good.”

“By the way,” Jake said, his tone shifting back to casual, “a couple of the guys are here. You should join us. There’s a woman here who’s always asking about you.”

“No thanks,” I replied. “I’ll pass.”

“But it’s the weekend, and we’re all just unwinding. It should be better than spending the night alone in that little apartment, don’t you think?”

“Naa… I’m good. I love the comfort of my bed better.”

Jake laughed. “Knew you’d say that. Alright, man. Catch you tomorrow.”

The call ended, and I tossed my phone onto the bed. The guilt from earlier tugged at me again, but I shoved it aside. Her tragic past didn’t absolve her of what she’d done tonight.

Still, it was hard to shake the image of her from my mind. Kendra. Even her name felt oddly familiar. I let it roll around in my thoughts before forcing myself to focus on work.

I had bigger problems. My father’s announcement that he was considering stepping down as CEO and I was to take his place, still hung over me like a shadow. On top of that, he wanted me to mentor my half-brother Damon, who had just turned eighteen.

As if I needed another headache. I didn’t have any personal grudges against the young man, or his mother… but, he was a bit of a rascal, and I just didn’t think I possessed the mental fortitude to deal with him. But, my father had insisted that being able to train Damon for the job was one of my tasks to prove I was ready to become CEO.

I stared at my laptop, but instead of diving into work, my mind wandered back to Kendra. Her face flashed before me again. There was something about her… something I couldn’t quite place.

But where had I seen her before?


Chapter Three


Kendra

“Okay, I’ll get it sorted out. I apologize for any troubles I caused.” I tightened my grip on my phone and ended the call. I couldn’t believe that psycho actually called the landlord on me—just because we had a little misunderstanding.

“Fine! If an apology is what he wants, an apology he will get.”

I dragged myself out of bed and into the bathroom. A few minutes later, after brushing my teeth and taking a quick shower, I threw on my oversized shirt from my favorite thrift shop back in Alaska and a pair of comfy shorts. I pulled my hair into a ponytail with the elastic band I always kept handy.

There was no reason to be nervous about giving a simple apology, yet my blood was pumping faster than usual. I ignored the strange feeling and marched to Antonio’s door.

Raising my hand to knock, I noticed something I’d missed before—a doorbell. I glanced back at my own apartment and, sure enough, there was one on the wall. So, why hadn’t he rung it instead of banging on my door like a lunatic? I exhaled heavily and pressed the doorbell.

A moment passed with no response. I pressed it again, and this time the door flew open almost immediately. Antonio stood there, giving me a slow, deliberate once-over before his eyes settled back on my face. His gaze made me feel... exposed.

“Yes?”

“Good morning, sir,” I began, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “I am here to apologize for my unruly, utterly unacceptable behavior last night. I’m so sorry I disturbed your beauty sleep and slammed the door in your face. Please, find a place in your big heart to forgive me. I’m really sorry I moved in next to you, and I solemnly pledge to never again disturb your peace and quiet.”

He eyed me, his expression darkening. The flash of annoyance in his eyes brought a wry smile to my lips. No one could say I hadn’t apologized, but it was as far from sincere as one could get.

“Is that supposed to be funny?” he growled.

“I don’t understand,” I replied, feigning confusion.

“You call that an apology?”

“If that wasn’t an apology, then what was it? I said I was sorry—twice.” I paused, counting the words in my head. “No, wait... three times, if you count the part where I said ‘I apologize’. How is that not an apology, Mr. Antonio?”

His brows shot up. “How do you know my name?”

“Oh, um... the landlord mentioned it when he called this morning and asked me to apologize.” It wasn’t entirely a lie—the landlord had said his name, but I’d recognized Antonio long before that from the moment I’d seen him scowling at me while I struggled with my bags.

“So, you expect me to accept this mockery of an apology?” He crossed his arms, reminding me why we were even having this ridiculous conversation.

“Well, I don’t see any reason why you shouldn’t.”

“Okay.” He turned to retreat into his apartment, already closing the door when I instinctively reached out and stopped it with my hand.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out, more sincere this time. The last thing I needed was another landlord’s call threatening to return my rent. I wasn’t going to let Antonio ruin my fresh start. “Please… I’m sorry for the sarcasm earlier, and for what happened last night. I’ll stay as quiet as I can and make sure we never cross paths again. Just... don’t call the landlord again. Please.”

He paused, his gaze softening ever so slightly. The deep crease in his brow relaxed. “Now, was that so hard?”

I ignored his taunt and withdrew my hand, standing a little straighter. “Thank you,” I said, turning back to my apartment. I might not have been totally sincere with my apology, but I was sincere with one thing; I was going to avoid him like a plague.

I neither had the strength, time, nor will for any male related drama. I bolted the door behind me, feeling the emotional weight pressing down on me. I missed my husband. I hated that I had to start all over, in a place where I didn’t belong.

My phone buzzed, interrupting the ache in my chest. It was the plumber I had called the night before. My first night in the new house was just one problem after the next. After the fire alarm incident and I discovered that I couldn’t salvage my dinner, I tried to wash off the pot before going to bed, only to find that the tap in the kitchen wasn’t working.

I had called the landlord but he wasn’t taking his calls, and asked me to text him instead. So I sent my complaint, and his reply was the contact of the plumber, with an apology for not remembering to fix it before I arrived, and a note to not bother with the payment.

“Hello, is this Ms. Kendra in unit 204?” the man asked, his voice gruff.

“Yes, this is Kendra.”

“I’ll be at your place in about forty-five minutes. Is that okay?”

“Yes, that’s fine.”

I microwaved the leftover pizza from last night and made myself a cup of coffee. As the plumber worked on fixing the kitchen tap, I settled into the couch, sending out more job applications while scrolling through local hiking spots.

I couldn’t shake the weight of the last few days off my shoulders. Starting over was exhausting, and I was still grappling with the loss of everything I had left behind.

Once the plumber left, I decided it was time for a much-needed break. I changed into my hiking gear, grabbed my small backpack, and hailed a cab on Patton Avenue.

The Bent Creek Experimental Forest was only a short ride away, and the thought of getting out into nature gave me a brief sense of relief.

I needed the air to clear my head. From having to choose between apologizing to Antonio and being refunded my rent, to dealing with plumbing issues on my second day in Asheville… I was this close to calling my brother to come get me.

I knew Tom would send me a flight ticket the very next day if I asked for it. But I was no longer that little girl he had to keep safe from the harsh realities of life… I had to do this on my own.

As I started my hike, the scent of pine and earth surrounded me, calming my nerves. The trail wound through a canopy of trees, and I welcomed the crunch of leaves beneath my feet. For the first time in days, I felt like I could breathe again.

I rounded a bend and noticed a woman taking pictures. She spun around too quickly, tripping over a hidden root. With a cry of pain, she fell hard onto the trail. I rushed over, helping her onto a nearby fallen branch.

“Are you okay?” I asked, eyeing her swollen ankle.

She winced, clutching her leg. “I think I twisted it.”

I reached into my backpack for my first-aid kit and expertly bandaged her ankle. She let out a breath of relief.

“Thanks, that feels better. I’m Tina, by the way.”

“Kendra,” I replied with a smile. “And, you’re welcome. Want me to help you get back out?”

Tina smiled gratefully. “Thanks, Kendra. I think I’ll be okay now.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, glancing at her bandaged ankle. “That looks like a nasty sprain.”

“I can make it a little further,” she insisted, testing her weight on the injured ankle. “It doesn’t hurt as much now.”

I raised an eyebrow, but didn’t push further. “Alright, if you say so. Just be careful.”

As I packed up my first-aid kit, Tina glanced at me. “You’re pretty good at this. Are you a nurse or something?”

I chuckled. “Not quite. I was a Girl Scout growing up, and I picked up some basic first-aid skills.”

“Well, you’re a lifesaver, Girl Scout or not,” she said with a grin.

I returned her smile, feeling a small spark of connection. It was nice to chat with someone after the isolating last few days. “So, what brings you out here today? Are you a photographer in search of the perfect shot?”

Tina glanced down at the camera hanging around her neck. “Nah, photography’s just a hobby. I’m mostly out here for exercise and some fresh air.”

I nodded. “Same here. I just moved to Asheville, and thought a hike might clear my head.”

“Oh, you’re new in town?” she asked, her interest piqued. “Where from?”

“Alaska,” I replied, a tinge of homesickness creeping in as I said it.

“Wow, that’s quite a change. What brought you all the way down here?”

I hesitated, not wanting to dive into the details of my life just yet. “A fresh start,” I said simply.

Tina nodded, seeming to understand. “I hear you. Asheville’s a good place for that. What do you do, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I’m a journalist,” I replied, then quickly added, “But I haven’t found a job here yet. I’m working at a diner for now, just until something better comes along.”

Her eyes lit up. “Journalist, huh? That’s awesome. I actually work for one of the local news stations—ABS. I’m part of the technical crew, though, not on-air talent.”

“That’s really cool,” I said, genuinely interested.

Tina beamed. “Actually, we’re hiring journalists right now. There’s an opening at the station, if you’re interested.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Really?”

“Yeah! I can send you the job posting, and if you want, we can grab coffee to talk about it. You’d be a great fit for the team.”

“Wow, that would be amazing. Thank you so much!” I said, the heaviness of the morning lifting just a little.

“No need to thank me. Consider it payback for the first-aid,” she joked.

We exchanged numbers, and as we continued walking, the conversation flowed naturally. We talked about everything from work to our favorite books, to the beauty of Asheville’s landscapes. For the first time in a long while, I felt a genuine connection with someone new.

By the time we reached the trailhead, it felt like I’d known Tina for longer than just an hour. We took a few photos together, and I promised to follow up on the job opportunity.

As I settled into the cab for the ride home, a smile spread across my face. The hike, meeting Tina, and the prospect of a new job... maybe things were starting to look up after all. It wasn’t Alaska, and it definitely wasn’t my old life, but maybe Asheville had something to offer after all.


Chapter Four


Antonio

I couldn’t help but chuckle as I recalled my encounter with Kendra. Her attempt at an apology was laced with sarcasm, and that fire in her eyes was something I hadn’t expected.

It had been a while since someone stood up to me with such boldness. Jake was right—Kendra was attractive, though I hadn’t fully noticed until he mentioned it.

This morning, when I opened the door to her smirking face, something in me had stirred. She stood there in an oversized t-shirt that read Touchdown or Bust!—a slogan that took me right back to my college football days when I was the star quarterback. Her shirt, combined with the messy ponytail and those deep amber eyes, gave her an elfin look, both fierce and endearing.

Kendra wasn’t the kind of woman who blended into the background. She was petite, standing at around 5'3", with a slender yet toned frame. It was clear she took care of herself, likely through outdoor activities. Her nose had a slight upturn, giving her an almost pixie-like charm, and a small beauty mark above her lip only enhanced her unique allure.

But as I found myself getting carried away by her good looks, I forced myself to brush aside the attraction. But I knew better than to let myself get caught up in appearances. I’d learned the hard way that beauty often masked a deeper danger. My past had made sure of that.

My mother had abandoned me when I was a teenager, leaving my father heartbroken, and almost financially drained. The local news stations had had an exciting couple of weeks with news of the scandal, and I had been left to pick up the pieces.

My closest friend at the time had just moved away from town, leaving just a note, and no contact address. I couldn’t stand to be in Asheville anymore, so I switched to a boarding school in New York.

My father eventually remarried, and it gave me more reasons to stay away from home. I didn’t understand how he could trust another woman after what he’d been through.

And then, there was Jake’s wife. She had been a stunning beauty, but she had nearly driven him to take his own life with her greed and manipulation during the divorce.

As a result, I had developed a distrust for women. I saw them as unpredictable, and potentially destructive. I immediately shifted focus to my work, where I could control the outcome and avoid the risks associated with emotional entanglements.

Kendra was a distraction I didn’t need. She apparently had a lot going on, and I wasn’t interested in getting tangled up in her drama.

I shook off the thought and sat at my makeshift office by the window. This apartment had always been a retreat from the pressures of work, yet it had also become a place where my mind felt clearest.

I sighed as I opened the proposal for a meeting later that day, feeling a familiar weight settle on my shoulders. My father’s company, Bellavista Winery, was one of North Carolina’s largest wine producers, and I was at the helm.

Every bottle of wine, every vineyard decision, every court case about protecting our proprietary blends—all of it funneled through me.

Bellavista wasn’t just a family business; it was a legacy. My father had founded it over three decades ago, and I’d worked tirelessly to expand it.

We owned more than five hundred acres of vineyard, producing everything from crisp whites to rich reds, with our flagship Cabernet Sauvignon, “Don’s Essence”, winning awards left and right.

But with success came its share of challenges. Competitors constantly tried to replicate our recipes or steal our trade secrets, so legal battles were part of the job. And as if that weren’t enough, we were on the verge of expanding into international markets, something my father had always dreamed of.

As I reviewed the proposal for the meeting with my father and a potential investor, I felt a mix of excitement and trepidation. We were considering expanding our market to a new country, and this partnership could be key to unlocking new opportunities.

I finished reviewing the proposal, making a few corrections, and sent it to the printer. I was about to hop into the bathroom when a thought crossed my mind, Damon!

I grabbed my phone and dialed my brother’s number, waiting for him to answer. If he was going to be joining the family business, this was a good place to start.

As I finished reviewing the proposal, I decided to loop in my younger brother, Damon. He’d recently expressed interest in joining the business, and I figured this could be a learning opportunity. I grabbed my phone and dialed his number.

“Hey, bro,” Damon answered, sounding distracted.

“I need you to get ready for a meeting. I’ll pick you up in thirty minutes,” I said, already stripping off my clothes to jump in the shower.

“Uh, I don’t know, bro. I had plans to go scuba diving with my buddies.”

“Cancel them.”

“Come on, T.O.—we’ve been planning this for weeks. Can’t you just—”

“I won’t repeat myself. Be ready in thirty. You don’t want to see what happens if you’re not.”

Damon sighed, knowing better than to argue. “Fine. See you then.”

I hung up, took a quick shower, and dressed in a pair of dark wash jeans, a crisp white button-down, and a navy blazer—casual, but still professional enough for the meeting. I had a change of clothes for Damon in the backseat, anticipating he’d show up in something completely inappropriate for a business meeting.

Sure enough, when I pulled up to the gate of our family estate, Damon was waiting in a tattered pair of jeans and a faded t-shirt. I raised an eyebrow but said nothing as he climbed into the car.

“There’s a change of clothes in the back. You’ll need them before the meeting.”

“Thanks, bro,” Damon said sheepishly, grinning as he reached for the bag.

I tossed the proposal onto his lap as I pulled away from the estate. “You’ll be pitching the marketing strategy today. Page twelve. Study it.”

“What?” His eyes widened in disbelief. “Me? You want me to present it to the investor?”

“Yes, because you need to learn. The best way to do that is by actually doing something.”

Damon’s face paled, but he didn’t argue. He scanned the pages, muttering under his breath as we drove toward the meeting. I watched him from the corner of my eye, knowing the gears were turning in his head. He’d rise to the challenge—I had no doubt about that.

The meeting went smoother than expected. Damon, to his credit, delivered the marketing pitch with surprising confidence. Our father had been taken aback, almost ready to jump in and take over, but I signaled for him to hold off. Damon stumbled a little at first, but with a reassuring nod from me, he found his footing and finished strong.

As we left the meeting, I turned to Damon. “I’ll drop you off with your friends. Change back into your... other clothes if you want.”

Damon grinned. “Thanks, T.O. I owe you.”

After dropping him off, I received a text from Jake, inviting me to Molly’s Diner for a drink. I hadn’t seen him in a while, and a cold beer sounded good. I agreed and made my way over to the diner, where Jake was already seated at our usual booth. I slid into the seat opposite him, and the bartender, a friendly woman named Lily, greeted us with a warm smile.

"Hey there, guys! What can I get you tonight?"

"Just a beer, Lily. Whatever's on tap," I said, smiling back at her.

Jake nodded in agreement. "Same here, thanks."

Lily jotted down our order and said, "I'll get that right out to you. Another waitress will be there to deliver your drinks."

We chatted for a while about some new property that Jake was looking to acquire, and then moved to talking about what was happening in the world of sports.

Thankfully, Jake spared me the torture of trying to talk about Kendra. He’d brought it up, but I pushed it aside with swift replies. And when he realized no trick he tried could get me to talk about her, he had finally given up on it.

Just as we were getting into a heated discussion about our favorite sports teams, my phone buzzed with an incoming call.

"Excuse me, Jake," I said, reaching for my phone. "I need to take this."

Jake nodded, and I answered the call.

“Hey dad, did you forget something?”

His words were few, but the tone was enough to set me off. My face grew hot, and my fists clenched at my sides. I felt a wave of anger wash over me, and my vision narrowed.

The call got disconnected, and I just stared at the screen of my phone, furious.

“Hey, man, what is it?”

I turned to Jake. “It’s my mother… my birth mother.”

“She’s back?” Jake asked, his eyes widening. “Why?”

“Trouble.” I replied, getting to my feet. “I’ll catch you later, Jake. I’m needed at home.”

As I turned to leave, the waitress that was bringing our drinks bumped into me. I stood there, drenched and furious—only to look up and find Kendra, wide-eyed and mortified, holding the empty tray.


Chapter Five


Kendra

I couldn’t contain my excitement as I clocked in for my first shift at Molly’s Diner. The fresh mountain air from my earlier hike still lingered in my lungs, leaving me energized, and meeting Tina had only added to my good mood.

Even though the job opening at ABS was still uncertain, I already felt grateful to her. Hopes cautiously high, I tried not to dwell on what could go wrong. And my earlier encounter with Antonio? Practically forgotten, buried under the anticipation of new possibilities.

As I adjusted my apron and prepped for the shift, Lily, my boss, approached me with her usual warm smile. "Hey, Kendra! Table 12 just ordered two beers. Can you take care of that?"

I nodded. "Of course! What kind do they want?"

Lily chuckled. "They weren’t picky. Just tell Mike to give them two tumblers of our special. He’ll know what to do."

I grabbed a tray and headed to the bar where Mike, our charming Italian bartender, was polishing a glass, his white cloth moving in rhythmic circles. He glanced up with a warm, familiar smile, his dark eyes crinkling at the corners.

"Hey, Kendra! What can I get for you?" he asked in his soft, melodic accent.

I smiled back, trying to stay composed. Mike was undeniably attractive—a tall, lean man in his mid-forties with dark hair and a meticulously groomed beard. His friendly nature made him easy to talk to, though I suspected his charm wasn’t limited to just casual conversations.

"Lily said Table 12 ordered two beers," I said, hoping my professional tone masked any hint of nervousness.

Mike raised an eyebrow, a playful glint in his eye. "Ah, two beers, huh? What kind of beer do they want?"

I hesitated, realizing I hadn’t asked. "I’m not sure. Lily said just to get the special."

Mike’s deep, amused chuckle filled the air. "Ah, don’t worry about it, Bella. I know exactly what they need."

He turned to the taps and began pouring, his hands moving with the grace of someone who had been doing this for years. The aroma of dark beer soon filled the space, rich and heady with hints of coffee and chocolate. I leaned in slightly, breathing in the comforting scent.

"What's this beer called?" I asked, curiosity piqued.

He flashed a grin, his pride evident. "This is Midnight Eclipse. It’s our special stout, brewed right here in-house with hints of coffee and chocolate. It’s a favorite among our regulars."

I nodded, impressed. "It smells incredible, I can smell the coffee and chocolate from here."

"Ah, Bella, you’ve got a good nose," Mike said with a wink as he garnished the beers with chocolate shavings, adding a final touch of elegance.

"Here you go. Two Midnight Eclipses for Table 12. Buon appetito… or should I say, buon bere?"

I balanced the tray carefully and started toward the table, determined to deliver the drinks without any issues. The cozy diner's atmosphere hummed with life. Classic rock drifted softly in the background, mingling with the murmur of conversations, the clinking of glasses, and the clatter of dishes. The warm, golden glow from the vintage light fixtures made everything feel a little magical, like I’d stepped back in time.

As I approached Table 12, completely focused on not disrupting Mike's beautiful creation, I didn’t notice Antonio standing up—until I walked right into him.

The tray tilted precariously, and before I could react, both glasses of Midnight Eclipse tumbled forward. Time seemed to slow as the dark, rich liquid splashed out, drenching Antonio’s pristine white shirt and my own uniform in cold beer.

I gasped, the chill shocking me out of my daze. Antonio stared down at the spreading stain on his shirt, his expression slowly shifting from surprise to fury. His jaw clenched, and his eyes flashed with anger.

"Watch it!" he bellowed, his voice echoing across the diner, drawing every eye in the room.

Startled, I stepped back, barely holding on to my composure. Antonio’s outrage was so over-the-top that for a second, I couldn’t speak. Then, my own frustration bubbled to the surface.

"Hey, I didn’t do it on purpose!" I shot back, my voice rising. If it had been anyone else, I might have apologized profusely, but Antonio? His condescending attitude ignited my temper like nothing else.

Antonio’s face turned an even deeper shade of red, his anger palpable. "You’re going to pay for this!" he snarled, his words biting.

I stared at him, seething. We always seemed to meet like this—in the worst possible situations. He was already on edge before this accident happened, that much was clear. But why did he always have to take it out on me?

"Oh, I’m shaking in my boots," I replied sarcastically, unable to hold back the jab.

The diner fell silent. Everyone was watching now, some patrons looking uncomfortable, others intrigued by the unfolding drama. I spotted Jake out of the corner of my eye, his expression a mix of worry and disbelief. He took a step forward, but Antonio shut him down.

"No, Jake," Antonio said, his voice cold. "I’m not leaving here until she apologizes."

I scoffed, folding my arms across my chest. "You’re always looking for someone to pounce on, aren’t you? What did I ever do to you?"

Antonio’s eyes narrowed. "What did you say?"

"You heard me."

Before Antonio could respond, Lily hurried over, her face pale with concern. "What is going on here?" she asked, her eyes darting between us.

I opened my mouth to explain, but Antonio jumped in first, explaining the situation in his usual condescending tone, painting me as the sole culprit. I felt my frustration rising again, but I didn’t get the chance to defend myself.

"Kendra, please apologize to Mr. Michaelson," Lily said softly, her eyes pleading. "He’s one of our best customers."

My stomach dropped. Lily hadn’t even asked for my side of the story. Of course, it was "the customer is always right". But this time, I wasn’t going to let Antonio win. I wasn’t going to give him that satisfaction… even if it meant losing my job on my first day.

I shook my head firmly. "No way. He started it."

Lily’s face tightened. "Kendra, I’m asking you nicely. Apologize."

"You can cut my pay or make me work extra shifts," I said, my voice steady. "But I won’t apologize to him."

The silence stretched between us, the tension thick. Lily’s expression shifted, sadness flickering in her eyes. "I’m sorry, Kendra," she said quietly. "But I have to let you go."

I nodded, my decision was made. "Fine. At least I’m not the only one leaving with a stain today." I shot a glance at Antonio’s ruined shirt, and a small, defiant smile tugged at the corner of my lips.

As I turned to leave, I caught sight of the guilt flashing in Antonio’s eyes. But I didn’t care. I was done with him—at least for today. Lily turned to Antonio and said, “please let me apologize on behalf of my staff…” I heard her say something about getting him a fresh glass and taking care of the shirt as I turned and walked away.

After returning my uniform to the kitchen, I stormed out of the diner and headed straight home, anger radiating through my entire body. I slammed the door behind me as I entered my apartment, feeling the weight of everything that had just happened.

In a huff, I made my way to the kitchen, where I poured myself a bowl of cereal, trying to focus on something mundane. But my hands were shaking, and the milk spilled all over the counter.

"Stupid!" I muttered, wiping up the mess.

I needed to vent, and there was only one person who could calm me down—my brother Tom. Grabbing my phone, I dialed his number and waited for him to pick up.

When his face appeared on the screen, his brows furrowed in concern. "Hey, Kendra. What’s going on?"

I launched into a detailed account of everything that had happened. Tom listened quietly, his expression growing darker with every word. Lucinda, his wife, joined the video chat, her eyes wide with sympathy as I finished my rant.

"That’s so unfair!" Lucinda exclaimed. "You didn’t deserve that at all!"

Tom nodded in agreement. "Yeah, sis, it sounds like that guy’s a complete jerk!"

I let out a heavy sigh. "You have no idea." I can’t believe Antonio Michaelson is such a big jerk.

Lucinda’s expression shifted, and she turned to Tom with a thoughtful look. "Wait… didn’t you mention a guy Kendra had a crush on in college? What was his name again?"

Tom’s eyes widened, and he stared at me with a knowing smile. "Kendra, you don’t mean—"

I groaned, cutting him off. "Yes, it’s the same Antonio Michaelson. But that was years ago. It doesn’t matter now."

"Doesn’t matter?" Tom said with a teasing grin. "You’re still talking about him like he gets under your skin, sis."

Lucinda raised an eyebrow. "Maybe he still does?"

I rolled my eyes, trying to deflect. "Whatever. The point is, I’m out of a job now because of him."

Lucinda gave me a thoughtful look. "Maybe it’s more than that, Kendra. Maybe you need to think about why Antonio’s still affecting you so much."

I scowled, feeling a little defensive. "I'm not angry about him, okay? I'm just angry about the situation."

Her words hit a little too close to home. Was I really that affected by him? I brushed the thought away as we ended the call. But deep down, I couldn’t shake it. Was Antonio really still the same guy I’d crushed on all those years?

I have to focus on my immediate problem: finding a new job. But as I sat down to eat my cereal, I couldn't shake off the feeling that this was only the beginning of a complicated and messy situation.

As I took a bite of my cereal, my phone buzzed with an incoming text.

"Hey Kendra, hope you're doing well," the text read. "I just wanted to follow up on our conversation earlier. I think I might have some good news for you...

Tina”

I felt a surge of excitement, wondering what news Tina had. As I began to type out a response, my phone buzzed again. This time, it was an unknown number. I answered it just in case it was Tina calling with a different number.

"Hello?"

There was a pause on the other end, and for a moment, I thought it was a wrong number.

But then, a low, smooth voice spoke up. "Kendra... we need to talk."

My heart skipped a beat as I recognized the voice. It was Antonio Michaelson. But why was he calling me?

I hesitated, and then, I did the only thing I could think of.

I hung up.


Chapter Six


Antonio

I let out a frustrated grunt, staring at my phone, still displaying Kendra’s number and the stark “call ended” notification. Jake had eagerly handed over her contact when I said I needed to apologize, but… she hung up on me. Not that I didn’t deserve it. A part of me hoped she'd at least let me get a word in, but I guess that was too much to ask.

"Every time she gave you that chance, all you did was yell at her," a voice in my head snidely reminded me.

I took a deep breath, trying to organize the flood of emotions surging through me. My body was tense, and I could feel the sun beating down on my skin as I stood beside the pool at the Michaelson estate, staring at the water's surface.

On any other day, the bright sunlight and cool water would tempt me into a cannonball, splashing away the day’s stress. But not today. Today, nothing could pull me out of the fog clouding my mind, my thoughts completely stuck on Kendra.

The guilt had been eating at me ever since the incident at the diner. I had been unnecessarily hard on her, I knew that. The altercation was just as much my fault as hers—maybe even more.

I hadn’t been paying attention. My head was a mess, spinning with too many things at once, and she just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Kendra seemed to have that kind of luck—running into me when I was at my worst.

A heavy pang of regret settled in my chest as I thought about all the other times we’d crossed paths. I always seemed to be off-kilter around her, snapping for no good reason. Everything in my life was going wrong, and instead of dealing with it, I was using her as a punching bag for my frustrations. It wasn’t right. She didn’t deserve that. No one did.

Letting out a shaky breath, I glanced at my phone again, feeling the urge to call her, to make things right. I tapped her number again, hoping she'd answer this time. The phone rang, but after a few seconds, I was met with her voicemail, her cheerful voice asking me to leave a message.

I paused, frozen. What could I even say? I didn’t want to leave a message. I wanted to talk to her, to apologize in person, to explain myself and fix this mess.

I hung up, staring at the screen. Part of me wanted to keep calling until she answered, but that would only make things worse. I tried one more time, and this time, a robotic voice greeted me. "Your call cannot be completed as dialed."

A sharp frown tugged at my lips. She blocked me.

I paced beside the pool, my mind racing as I thought about how to fix things. I could try talking to Lily, the diner’s owner. Maybe I could convince her to give Kendra her job back. It was the least I could do after my part in what had happened. If Kendra wasn’t going to speak to me, maybe she’d listen to Lily, and then… maybe she'd let me apologize.

The thought gnawed at me. I didn’t usually care about what anyone thought of me. I wasn’t always a jerk, but I wasn’t concerned with people’s opinions, either. Yet, with Kendra… I cared. Her opinion of me mattered for reasons I couldn’t quite put my finger on.

“Maybe that’s because you like this one,” the voice in my head mocked again, pushing me further into unease.

“What? No… I just don’t want to be on bad terms with my neighbor. It’s common courtesy,” I mumbled out loud, trying to reason with myself.

The voice scoffed, “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

Shaking off the nagging thoughts, I turned away from the pool, heading toward the house. The warmth of the sun couldn’t chase away the cold knot in my stomach. I needed to fix this before it festered any longer.

Taking the stairs two at a time, I pushed into my room, scanning for the car key I had dropped somewhere last night. My eyes darted over the dresser where the other car keys lay, and I grabbed the one for my Aston Martin, clenching it tightly in my hand like a lifeline.

I was about to head out to see Lily, but before I could make a move toward the door, there was a knock. “Antonio?” My brother Damon’s voice called out from the hallway.

“Yeah, come in,” I answered, half-expecting some minor interruption, but the look on Damon’s face when he stepped inside told me otherwise.

"Dad wants to see you in the study," he said, standing awkwardly by the door.

I raised an eyebrow, getting a sinking feeling in my gut. "What's it about?"

Damon shrugged. "No clue. I'm just the messenger.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Isn’t it something that can wait? I have somewhere important I need to be.”

He hesitated, then said, “Dad asked me to bring two glasses and a bottle of wine, so... it might be a long talk."

I groaned inwardly. Wine meant my father was in one of his reflective moods, which usually meant sitting through a conversation I didn’t want to have. But I had no choice. "Okay, thanks."

I glanced at my phone, hesitating. I needed to fix the Kendra situation before the day got away from me. Before heading downstairs, I dialed Jake’s number. It was my only option.

"Yo, T.O.!" Jake’s cheerful voice rang through the phone. "What’s up, man?"

"I need a favor," I said, cutting straight to the point.

"Uh-oh," Jake teased. "This sounds serious."

"Could you talk to Lily for me? Ask her to give Kendra her job back. Tell her it was my fault. I’ll go down to the diner later and explain things myself."

"Wait...this is about that diner thing yesterday, isn’t it? Dude, you’ve got it bad."

“How do you even know about it?”

“Because you’re not as stone-hearted as you think you are. Plus, you’ve been talking about Kendra non-stop.”

I rolled my eyes. "Just do it, Jake. And tell Lily I’ll take full responsibility for what happened."

“Okay, okay,” Jake sighed dramatically. “But first, you gotta admit something to me.”

I groaned, already knowing where this was going. “What?”

“You like Kendra, don’t you?”

“Oh my Gosh! Are we seriously doing this right now?”

“Yep! Admit it, T.O. You’re totally into her. Why else would you care so much?”

“There’s nothing to admit, Jake,” I snapped. “I just feel bad, okay? I don’t like leaving things messy.”

"Uh-huh. Sure. Just make sure I’m invited to the wedding," Jake cackled, and before I could respond, he added, “I’ll take care of Lily for you. Good luck, lover boy!”

I hung up, exasperated, trying to shake off the mix of emotions stirring inside me.

Sliding my car key into the pocket of my jeans, I hurried downstairs toward my father’s study, mentally preparing for whatever conversation awaited me. After knocking lightly, I heard my father’s familiar voice call out, "Antonio, come in."

Stepping inside, I was immediately met with the scent of fine leather and old books, a room that hadn’t changed since I was a kid sneaking in to read his historical volumes. My father sat in his usual spot, sipping wine from a crystal glass, a thoughtful expression on his face as he closed the book he was reading and gestured for me to sit.

“Took you long enough,” he said mildly.

“Sorry, Dad,” I replied, still standing near the door. “Damon said you wanted to talk?”

“Dad, if it’s about your ex-wife and what she proposed, I have already said my piece. And I really don’t want to discuss anything pertaining to that woman any further.”

My tone was almost flat, except for the hint of anger in it. The call I had received at the bar that was responsible for my foul mood and the incident with Kendra had been about her – my mother… although I refused to address her, as that.

This woman who abandoned her husband and child and almost milked them broke, only to come back years later asking to be forgiven and let back into our lives just because she had hit rock bottom was no mother of mine.

“It is not about your mother,” he replied dryly, sipping his wine.

My father poured himself another glass of wine before motioning to the seat across from him. "Sit, Antonio. We need to have a serious conversation."

I hesitated but eventually sank into one of the plush armchairs, feeling the softness envelop me. "What's going on?" I asked, trying to keep my tone neutral.

He steepled his fingers and studied me for a long moment before speaking. "I've been hearing rumors, Antonio. Rumors that concern me."

I frowned, feeling a flicker of annoyance. "What rumors?"

He leaned forward, his gaze piercing. "Rumors that you're... uninterested in women, that you have other inclinations." His voice dropped on the last word, heavy with implication.

I stared at him, completely thrown. "What? Where did you even hear that?"

My father’s expression didn’t waver. "Does it matter? The point is, I need to know if there's any truth to these claims."

I couldn’t help it—I laughed. It was ridiculous. "No, Dad, there’s no truth to that. I just don’t see the point in getting wrapped up in shallow relationships. That’s all."

He regarded me for a long moment, his eyes narrowing slightly as if weighing my words. "So, you don’t plan on settling down anytime soon?"

"Marriage?" I snorted. "Come on, Dad. I’m not about to let some woman tie me down just because she’s after my money."

"Not all women are like that, Antonio," he said quietly.

“Sure, Dad. Your first marriage wasn’t about money at all,” I replied, my voice hard.

His eyes flickered with hurt, but he didn’t argue. “That’s not the point.”

“I’m just saying, why would I get involved in something so messy? Look at your second marriage, too. I wouldn’t sleep with both eyes closed if I were you.” The words spilled out, unchecked, fueled by the long history of resentment that sat between us.

“Antonio, watch your tone,” he warned, a sharp edge entering his voice.

But I didn’t back down. “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me that marriage hasn’t made you more paranoid than ever. Or that you're actually happy."

My father’s face tightened, the lines on his forehead deepening. For a long moment, he just stared at me, his eyes hard and unreadable. Finally, he sighed and leaned back in his chair, swirling the wine in his glass. "Happiness isn’t as straightforward as you seem to think."

I folded my arms, refusing to let him deflect. "It should be. You make it sound like misery is part of the deal."

"Life isn’t a fairytale, Antonio. Love isn’t some cure-all that makes everything perfect."

"I’m not asking for perfection, Dad. I’m just saying I don’t see the point of marriage if it’s only going to make things worse."

He sighed again, a deep, weary sound that seemed to carry the weight of the world. "You think you know everything now, but one day... you’ll understand that life is more complicated than the rules you’ve set for yourself."

I shook my head. "I doubt it. I’m not like you."

“No, you're not,” he said quietly. “You have your mother’s stubbornness and a heart that's still closed off. You’ll learn the hard way if you don’t change.”

The conversation ended in silence, the tension hanging heavy between us as I stood to leave. But his final words followed me out of the room like a shadow.


Chapter Seven


Kendra

I sat at my small kitchen table, sipping a lukewarm cup of coffee, as I stared at the online application form for a spot at ABS Broadcasting Station on my laptop screen. A cold sweat trickled down my neck as I read the final section: “Tell us a little about yourself in 200 words or less.”

My pulse quickened, while my heart pounded in my chest, and a cold sweat trickled down my neck. I couldn’t tell if it was the summer heat or the weight of my own nerves gnawing at me, but the pressure was mounting up.

Taking a deep breath, I let my thoughts flow onto the page. My fingers hovered before I began typing, "As a passionate and driven individual with a knack for storytelling, I’m excited to apply for the position at ABS..."

My heart was in every word I typed, and I allowed myself to hope—hope that maybe this was my fresh start. Finally, I concluded with, "...I'm thrilled at the prospect of joining the ABS family and contributing to the rich history of storytelling in this city. Thank you for considering my application."

I read over my response, making sure it fit the 200-word limit. With a mixture of apprehension and excitement, I clicked “Submit” and watched the application disappear into cyberspace, feeling a little lighter.

My first instinct was to call Tina, video call, actually. I tapped on my phone, and her face filled the screen after the first ring.

“Hey, girl! I’m done!” I could barely contain the excitement bubbling in my voice.

Tina squealed in delight. “Yaaas, Kendra! You got this! I’m sending all my positive vibes your way.”

I smiled. Tina and I had only known each other for a few days, but our connection felt so natural, like we had been friends for years. Her infectious energy always seemed to ease my nerves.

I crossed my fingers and whispered, "Please, God, let me get this job." I whispered, hoping the heavens would hear my plea.

Tina chuckled on the other end, her voice playful but sincere. "Oh I do more than that! I’ll light a candle, say a prayer, and even do a little dance to make sure you get it."

I laughed, the tension I had earlier ebbing away. "You're the best, Tina. Thank you."

We talked for a few more minutes. Tina shared tips on ABS's office politics—names of people to avoid, others to keep close. I took mental notes, my mind already painting a picture of what life could be like there.

“I gotta run, though,” she said suddenly. “Production manager’s here, and trust me, he’s allergic to idle tech. Talk later?”

“Talk later,” I echoed, laughing. It felt good, this shared camaraderie with someone who understood my world.

Just as I ended the call, my phone buzzed again. A text from Lily, my ex-boss. My smile faltered as I opened the text.

"You can resume work tomorrow afternoon. But there’ll be a paycheck cut for what happened. - Lily."

I stared at the screen, disbelief mingling with surprise. Why was Lily suddenly asking me back? Curiosity tickled the back of my mind, but I decided not to push it.

The reason didn’t matter—I needed this. My heart leaped at the thought of having something to fill the time while I waited to hear from ABS.

“Noted. Thanks, ma’am,” I texted back, a grin tugging at my lips.

Getting my job back, even with a cut in pay, was a small relief. It was something solid I could hold on to, a distraction from the relentless anxiety that threatened to consume me, while I awaited news from ABS.

I stood and stretched, feeling the stiffness leave my body. Groceries— I had almost forgotten, my kitchen cupboards were looking a little bare.

Especially if I was going to bake something soon- my usual go-to for soothing nerves. Also if I landed the ABS gig, who knew how busy I’d get? I grabbed my purse and headed out for the local store.

The store was just a short walk, about twenty minutes. I decided to walk, using the time to familiarize myself with the neighborhood. Each step seemed to ground me, offering a brief moment of peace.

Once inside the store, I was greeted by the familiar sight of rows of things that competed for my attention. I grabbed a cart and began weaving through the aisles, letting my mind wander.

I picked out some fresh fruits and vegetables, the essentials—milk, bread—before my eyes drifted toward the baking aisle. I suddenly craved homemade chocolate chip cookies.

I added a bag of semi-sweet chocolate chips, walnuts, and sea salt to my cart, smiling as I envisioned the warm, gooey treats.that would soon fill my kitchen with the sweet aromas.

Baking was my sanctuary—a place where I could forget everything else and lose myself in the rhythm of measuring, mixing and creating.

I was actually quite good at it, if I did say so myself, but the thought of commercializing my passion was never going to be an option. I was far too laid-back for that. Besides, baking was my way of showing love and care to those around me, and I cherished the quiet moments spent in the kitchen, whipping up a storm for my loved ones.

But as I reached for a bottle of pure vanilla extract, my fingers froze.

Elon’s favorite flavor–my late husband.

The memories hit me before I could stop them—Elon’s blissful expression whenever he ate my chocolate chip cookies, the way his eyes would close, savoring every bite.

My throat tightened, and I blinked back the sting of tears. I wasn’t going to break down in the middle of a grocery store. Not today. I forced myself to take slow, measured breaths, shaking off the memories.

With the rest of my ingredients gathered, I continued through the store, moving on autopilot, trying to keep myself grounded in the present. Yet Elon lingered in the back of my mind, a ghost I couldn’t shake off.

But I pushed forward. Focusing on the simple tasks at hand. As I made my way through the store, the familiar rhythms of shopping helped calm my thoughts, and I found myself lost in the mundane, yet comforting, task of choosing between two similar brands.

Before long, my cart was full, and I made my way to the checkout. As the cashier scanned my items, we exchanged friendly banter. When it was time to pay, I confidently handed over my card.

My fingers tapped away on the counter, waiting for the cashier to hand me back my card, but to my surprise, the machine beeped ominously, and the cashier's expression turned apologetic.

"I'm sorry, ma'am. Your card has been declined."

Declined- I repeated in disbelief.

A knot of embarrassment twisted in my stomach. I checked my balance on my phone—there was more than enough to cover it.

"Can you try again?" I asked, hoping it was just a technical glitch..

But the same result came up. The cashier gave me an apologetic look, and I felt my face flush with heat. I rifled through my purse for cash, but I already knew the truth—there wasn’t enough.

This can’t be happening.

Just as I was about to abandon my cart in shame, a voice from behind startled me.

"Need some help?"

I turned to see Antonio standing there, his usual scowl replaced by something softer—a smile. My heart sank; could this situation get any worse? Of all people, why him - the one person who always seemed ready to jump at me, and bring out the worst in me.

But, as I looked into his eyes, I noticed something unexpected - My pulse quickened, not from embarrassment, but from something else entirely. A warmth in his gaze, a softness in his voice that left me momentarily stunned.

"Do you need help?" he asked again, his tone gentle, as he looked between me and the cashier who was getting impatient.

My pride screamed to say no, but reality held me hostage. I hated feeling vulnerable, especially in front of him.

"I… I can handle it," I muttered, though I had no idea how.

Antonio chuckled softly. "It’s no trouble. I’ve got it. How much?"

$53.50. The words barely escaped my lips.

He nodded, turning to the cashier, an easy smile on his face. “Hey, Penelope, could you add her bill to mine.”

I felt the warmth of his breath as he leaned in to hand me my bags, his voice a low murmur. "Take your bags."

The simple gesture sent an unexpected jolt through me. My heart fluttered, and I struggled to keep my composure. I hated how his proximity affected me, how my body remembered the attraction I had buried long ago.

Our eyes met briefly, and for a fleeting moment, I thought I saw something—a spark, a glimpse of something more—but just as quickly, it was gone, leaving me wondering if I'd imagined it.

“Thanks,” I mumbled, quickly gathering my things, trying to create some distance between us. Antonio’s hand brushed against mine as he helped me with the bags, sending another jolt of electricity through my body. I quickly pulled my hand away, trying to downplay the contact. “I’ve got it,” I said, my tone a little too sharp.

I couldn’t afford to let myself feel anything.

Not for him. Not now.


Chapter Eight


Antonio

I handed over my card, and the machine accepted it without a hitch. As I picked up my bags, I glanced over at Kendra. She seemed like she was still processing what had just happened. Her eyes met mine, and for a brief moment, I thought I saw a flicker of something—gratitude, maybe? But it was quickly replaced by her usual wariness, like a reflex.

As we stepped outside the store, Kendra turned to me, a forced smile plastered on her face. "Thanks, Antonio. I owe you one." Her tone was polite, but there was an edge to it.

I chuckled softly at the awkwardness of the moment. Of all the people I could’ve ended up doing a favor for, I hadn’t expected it to be her. Not after everything.

Grinning, I decided to push my luck. "You can repay me by letting me give you a ride home." I knew it was a long shot, but I couldn’t resist the opportunity to spend a little more time with her. More importantly, it felt like the right moment to properly apologize for... well, everything.

Kendra’s eyes narrowed, her guard going up again. "How does giving me a ride repay you? Actually, don’t answer that. Just give me your details, and I’ll repay you once I sort out the issue with my card."

I raised my hands slightly, as if to ward off her insistence. "That won’t be necessary."

"But it is… I don’t like being indebted to people," she replied, her face tightening with determination.

I shrugged, trying to keep my tone light. "Then consider it my apology for getting you in trouble with your boss the other day."

Her expression wavered. For a second, her eyes softened, the tension in her face loosening, before she caught herself and tightened up again.

“Okay,” she said at last, adjusting her grip on her bags and walking away.

I fell into step beside her, the grocery bags weighing down her hands. "So, how about that ride?" I offered again, casually.

She shook her head, her ponytail swishing. "No, I’m fine. I’ll just catch a cab."

I raised an eyebrow. "But we’re going the same way. It doesn’t make sense to take a cab when I’m headed in the same direction. Besides, you’re not exactly flush with cash at the moment, are you?"

She stopped walking, frowning. "I walked down here, didn’t I?"

"Before you had all those bags," I pointed out, nodding at the grocery bags straining her arms. I softened my expression, hoping to ease her resistance.

Kendra bit her lip, her eyes darting towards the bags.

I shifted my tone, making it softer, more persuasive. "Come on, just let me help you out. We can throw your bags in the car, and I’ll drive us home. If you insist, you can pay me what you would’ve used for cab fare once your card is sorted."

She hesitated, clearly weighing her options. The sun was beating down on us, heat radiating off the pavement. I could see the sweat beginning to prickle on her skin, the exhaustion in her posture.

Finally, she exhaled sharply, her shoulders sagging in defeat. "Okay. Thanks. But just to get home. No talks, just a quiet drive. Okay?"

I nodded, relieved. "Deal."

As we walked toward my car, I could sense her lingering hesitation. I popped the trunk, and we loaded our bags inside. Then I hurried to open the passenger door for her. Her eyebrows rose, surprise flashing across her face. I could tell she wanted to argue, to say she didn’t need me to open her door, but she kept silent, sliding into the seat with stiff movements.

I closed the door gently behind her, feeling a small sense of satisfaction. I made my way to the driver’s side. When I got in, I noticed how her eyes scanned the car’s interior, like she was cataloging every detail. I started the engine and glanced at her. She immediately turned her gaze out the window.

“Mind if I play some music?” I asked, keeping my voice casual.

She nodded without looking at me, her expression unreadable as she stared out the window.

The drive was exactly as she’d requested—quiet. Kendra alternated between staring out the window and checking her phone like she was waiting for a call. I focused on the road, and we didn’t exchange a single word. The only sound was Adele’s velvety voice playing from the speakers.

As we neared our apartment building, I felt a slight pang of disappointment that our quiet drive had come to an end. I had hoped the drive would give me a chance to build on the fragile connection between us, but she kept her guard firmly in place.

Still, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief that the tension between us had eased, even if only slightly. Getting her to accept a ride from me was a small victory, and I took it as a sign that maybe, we could put our past disagreement behind us.

When I pulled up to the curb, Kendra was out of the car almost before I could turn off the engine. "Thank you," she said curtly, her voice distant. She disappeared into her apartment without another word.

I watched her go, frustration gnawing at me. There was so much I wanted to say—an apology, maybe even a thank you for letting me help. But the words got stuck in my throat.

Sighing, I grabbed my bags and headed inside. “Baby steps, Antonio. Baby steps,” I muttered as I closed the door to my apartment.

I unpacked the groceries mechanically, my mind still on Kendra. But just as I was about to start cooking, my phone rang.

"Hey, bro," Damon’s voice came through, low and serious. "Have you seen the news?"

I frowned. Damon wasn’t one to care about stuff like that. "No. Why?"

"Just… check it out. It’s about the winery."

Unease coiled in my gut. I quickly pulled up the headlines, and my blood went cold: "Bellavista Winery: Built on Blood?"

It felt like a punch to the gut. What the hell were they talking about? Our business was built on hard work—legitimate work. I scrolled through the article, my mind racing.

Damon’s voice broke through my thoughts. "Dad wants to see us. He’s called a meeting with the top execs, but he wants to talk to us first."

I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. "I’ll be right there."

***

The last week has been a whirlwind of meetings. Tense, accusatory meetings. Someone had leaked documents to the press—sensitive ones that made it look like our family had ties to some kind of criminal enterprise in the winery’s early days. No one was admitting to anything, and the search for the culprit had hit a dead end. For now, we were focused on damage control.

After another long, heated meeting, I needed to clear my head. I drove aimlessly, city streets blurring together as I tried to make sense of everything. I couldn’t go back to my studio; Jake had warned me about the carpenters working late on the roof. It has been eight days since I’ve been to my apartment.

So, I ended up at a quiet park, the soft glow of streetlights illuminating the playground. I pulled over, shutting off the engine and sat in silence for a moment.

I stepped out of the car and took a deep breath of the cool evening air, letting the stillness wash over me. The park was empty, except for a few scattered benches and a children’s playground.

I began to walk aimlessly, my feet carrying me towards the playground. As I sat on one of the swings, gently swaying back and forth, I gazed around the park and a wave of nostalgia washed over me.

This place was full of memories—Jake, Elon, and I used to come here after school. We’d spend hours exploring the playground, laughing, climbing and forgetting everything else.

But now, the park felt… different. Elon’s sudden disappearance had left a gaping hole in our group, and we’d never come back here together after that.

We had often wondered what had driven him away, what had made him leave so suddenly. He’d just left a note, saying he was sorry. No other explanation and we’ve never heard from him again.

My mind snapped back to present, and the weight of the day’s events crashed down on me. I sat on one of the swings, swaying gently. My father was hiding something about the winery, and I couldn’t shake the frustration building inside me. Why couldn’t he just tell me the truth?

As I sat there, lost in thought, I heard a faint sound carrying on the wind. At first, I thought it was just the rustling of leaves or the distant hum of a car, but then I heard it again—a soft, muffled sob that caught my attention.

I froze, listening carefully. It was coming from a nearby bench, partially hidden by trees. I stood, moving toward the sound. As I rounded the trees, my heart skipped a beat.

It was Kendra.


Chapter Nine


Kendra

All I wanted was to curl up in my bed, surrounded by comforting darkness, and cry myself to sleep. Today was a day I dreaded, a painful reminder of the life I once had. It had been exactly one year since Elon’s passing, and the wound still felt fresh.

Every memory of our time together was engraved in my heart, on my mind, underneath my skin… there was no shaking it off, no pushing it to the recesses of my mind... no forgetting.

I remembered the day like it was yesterday. One moment, we were happy, singing along to Elon’s favorite R&B tune as we drove to the hospital for my prenatal appointment. The sun was shining, the music was playing, and we were both feeling carefree. Elon was behind the wheel, his eyes fixed on the road ahead, while I was chatting away, enjoying the warmth of the sun on my skin.

And then, in an instant, everything changed.

Elon’s eyes snapped toward the left, his face set in a determined expression. “Hold on!” he yelled, as a bus swerved out of its lane, heading straight for us. I felt a jolt of fear as Elon yanked the wheel to the right, trying to evade the oncoming vehicle.

But it was too late.

The bus crashed into us, sending our car spinning out of control. I felt like I was floating, weightless, as the world around me dissolved into chaos. The sound of crunching metal and shattering glass filled my ears, making my head ring. I saw Elon’s face, his eyes wide with panic and fear, as he struggled to regain control of the car.

We spun around once, twice, the force of the impact throwing me against the seatbelt. I felt a wave of nausea wash over me, and my vision began to blur. Elon’s voice was hoarse with desperation as he yelled, “Kendra, I’m sorry!”

And then, everything went black.

The next thing I knew, I was waking up in the hospital, surrounded by the beeping of machines and the sterile smell of antiseptic. As my eyes flew open, the bright lights of the hospital room flooded my sight, making me shut them just as quickly as I opened them.

And then, I tried again, slowly this time... allowing my vision to adjust to my environment. There was pain in my body as I tried to move, and a sharp pain shot through my head... but I ignored it, turning my head from side to side in search of my husband.

“Elon?” I whispered, my voice barely audible. I needed to see him, to know he was okay.

My brother rushed to my side, taking my hand. His eyes were puffy... his face etched with worry. But he didn’t respond. He just kept saying, “Kendra, oh my God… you’re awake.”

I repeated my question, more urgently this time. “Where’s Elon?”

But Tom’s expression only grew grim. He didn’t answer.

The nurse had rushed out of the room, leaving me with Tom’s unsettling silence. A few seconds later, she returned with a doctor, who immediately began assessing my condition. He shone a light in my eyes, checked my pulse, and asked me to squeeze his hand.

“Can you tell me your name?” he asked, his voice firm but gentle.

“Where’s Elon?” I replied, my voice cracking with desperation.

The doctor’s expression was sympathetic, but he didn’t answer my question. Instead, he asked another one. “Can you move your toes for me?”

I tried, but a wave of pain washed over me, making me gasp. “Where’s Elon?” I repeated, not as loudly this time, because tears had begun to choke my words.

The doctor’s eyes met mine, and for a moment, I thought I saw a flicker of sadness there. But he quickly looked away, continuing his assessment. “We’ll get to that later, Kendra. Right now, let’s focus on getting you stable.” He turned to the nurse. “Let’s get her settled,” he said, his voice low and serious.

The nurse’s voice, soft and gentle, spoke to me, “Kendra… you’re safe now. You’ll be fine.”

But I didn’t care about being safe. I cared about Elon, and I knew something was wrong. I scanned the room, and that’s when I saw them—Elon’s parents, and Lucinda. Their faces were a picture of grief; heart-wrenching, spirit-breaking grief.

My heart sank, and I knew. I knew my world had come to an end.

The nurse’s words became a blur as she explained my injuries. I wasn’t listening. I was staring at the people I loved, their faces a confirmation of my fear.

And then, the nurse’s words cut through my haze. “Kendra, I’m so sorry to tell you this, but… you also lost the baby.”

Those words numbed me... I didn’t know what to feel. Grief, anger, sadness—it all swirled together in a toxic mix that left me breathless. I had been expecting a child, a new life, and now... now it was… gone. The thought of Elon, of our unborn baby, was too much to bear.

I closed my eyes, letting the darkness wash over me, as the reality of my new world crashed down around me.

Who goes from expecting a child to losing everything? The grief had been suffocating… it was still suffocating one year later.

I had tried to escape the memories by staying in bed, but the noise from the construction on the roof had made it impossible to sleep. The constant drilling and hammering only added to the pounding headache I was having, making my eyes ache and my temples throb.

In desperation, I grabbed a blanket and fled to the park, hoping to find some peace there. I’d been by the park before… it wasn’t a very busy one. And seeing as the sun was already setting, I reckoned it would have fewer activities, and I was right.

But as I sat on this bench, surrounded by the empty swings and slides, I felt only a deep sense of loneliness. The cold seeped into my bones, making me miss Elon all the more. The construction workers should have been done already, but I didn’t have the will to get off the park bench.

I huddled deeper into the blanket, my body still shaking with silent sobs.

As I cried, I felt a presence around me. I quickly wiped my eyes, pulling off the blanket as I grabbed my bunch of keys between my fingers, in a way that made it into a weapon… I was grieving, but I refused to be mugged.

My eyes popped in surprise as I saw Antonio standing there, his eyes filled with concern.

For a moment, we just stared at each other, the only sound was my ragged breathing. I felt a surge of embarrassment, of vulnerability, but Antonio’s gentle expression put me at ease. He didn’t say a word, just stood there, his eyes locked on mine, until I finally looked away, unable to meet his gaze.

Antonio took a step closer. I willed myself to move away, to create some distance between us, but my body seemed to disobey me. I was rooted to the spot.

“Hey, are you okay?” he asked, his voice the gentlest I’ve heard.

I didn’t trust myself to say anything without crying. So, I just nodded, trying to play it off. But Antonio’s eyes saw right through me. He took another step closer, his face inches from mine, as he turned my face to face him.

“You’re not okay,” he whispered, his breath caressing my skin.

A wave of tension rippled through me as our eyes met. His palms still held my chin, and it affected me in ways I cannot put into words.

Antonio’s eyes seemed to bore into my soul, seeing the pain and grief that I tried to keep hidden.

And then his hand moved, slowly… he reached out and gently brushed a strand of hair behind my ear. His touch sent shivers down my spine, but it was a gentle, comforting touch, not a threatening one.

“Kendra,” he whispered, his voice barely audible. “I can see the pain in your eyes. What’s going on?”

I struggled to find my voice, but the words caught in my chest, refusing to come out. Antonio’s eyes never left mine, his gaze steady. And then he pulled me into a hug.

Antonio’s arms wrapped around me, holding me close as he pulled me into his chest. I felt his warmth, his solidity, and for a moment, I let myself surrender to the comfort he offered.

His arms were strong, yet gentle. I felt my body relax, my tension easing as he held me. As I breathed in, I caught the scent of his cologne, a subtle, masculine aroma that filled my senses.

I felt my heart slow, my breathing deepen, as I let Antonio’s warmth seep into my bones. It was as if he was absorbing my pain, taking it from me and holding it in his own body.

I didn’t think about how close we were, about how our bodies were pressed together. I didn’t think about the flutter in my chest or the way my skin seemed to hum with awareness. All I knew was that I felt safe, that I was exactly where I needed to be...

In Antonio’s arms.

Antonio’s arms wrapped around me like a lifeline, grounding me in the present. For a brief moment, I let myself forget the pain, the grief, the endless days of waking up to an empty bed, an empty life. I let myself believe that in Antonio’s arms, I could find a semblance of peace, even if only for a moment.

But then reality crashed down on me again.

I pushed away from him, my hands trembling. The grief, the guilt—it all came flooding back, making me feel like I was drowning in it.

“I— I’m sorry,” I stammered, stepping back as I hugged the blanket tighter around my shoulders, creating a barrier between us. “I shouldn’t have… I didn’t mean to—”

“Kendra, it’s okay,” Antonio interrupted, his voice soft, his eyes filled with a depth of understanding that made my chest ache even more. “You don’t have to apologize for anything. I just— I just wanted to make sure you’re alright.”

But I wasn’t alright. I hadn’t been alright since the day Elon died, since I lost the baby, since my entire world crumbled around me. And no amount of hugs or comforting words could change that.

And then, my phone rang, shrill and loud, breaking the spell. I hesitated for a moment before answering, my eyes still locked on Antonio's.

"Hello?" I said, my voice barely above a whisper.

"Kendra! Oh my God, I have the most amazing news!" Tina's voice squealed through the phone.

I felt a pang of guilt for not being more enthusiastic, but the situation wasn’t exactly… well, conducive to celebration. "What is it?" I asked, trying to sound more interested.

"Management just asked the HR to get across to some selected names, and since the HR is my friend, she managed to steal a peek at the names. And guess what? You got the job!" Tina exclaimed.

I felt a surge of surprise, followed by a sense of relief... and then gratitude. "Thanks, Tina," I said, trying to sound more excited than I felt. "I owe you one."

Tina's voice continued to chatter in my ear, but I wasn't listening. I was lost in Antonio's eyes.

Finally, I managed to extricate myself from the conversation, promising Tina I'd call her back later. As I hung up the phone, Antonio's eyes never left mine.

"Good news?" he asked, his voice low and husky.

I nodded, feeling a growing awareness of my own vulnerability. He had seen me cry, and had witnessed my raw emotion. Antonio, my obnoxious, rude neighbor, who had once been the object of my college crush, had seen me at my most exposed. I felt a flush rise to my cheeks as I tried to compose myself.

I took a step back, creating some distance between us. "Yeah," I said, my voice barely above a whisper. "I got the job."

Antonio's face broke into a warm smile, "Congratulations," he said, his voice filled with genuine warmth. But then his expression faltered, and he asked, "The diner?"

I shook my head, relieved that I could finally regain some control over the conversation. "No, not that one. I got that one back a week ago."

His eyes narrowed slightly, his curiosity piqued. But I didn't elaborate, didn't offer any more information. The silence between us was palpable, but I didn't know how to fill it.

All I knew was that I needed to put some distance between us, to rebuild the walls that had come crashing down when he saw me cry.

“I— I have to go,” I whispered, turning on my heel before he could stop me. I hurried away from the park, my footsteps heavy with the weight of the grief I carried.

I could feel Antonio watching me, but I didn’t dare look back. If I did, I might just fall apart again, and I couldn’t handle that. Not tonight.

As I walked back to the house, my mind was a whirlwind of conflicting emotions. Antonio had always been a mystery to me—distant, aloof, and yet there was something about him that had always drawn me in.

But tonight, I saw a different side of him. A side that was caring, protective. A side that made me feel things I hadn’t felt in so long.

But I couldn’t think about that now. I couldn’t think about Antonio or the way his arms had made me feel safe. I had to keep moving, keep going, even if the road ahead seemed impossibly long and unbearably lonely.

When I reached my house, I stood outside for a moment, staring up at the darkened windows. The construction workers were gone, the hammering and drilling finally silenced, but it didn’t bring me any comfort. I still felt hollow, like I was just going through the motions of living, but not really alive.

I stepped inside, locking the door behind me. The quiet of the house pressed in on me, suffocating in its stillness. I dropped the blanket onto the couch and made my way to the bedroom, my feet dragging as if weighed down by invisible chains.

Once inside, I collapsed onto the bed, pulling the covers over me as I curled up into a ball. The tears came again, unbidden and unstoppable, soaking into the pillow as I cried for everything I had lost.

And as I lay there, feeling the crushing weight of grief, I couldn’t help but think about Antonio. About the way he had held me, the way he had looked at me with such care. And for a fleeting moment, I wondered if maybe, just maybe, I didn’t have to go through this alone.

But then, just as quickly as the thought came, I pushed it away.

I couldn’t afford to let anyone in. Not now. Not when I was still broken, still trying to figure out how to piece myself back together.

So, I cried myself to sleep, alone in the darkness, hoping that one day, the pain might become bearable. That one day, I might feel whole again.


Chapter Ten


Antonio

After our encounter in the park, I found myself returning to my studio apartment, eager to see Kendra again. I wanted to recapture the spark that had ignited between us, to explore the connection that had left us both breathless.

She had left in a hurry after the call she’d received. I tried to offer her a ride home, but before I could say anything, she was already jogging out of the garden. I understood why she wanted to put some distance between us… and I knew the wise thing would’ve been to do the same. I wanted to talk about what had happened earlier but I realized it might be better if we both slept on it.

The next day, I stood outside her door, my hand hovering over the knocker for a moment too long. Finally, I knocked twice. I waited, but there was no response.

Then I rang the doorbell. The door creaked open seconds later, revealing Kendra. Her eyes widened in surprise, and for a moment, neither of us spoke. We just stood there, staring.

I couldn’t help it. Every time she blinked, it was like a quiet pause before the light returned, making my breath catch in my throat. The air between us felt charged, as though the spark from the park had followed us back home.

"Antonio," she said softly, her voice wrapping around my name in a way that felt intimate.

"Kendra," I replied, clearing my throat. "I wanted to talk about yesterday. In the park."

She hesitated, then stepped aside, allowing me to enter. As I passed by her, I caught the scent of vanilla, mixed with something floral—maybe jasmine or lavender. It reminded me of how she smelled at the park… when I held her.

Her apartment was cozy, filled with warm, personal touches—nothing like mine. I noticed the soft pillows, the pictures on the wall, and the vase of wildflowers on the coffee table.

"I wasn’t expecting to see you so soon," Kendra said, folding her arms across her chest. Her expression was guarded, but I saw a flicker of something beneath it.

"I couldn’t help myself," I admitted, leaning forward slightly. "I wanted to talk about what happened in the park."

Kendra raised an eyebrow. "What happened in the park?" She asked, pretending to be aloof. But I could tell it was just a ruse. There was no way she didn’t feel what I did.

I took a deep breath, trying to find the right words. "There was… a moment of connection, Kendra. And I can’t stop thinking about it."

Kendra turned away, staring out the window. "I don’t know what you’re talking about, Antonio."

Frustration surged, but I tried to stay calm. "Don’t play dumb, Kendra. I know what I saw in the park. I know what I felt."

Kendra shrugged, her eyes still fixed on the window. "I was having a bad day, okay? You just happened to be there, and I already thanked you for your time. That’s all."

I stepped closer, my voice barely above a whisper. "That’s not all, Kendra. We both know it."

She turned to face me, her expression guarded. She exhaled slowly, running a hand through her hair. The movement was absent-minded, but it drew my gaze like a magnet, holding me captive. "I don’t know what you’re insinuating, Antonio. But I assure you, there was nothing."

The sight of her touching her hair stirred something inside me—something beyond attraction. I found myself wanting to reach out, to feel those strands between my fingers. But I turned my focus to the conversation.

I took another step closer, my eyes locked on hers. "Don’t lie to me, Kendra. I saw the way you looked at me. I felt the way you responded to me."

Kendra’s expression turned icy. "You’re imagining things, Antonio. I was down, and you gave me a hug that was comforting in the moment. When I thanked you, I was just being polite.

And right now, I have to warn you… that politeness is wearing off. So unless you want a fight, you’ll back off."

I laughed, a low, husky sound, ignoring her attempt at a threat. "Polite? You call that polite? I call it attraction, Kendra. And I know you felt it too."

Kendra’s eyes darted around, searching for an escape. But I had her cornered. "Fine," she spat, her voice laced with anger. "Maybe I did feel something. But it meant nothing. It was just a momentary lapse of judgment."

I smiled, slow and mischievous. "A momentary lapse of judgment? That was a pretty long lapse, Kendra."

I wasn’t sure why, but I wanted her to admit she felt something too. It was strange, but somehow it was the most natural thing in the world for me to express my feelings to her.

Her face twisted in a snarl, her teeth bared. "Get out," she spat.

But I stood my ground. "Kendra, I’m not—"

"Get out of my apartment before I call the police," she snapped.

I smiled again, this time sadder. "Okay, Kendra. I’ll leave. But this isn’t over. Not by a long shot."

As I turned to leave, I could feel her eyes on me, boring into my back. I knew I had gotten under her skin, both in a good and bad way. I was brimming with an excitement I didn’t fully understand. But I also knew I didn’t want to make things harder for myself.

We had already bickered enough for a lifetime, and I wasn’t looking forward to more of that. Just as I reached the door, I turned back, my eyes locking onto hers. "Kendra…"

"What?!" she snapped, getting out her phone to make good on her threat.

"Wait, wait!" I raised my hands in surrender. "I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to push you like that. I was wrong."

Her expression softened slightly as she looked up from her phone, her guard dropping for a moment. "What are you apologizing for, Antonio?"

I took a deep breath, choosing my words carefully. "I’m apologizing for not respecting your boundaries. I was wrong to push anything on you."

Kendra raised an eyebrow, her expression skeptical. "You think an apology will fix this?"

I shook my head. "No, I don’t. But I’m hoping it’s a start.

Can we call a truce, Kendra?

Can we start over?"

"Why?"

"How about because we’re neighbors? And the good book says to be at peace with everyone."

Kendra studied me for a moment, her eyes searching mine. Then, to my surprise, she nodded. "Okay, Antonio. Truce."

I smiled, feeling a sense of relief. "Thanks, Kendra. I promise I’ll respect your boundaries from now on."

Kendra nodded, her expression serious. "Good. Because I need to make something clear to you, Antonio. I’m not looking for a relationship. I just want to be neighbors."

I grinned. "Right, just neighbors."

Kendra nodded firmly. "Yes, just neighbors. I don’t have time for anything else, and I don’t want to complicate things between us."

I studied her for a moment, trying to read between the lines. I didn’t buy it—there was something more. But I didn’t push it. Not now. "Shake on it?"

She hesitated, but then took my hand, a small smile playing on her lips. "Of course. I’m glad we understand each other."

I smiled, my eyes locked on hers as we shook hands. "Me too, Kendra. Me too." I released her hand and stepped back. "Thanks for understanding, Kendra," I said, turning to leave. "I’ll catch you later, neighbor."

She didn’t respond. She just watched as I walked out, closing the door behind me. I knew, in my bones, that Kendra and I wouldn’t be just "neighbors." And that thought scared me more than I cared to admit.

I quickly unlocked my door and stepped inside. The moment I was in my apartment, I pulled out my phone and dialed Jake’s number. He answered on the first ring.

"Hey, man! What’s up? Are you good? I’ve been watching the news," Jake asked.

"Actually, I’m not," I admitted. "But it has nothing to do with the company. It’s something much, much bigger."

"Bigger than Bellavista Winery?"

"Yes, Jake." I was stalling, unsure how to tell him what I needed to say. I knew he would gloat about being right, but there was no one else to talk to. And even though he rarely took things seriously, I knew he gave good advice.

"Okay, shoot. I’m listening," Jake said, his tone serious.

I took a deep breath, my heart racing. "I need to confess something to you."

There was a pause on the other end of the line. "What is it, Antonio? You’re starting to scare me."

I laughed nervously. "I think I might be in trouble, Jake."

"What kind of trouble?"

I hesitated, unsure how to put my feelings into words.

"I think I might be falling for Kendra."


Chapter Eleven


Kendra

I woke up at 5:30 AM, feeling like a kid on Christmas morning. Today was my first day at ABS Broadcasting Station, and I couldn't wait to start this new chapter of my life.

As I rolled out of bed, I noticed something that made me smile—a penny on my nightstand, heads up. My grandmother used to tell me that finding a penny, especially heads up, was a sign of luck and prosperity. I felt a surge of excitement; today was going to be amazing!

I got out of bed and began getting ready for my first day. I had laid out my outfit the night before—a crisp white blouse, a tailored black pencil skirt, and a pair of low heels. I rushed in and out of the bathroom, and within minutes, I slipped on my outfit.

Next, I curled my hair to add some softness. With the curling iron, I transformed my straight locks into bouncy curls, leaving a few loose strands framing my face for a whimsical touch.

With my hair done, I moved on to my makeup. I kept it simple—a swipe of mascara, a light dusting of powder, and a subtle pink lip gloss. The image that stared back at me in the mirror brought a bright smile to my face. I was ready!

I booked a cab for 7:30 AM, and to my delight, it arrived right on time. I grabbed my bag and headed out the door, feeling a mix of excitement and nerves. The station was about 20 minutes away from my apartment, giving me just enough time to collect my thoughts before arriving.

As we pulled up to the gate, I felt my heart skip a beat. The big, bold letters across the entrance read “ABS Broadcasting Station” in a sleek, modern font. I took a deep breath, pride and accomplishment washing over me. I was really doing this.

I texted Tina as I stepped out of the cab. “I'm here!”

Tina's response came immediately. “Yay! Come right in and ask security to show you to the admin block. I'll meet you there in five.”

I nodded to myself, feeling a sense of calm. I walked into the entrance and approached the security post, where a friendly guard greeted me.

"Hi, can I help you?" he asked.

"I'm looking for the admin block. I'm new here."

He smiled and pointed across the sprawling grounds. "Head toward that building over there, with the glass façade, and then take a left. The admin block will be the first building you see. Its name is written boldly on the building. You can't miss it."

I thanked him and set off in the direction he'd indicated. As I approached the admin block, I spotted Tina waiting for me outside, a bright smile on her face and a headset draped around her neck.

She waved enthusiastically, and I could see a microphone peeking out from under her collar. She looked every inch the production expert.

I took a deep breath, feeling the cool morning air fill my lungs, and quickened my pace toward Tina.

"Hey, girl!" Tina exclaimed, enveloping me in a warm hug. "You look amazing! Welcome to ABS."

I hugged her back. "Thanks, Tina. You can't imagine how stoked I am to be here today."

“I think I can… the smile on your face gives you away,” she teased.

My response was an even bigger smile. I couldn’t contain my excitement.

“So, I’ll be taking you to HR first, so you can sign in, and then I’ll give you a little tour.”

“That sounds wonderful. Uhm… I am not complaining, but isn’t there something you’re busy with? As much as I would love the guidance, I wouldn’t want to keep you from work.”

“Girl! It’s barely 8 a.m. Everyone is still just setting up and catching up on how they spent their weekend.”

“Okay, let’s go then.”

We walked into the admin block, and Tina led me to the HR department. "I'll wait over here while you sort out the uh… formalities," she said, nodding toward a sleek, modern couch.

I nodded and entered the HR office, where I was greeted by a warm smile from the HR representative, who introduced herself as Mrs. Jenkins after I stated my name.

"Welcome, Kendra! We're thrilled to have you on board. Please, have a seat."

I sat down, trying to take everything in at once. The office was tastefully decorated, with ABS Broadcasting Station's logo prominently displayed on the wall.

Mrs. Jenkins handed me a thick folder. "This contains all the information you need to get started. Your contract, benefits package, and a map of the facility. Take some time to review it."

I nodded, flipping through the pages. "Thank you. What's the next step?"

"Within the next few days, please submit your documents for onboarding, including your ID and social security number. We'll also schedule a photo shoot for your ID badge and department picture. You'll meet with your unit head, Mr. Thompson, after this, to discuss your role and responsibilities."

I made a mental note. "Got it. Anything else?"

"You’ll be joining the investigative journalism team for now. I believe Mr. Thompson is already expecting you. He doesn’t like to be kept waiting, so that'll be all for now. Let’s get you settled in."

After signing a few documents and collecting my temporary ID badge, I left the HR office, feeling more… official.

Tina stood up from the couch, grinning. "All sorted?"

"Yep," I replied, holding up my ID badge.

"Awesome! Let's take a tour. I'll introduce you to some of the team members."

As we walked through the facility, I couldn't help but admire the sleek, modern architecture. We passed by the news studio, where anchors were preparing for the morning broadcast.

"That's where the magic happens. They take your stories and give life to them," Tina said, winking.

We walked into the production room, where Tina introduced me to her colleagues. "Guys, this is Kendra, our new investigative journalist."

They welcomed me warmly, asking about my background and experience.

Next, Tina took me to the investigative journalism department, where I met my unit head, Mr. Thompson, just as he was about to head out.

"One minute, please," he said to someone on the phone before turning to me. "Welcome, Kendra. That’s your desk," he said, pointing to an empty cubicle next to the window. It had a laptop and some light decorating around it.

“The person I’m replacing must have really loved flowers,” I commented, smiling at the little flower pots around the window.

“Yeah… do with them as you please. Set up the space to your comfort. I’ll see you later. Peter will give you a rundown of the week’s tasks.” He gestured toward a young African-American man with a sweet smile before returning to his call and walking away.

“Hi, I’m Peter.”

“Kendra,” I replied, taking the hand he offered.

Just then, Tina's headset crackled to life. "Tina, we need you in the control room. We're going live in 15."

"Duty calls," Tina said, smiling. "I'll leave you to get settled. Peter is good folk," she grinned. "I'll catch up with you later."

I nodded, watching as Tina rushed off.

“Ehm.” Peter cleared his throat, drawing my attention. “So, I’ll let you have a feel of your desk, and then I’ll bring over the list of tasks for the week.”

“Okay, thank you.”

He turned to leave when I stopped him with a question. “Are we the only ones working with Mr. Thompson?” I asked, looking around the empty space. There were three other empty cubicles, and an adjoining office which I assumed was Thompson’s.

“Nah… there’s Stacey, Leo, and Anne. Leo and Stacey are out already on a joint project. They should be coming in much later in the day. As for Anne, let’s just say she’s not big on punctuality,” he explained.

“Oh, okay. Thank you.” I memorized the names as I walked over to my desk.

***

A Month Later….

It’s been a little over a month working at ABS, and saying it was stressful was an understatement. I loved my job, but sometimes, I just wanted to run and hide in the toilet from my unit head. He was skilled at many things, and one of his finest skills was breathing down a person’s neck.

I had thought of quitting my part-time job at the diner but decided against it. It was my happy place—the one spot where I could temporarily forget about the stresses of my job at ABS Broadcasting Station.

As I clocked in at Molly's Diner, the familiar bustle of the evening rush enveloped me. I exchanged warm smiles with Lily, my boss, and Mike, the bartender, as I tied on my apron. The diner was filled with the savory aromas of burgers and fries and the hum of conversation.

I took a deep breath, feeling a sense of comfort wash over me. As I began taking orders and delivering plates, the door swung open, and Antonio walked in, followed by Jake.

My heart skipped a beat as our eyes met, and I felt a flutter in my chest. I pushed the sensation aside, reminding myself that I had made it clear I only wanted to be neighbors… a neighbor I had not seen in almost two weeks.

I wanted to ask him what was going on, why he abandoned his apartment, but I didn’t… he would read too much into it… my heart would read too much into it.

"Hi, just neighbor," Antonio said with a teasing smile, breaking me out of my thoughts.

I returned the smile, feeling the pull of his presence. "Hey there. What brings you in today?"

Jake chuckled. "Hey, Kendra, how's it going?"

"It's going," I said, scribbling down their orders. "So, what's the occasion? Haven’t seen you around here in a while."

"Just had a lot to sort out. You missed me?" He asked with a smirk that made me want to smack him.

“You wish.”

Jake leaned in, a mischievous glint in his eye. "So, is there something going on between you two that I should know about?"

I rolled my eyes. "No."

Antonio said, "Yes," at the same time, his eyes locked on mine.

I shot him a warning look. "No, there's not."

Lily appeared at my side, a warm smile on her face. "Hey, Kendra, how's it going? I see we've got some familiar faces today."

I smiled back at her. "Yeah, just taking their orders."

Lily nodded. "Great. Well, I hope you play nice with Antonio today... he’s the reason you got your job back." She announced, before heading off to attend to a customer who was calling for attention.

I felt my eyes widen in surprise, as I turned from Lily’s retreating figure to Antonio, who was watching me with an unreadable expression.

"Why?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

Antonio shrugged. "I just felt bad about what happened. You didn't deserve to lose your job over it."

“Thank you.” I replied, turning away before he could see my face flush.

As I delivered their drinks and continued taking orders, I couldn't help but steal glances at Antonio… and I couldn’t do anything to control the pace of my heartbeat.

Was I ready to let my guard down and give him a chance, to see if the connection between us was more than just a lingering college crush? Or was I just setting myself up for heartache?


Chapter Twelve


Antonio

As I waited for Kendra to finish her shift, Jake leaned against the counter, chatting with me.

"So, you're finally taking a break from the winery, huh?" he said.

I nodded. "Yeah, it's been a wild ride, but I think things are getting back under control... a little bit. That is, assuming my mother doesn't wake up to make more unrealistic demands.”

"Well, I hope she doesn't. You look like you've aged in the last couple of weeks.”

I quickly looked around until my eyes caught my reflection in a glass... I didn’t look aged, but there were noticeable bags under my eyes, and my hair seems thinner. My hand went unconsciously to smooth it.

"I think I’ll be spending the next week at the apartment."

Jake raised an eyebrow. "Why? I expected you to go on some relaxing vacation, take care of yourself a bit... get a tan, party, let loose?”

I chuckled at the suggestion. "That's your idea of relaxation. You know I'd rather spend my time indoors, alone. Just the thought of being in that little studio apartment already relaxes me."

"You mean the thought of having Kendra just an arm’s length away relaxes you," Jake teased, making a face that made me want to laugh, but I didn’t. Laughing would only encourage him.

So, I kept a straight face. "No. I mean I'd like nothing more than to stay indoors and chill with my TV."

"Yet here you are, patiently waiting for Kendra," he replied, winking. "Come on, man, we're best friends. Tell me, what's the plan?"

I shrugged, trying to play it cool. "No plan, Jake. Just running into her, that's all."

"Why?" he asked, suddenly serious.

"Why what?"

"Why don't you have a plan? I thought you said you liked this one?"

"Well, liking someone isn’t that big a deal. Besides, I told you... she just wants to be neighbors."

"Okay, so there are a lot of things wrong with that statement, but I'll point out the top two," Jake said, looking me straight in the eye.

"Number one: maybe liking someone isn't a big deal for everyone else," he said, making air quotes, "but for you, it’s the biggest deal. For Pete's sake, Antonio, when have you ever admitted to liking a girl?"

I opened my mouth to argue but shut it quickly. Jake was right. I couldn't think of another woman I’d ever felt like this for.

"Yeah, I thought so... now, number two: please tell me you're not actually buying into that ‘just neighbors’ talk. Girls only say that when they want you to take things slowly!"

"And you know this because?"

"Because if she didn’t like you, she’d have thrown you out of her apartment before you could get your words out."

"That would have been rude."

"Says the guy who yelled in her face and fired her on her first day," he retorted, rolling his eyes.

"That's not fair. You know I was—"

"Look," Jake interrupted, holding up his hands, "I'm not trying to win an argument here, TO… All I’m saying is, women like Kendra don't waste a second of their time on men they don't fancy.

And they like men who know what they want and go for it, not guys who give up just because she said ‘neighbors’."

Just then, Kendra approached us, smiling.

"Hey, guys! What's going on?"

"Just catching up," Jake said with a grin. "Antonio here was just waiting for you to finish your shift."

Kendra's eyes met mine, and for a fleeting moment, I saw something in them... joy? I couldn't be sure—it disappeared in a heartbeat.

"Oh, hey! I didn’t know you were waiting for me."

I shrugged, trying to keep my cool. "Well, I didn’t have anything to rush off to, and since we have the same destination, I figured I’d wait."

Kendra nodded, her expression softening. "Well, thanks for waiting. I'm done now."

Jake spoke up, "Hey, Antonio, can you drop me off at home first? I didn’t bring my car today."

I nodded and turned to Kendra. "It’s sort of in the opposite direction from our home..." I liked how that sounded—’our home’.

My heart quickened at the thought. I pushed the feeling aside and continued. "So, uh... I hope you don't mind the delay?"

Kendra hesitated, uncertainty in her eyes. "I don’t know, Antonio... I don’t want to impose."

I smiled, trying to reassure her. "It’s no imposition. If anything, it’s Jake here who's imposing."

I shot Jake a mock glare, and he cackled."What are best friends for?" he quipped.

"No good, apparently," I murmured, turning back to Kendra, who still looked unsure. "Come on, haven’t you missed my troubles?"

Kendra let out a sweet laugh. "I'll get my bag."

As we headed out to the car, Jake said, "I’ll take the backseat. You two can have the front."

Kendra opened her mouth to protest, but Jake was already in the backseat with the door shut. I walked over to the passenger seat and opened the door for Kendra. She slid in quietly, and I got behind the wheel.

There was an undeniable feeling of excitement at having her close again, and though she tried hard to mask it, I knew she felt the same.

The ride was quiet, the only sounds coming from the street. Jake, sitting in the backseat, cleared his throat and asked.

"So, what’s the plan for the rest of the evening?"

Kendra and I exchanged a glance before she responded, "Just heading home, I guess."

Jake nodded through the rearview mirror and tried to fill the silence again. "Antonio, how’s the winery? Still keeping you up at night?"

I shot him a “what’s up?” face…, and he gave me an exasperated look, mouthing something like ’say something to Kendra’.. The conversation stalled again, and we were back in awkward silence.

Suddenly, a random thought popped into my head, and before I could stop myself, I blurted out,

"Kendra, do you bake?"

My voice came out louder than intended. What is wrong with me? Smooth, Antonio, really smooth...

Kendra turned to me, an amused look on her face. "Actually, I love baking."

I was surprised. I’d expected her to deflect with a question.

"Cool! You should enter the Asheville Bake-a-thon contest. The prize money is great."

Jake perked up. "Yeah, and I’d love free baked goods—cakes, cookies, bread..."

Kendra laughed. "I only bake for fun and family. I’m not competition-level."

"Well, you never know. You might win. Not that you’d be in it just for the prize... you could pick up a few tips..." I rambled until Jake jumped in.

"Come on, Kendra, it’ll be fun. Antonio can be your assistant, and I’ll cheer from the sidelines."

Kendra laughed. "Maybe next year."

I didn’t want to push, so I changed the subject. "What’s your favorite cake flavor?"

Kendra thought for a moment. "Caramel."

Jake raised an eyebrow. "Really? I thought you’d be a chocolate fan."

Kendra smiled. "Nope, caramel’s my go-to."

"I’m more of a cookie person," Jake added.

"How about you, Antonio?"

I grinned mischievously. "Same here. Cookies all the way."

Kendra’s eyes darted between Jake and me before settling on me again. "So, what’s your favorite kind of cookie?"

Jake and I chorused in unison, grinning wide. "Chocolate chip cookies with an extra sprinkle of sea salt."

Kendra froze, her eyes locked on mine. She looked as though she’d been punched in the gut. We had just arrived at Jake’s house. I turned off the ignition and faced her.

"Repeat that," she whispered, her voice trembling.

My brow furrowed in concern. "Chocolate chip cookies... with an extra sprinkle of sea salt," I repeated slowly.

Kendra’s face paled. She turned to Jake, who nodded in confirmation, his expression mirroring my concern.

"How... how did you know that?" Kendra stammered.

My confusion deepened. "Know what?"

Kendra’s voice cracked. "That’s... Elon’s favorite cookie." She swallowed hard, tears forming in her eyes. "My late husband’s..."

The car fell silent. Jake’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror, both of us now utterly stunned.

Elon. That name hit me like a ton of bricks.

Jake and I had a best friend named Elon who disappeared years ago, back in high school. It couldn’t be the same Elon, right? But what were the odds that her husband shared his name and favorite cookie?

Jake, stuttering, asked the question I couldn't bring myself to ask. "Your husband, Elon... did he, by chance, have gray, almost cat-like eyes, midnight-black hair... and is the ‘Ryan’ in your name his last name?"

Kendra nodded, and tears spilled freely down her cheeks.

My heart sank. "Elon? As in... you were married to our Elon?

And he's... dead?!"


Chapter Thirteen


Kendra

It had been weeks since Kendra learned that her late husband, Elon, and her next-door neighbor, Antonio Michaelson, had once been the best of friends.

Yet, despite the passage of time, she still couldn’t wrap her head around why Elon never mentioned it.

Why had her husband kept such important parts of his life from her? And why was she only now discovering that Antonio and Jake, their mutual friend, cared so much about her wellbeing?

Both men had begun treating her like fragile glass since the revelation. At first, the attention was comforting, but now, Kendra found herself growing more anxious. Especially whenever Antonio was nearby.

His very presence wreaked havoc on her thoughts, stirring emotions she tried so hard to bury. Every glance, every brief touch, sent sparks through her body, making it harder and harder to purge him from under her skin.

She clicked away at her keyboard, trying to lose herself in the story she was working on, but her thoughts kept drifting back to Antonio. Why is this happening? She shook her head, frustrated at her wandering mind.

“Hey, Kendra, Mr. Thompson wants you in his office,” Anne's voice broke through her reverie.

Kendra looked up, noticing Anne's furrowed brow as she settled into her desk. “Is there a problem?” Kendra asked, sensing an edge in her coworker’s tone.

Anne shrugged dismissively. “Why don’t you go find out for yourself?”

The snap in Anne's voice made Kendra pause, but before she could respond, she heard Peter chuckle from across the room.

“Is something funny, Peter?” Anne asked, her voice hardening.

“Yeah, the look on your face is. You do this all the time.” Peter leaned back, a grin on his face.

“Do what?” Kendra asked, glancing between them.

“Don’t worry about it, Kendra,” Peter replied, waving her off. “Just go see Mr. Thompson and let Miss Grumpy keep being grumpy.”

Anne shot Peter a scathing look. “Go to hell, Peter,” she hissed.

“No thanks.” Peter laughed, popping in his air pods and ignoring her.

I blinked, bewildered by the exchange. Anne and Peter always had a tense dynamic, but today it felt off. Anne wasn’t usually this prickly.

Shaking it off, I got up from my desk and made my way to Mr. Thompson’s office. Whatever was bothering Anne, I didn’t want to get involved.

I knocked twice before letting myself in. “Good afternoon, sir. You asked to see me?”

Mr. Thompson leaned back in his chair, gesturing for me to sit. “Ah, Kendra. Yes, please, have a seat.”

“Thank you, sir,” I replied, settling into the chair across from him.

“I’ve got a new story for you,” he began, his tone calm but measured. “It’s big—probably the biggest of the year. If you crack it, it could make your career.”

My heart skipped a beat. The biggest story of the year? A smile tugged at my lips, excitement blooming in my chest.

“Thank you, sir. I’m honored, but... why me? I’ve only been here a short time.”

“Because I like what you’ve done so far,” Thompson said, leaning forward slightly. “And more importantly, you have connections to the center of our story.”

My smile faltered. Connections? “Sorry, sir, what connection? And who’s the story about?”

“Antonio Michaelson.”

The name hit me like a freight train. My neighbor? Antonio? “You want me to write about Antonio Michaelson?” she repeated, her voice unsteady.

“Not about him personally,” Thompson clarified. “But about his family business.”

“His family business?” My mind reeled. “The winery?”

“Bellavista Winery, yes. There’s been talk for months about some big developments there. Something’s going on behind the scenes, and nobody’s been able to get close enough to figure out what. But you… you’re already close. You can get the inside scoop, Kendra.”

I stared at him, my thoughts in turmoil. Antonio? The quiet, brooding man who lived next door was the heir to Bellavista, one of the most prestigious wineries in the state?

I had heard about the Michaelson family in passing, but I never connected the dots. Why would a man from a billionaire family be living in a modest apartment like me?

“Kendra. Kendra!” Thompson’s voice snapped her out of her daze.

“Yes, sir?”

“You’re not saying anything.”

I didn’t need to think about it. I couldn’t do this. Writing a story about Antonio’s family felt... wrong. “Could I pass on the assignment, sir?” I asked softly, my voice barely above a whisper.

Thompson leaned back, raising an eyebrow. “That depends. Is there another Kendra Ryan living next door to Antonio Michaelson?”

I let out a defeated sigh. “No, sir.”

“Then no, you can’t pass on the job.”

I bit my lips, my stomach twisting into knots. “And what if I don’t want to do it?”

His tone darkened. “It wasn’t a request, Miss Ryan.”

“But, sir—”

“You’ll get the details by the end of the day,” Thompson said, cutting her off. “I expect you to deliver, Kendra. Don’t disappoint me.”

“Sir…” I stuttered again, trying to get words out, but they stayed stuck in my throat. I couldn't imagine myself doing what he wanted me to for several reasons.

And the most important reason for them was; to be able to get the information needed for this story, I would need to be more than just neighbors… but it would all be just a ruse.

“That would be all, Miss Ryan.” Thompson said, dismissing me. He picked his phone and got on a call, ignoring my presence.

I walked out of the office, still reeling from the conversation. What am I supposed to do?

Peter was the first to notice my expression when I returned. “That’s not the face of someone who just got the biggest story of the year,” he teased.

I forced a smile, but it didn’t reach my eyes. “I don’t want the story.”

“You don’t want it?” Anne cut in, her tone incredulous. “Are you crazy? Everyone here would kill for that chance.”

I shook my head. “I just don’t want it.”

Peter stepped in front of me, his expression serious. “What’s the real reason, Kendra? You know this is huge.”

I hesitated, glancing around to make sure no one else could hear. “I can’t do it because... I love him,” I thought silently, my chest tightening. But I couldn’t say that aloud. Instead, I just muttered, “It’s complicated, I’ll go back and beg Thompson to let someone else do it.”

Uh uh … that’s a terrible idea. “Peter said, stepping in front of me.

“Why? What's the worst that could happen? Suspension? A cut in my…”

“You'll get fired. There are two things Mr. Thompson hates the most. The first is being told ‘no’, the second is making him repeat himself… and what you're about to do is both. So, I strongly advice against it.”

“Just let her do whatever she wants, Peter. What do you care about?” He ignored Anne and kept his eyes on me. “What is it, Kendra?”

Just then, Tina walked in.

“Hey Kendra, done for the day?”

I turned to her, “yes. I'll just get my bag.”

I still had a couple of things I would have loved to work on, but the office was the last place I wanted to be. So, I shut my system, sling my purse over my shoulders and headed out with Tina.

Tina drove me home. Unlike her usual bubbly self, Tina was unusually quiet, which only added to my mounting stress.

“Okay, spill,” I said when she pulled up to my apartment. “I know you’ve got something to say.”

Tina sighed, gripping the steering wheel. “Why don’t you want to take the Michaelson story?”

I blinked. “How did you hear about that?”

“Everyone at the station knows you got the assignment. But I overheard you tell Peter you didn’t want it. Why?”

I bit my lip. I had no choice but to tell Tina the truth. “Antonio’s my neighbor.”

Tina’s eyes widened. “The annoying guy you told me about?”

I nodded, “same one”.

“Wait… what? He’s a billionaire, and you never knew?”

I shrugged. “It never came up in conversation.”

“Well, he’s hiding something, obviously. Don’t you want to know what?”

I shook my head. “No. I don’t care why he’s living here instead of some mansion. He has his reasons, and I’m not going to dig into them. Not like this.”

“But you've been living next to him for months now.”

“I know.”

“Does he know what you do?”

“I don't think so. That has never come up either.”

“Hmm, okay. But, about the story. I think you should do it.”

“Not you too, please, Tina.”

“Come on, girl… this is going to be really big.”

“That doesn't matter to me.”

“Then what does? Don't you want to find out the reason why he's been hiding here, pretending to be what he's not.

“He must have had good reasons to, and I really have no interest in finding out why.”

“Are you kidding me? Aren't you even the least bit curious now?

“No, and no.”

“Level with me here girl, what's going on? There's something you're not saying.” Tina sighed.

“Kendra… you’re in love with him, aren’t you?”

Kendra didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. The silence said it all.


Chapter Fourteen


Antonio

I stepped out of the office building, exhausted from a long day of trying to do damage control. The rumors that had begun two months ago had suddenly resurfaced, and this time they were more persistent than before.

My father was not making things any easier. I couldn’t understand why he’d refused to take legal action against my mother for what she was doing. The rest of the world wasn’t aware of the source of the rumors, but we were.

What I was still in the dark about, however, was why he continued to protect her, and what exactly she had on the winery.

As I made my way to my car, a swarm of journalists descended upon me, their cameras and microphones at the ready.

“Mr. Michaelson! Can you confirm your mother’s involvement in the winery’s finances?” a reporter shouted.

I halted, scanning the sea of faces for a friendly one. None existed.

“I’ve already issued a statement,” I replied, trying to keep my tone neutral. “My mother’s return has nothing to do with the winery’s business. She’s only back for personal reasons.”

“But what about the rumors of incriminating evidence?” another journalist pressed. “Do you know who’s behind the leaks?”

I clenched my jaw. “I’m not aware of any credible evidence. We’re cooperating fully with any investigations,” I said, taking a deep breath before the lie. “And no, we do not know who is spreading rumors about any evidence.”

A microphone was thrust into my face. “Is it true that the winery has been hiding financial irregularities? That your family’s empire is on the brink of collapse?”

I struggled to keep my composure. “Those allegations are baseless. We’ve always conducted business with integrity. You should watch where you get your information. Where did that even come from?”

Another reporter from a local newspaper pushed forward. “Mr. Michaelson, sources close to the winery suggest a deep-seated family feud. Care to comment?”

I shot her a stern glance. “That’s personal and irrelevant.”

The questions continued, each one more pointed than the last. I felt trapped.

“If you won’t comment on the rumors, then what about your relationships? Is the heir of Bellavista Winery looking to start a family? Or are the rumors about your sexual preferences true?” Anne, one of the journalists from ABS who had done a project with the winery about a year ago, fired.

My gaze narrowed. “My personal life is off-limits.”

The reporters continued to shout questions, their voices growing louder and more aggressive. I stood firm, my responses measured, but my mind raced.

Just as I thought I’d escape, a young journalist fired off another question. “Mr. Antonio, do you think your family’s legacy can withstand the upcoming revelations?”

I froze, my heart sinking. Not knowing what was coming made me nervous.

“I’ve said all I can,” I growled, pushing through the crowd.

As I reached my car, a hand grasped my arm. I turned to see Anne, a slightly apologetic look on her face.

“Antonio, off the record,” she whispered urgently. “Do you know who’s behind the leaks? Is it someone close to you?”

I shook my head, peeling her hand off. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And the next time you grab me like that, you won’t like the legal repercussions that follow.”

She stepped back, anger flashing in her eyes, but I didn’t care. Besides working on a promotional piece for the winery, Anne had made advances at me. I’d made it clear time and again that I wasn’t interested, but she wouldn’t let it go.

As I drove away, the reporters’ shouts faded into the distance. My phone buzzed with incoming calls and messages. I ignored them, my mind reeling.

I gripped the steering wheel tightly, the phone’s incessant ringing grating on my nerves. I’d ignored the calls, but the persistence was wearing me down. Finally, I snatched the phone from the console.

“Hello?” I growled.

“Antonio, it’s been days. Why haven’t you been taking my calls?” My mother’s voice dripped with annoyance.

I rolled my eyes, frustration boiling over. “I don’t owe you an explanation, ma’am. I don’t owe you anything.”

“Fine. Be that way,” she snapped. “I want to discuss the winery’s future. Your father’s being obstinate, refusing to listen to reason.”

“What do you want?” I barked, accelerating through a yellow light.

“I want to make a deal with you, Antonio. After all, the empire will be yours soon enough.”

I slammed on the brakes, narrowly avoiding a collision. “Why are you doing this? What happened to loving Father, to being my mother?”

Her laughter sent a shiver down my spine. “Grow up, Antonio. I’m not here to cuddle you or baby you. This is business.”

“Business?” I repeated, incredulous. “You’re tearing down what Dad built for decades, and it’s just business?”

“Emotions cloud judgment, Antonio. I’m only looking out for myself… only doing what’s necessary to thrive.”

I clenched my jaw, anger simmering. “Necessary? Destroying our legacy, hurting everyone you once called family... that’s necessary? You know what, don’t answer that. What do you want with the winery? What secret does—”

“Enough!” she cut in. “Meet me, and all your questions will be answered… only the important ones.”

I hesitated, curiosity warring with resentment.

“Where?” I spat, resignation etched in my voice.

“The vineyard’s east wing. Tomorrow, 10 a.m.”

As she hung up, I tossed the phone onto the passenger seat, rage consuming me.

The city lights blurred together as I navigated the roads. I was initially headed home, but suddenly, I felt an overwhelming urge to see Kendra. With a quick swerve, I turned the wheel and changed direction, the tires squealing in protest.

As I pulled into the studio apartment’s parking lot, a sense of calm washed over me. The soft glow of the building’s exterior lights enveloped me. I sighed deeply. This place always had a way of taking away the stress I felt… seeing Kendra always made me feel better.

The lights in her apartment were on, so I knew she was in.

I grabbed my keys and stepped out into the crisp night air. I quickened my pace, eagerness coursing through my veins. My footsteps echoed down the hallway as I made my way up the last couple of stairs.

As I turned a corner, my gaze drifted to Kendra’s door. A warm light spilled from the gap beneath it, calling out to me.

Lost in thought, I failed to notice the puddle of water on the floor. My feet flew out from under me, and I landed with a thud, my elbow cracking against the tiled floor.

Pain shot through my arm, and I cursed under my breath. As I struggled to sit up, a vision of concern appeared before me—Kendra.

“Antonio! Oh my god, are you okay?” she exclaimed, rushing to my side.

Her hands cradled my face, her touch warm and gentle. The scent of vanilla and caramel wafted from her hair, intoxicating me.

“I’m fine,” I muttered, wincing as I stood.

Kendra’s grip on my arm tightened. “You’re bleeding.”

I glanced down to see a crimson trickle running down my elbow. Her fingers brushed lightly against mine as she led me to her apartment.

“Let me get you cleaned up,” Kendra whispered, her voice soothing my frayed nerves.

She guided me to her bathroom. “Sit,” she instructed, pointing to the edge of the tub.

I obeyed, gritting my teeth as she gently cleaned the cut on my elbow.

“You’re lucky it’s not too deep,” she murmured, her fingers lingering against mine.

“Thanks to you, I’m lucky, period,” I replied, smiling.

Kendra’s eyes met mine, warmth sparkling within. “What were you thinking? That puddle was hard to miss. How did you not see it?”

“I needed to see you. I wasn’t thinking about anything else,” I admitted, my voice low.

Her gaze softened. “That’s the cringiest thing I’ve heard in a long time.”

I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face. I had been so torn about pursuing my feelings for Kendra, especially after learning Elon was her husband. But the more I tried to stay away, the more my heart yearned for her.

“Well, it’s the truth.”

Kendra’s cheeks flushed as she applied antibiotic ointment to the cut.

“So, billionaire,” she teased. “Why didn’t you mention it?”

I chuckled. “Would it have scared you off?”

“Maybe,” she replied with a grin. “But seriously, why live next door instead of in some mansion?”

“I wanted peace and quiet,” I explained. “I don’t really get that at home.”

Kendra nodded thoughtfully. “I get it. You wanted a place to just be Antonio, not the Michaelson heir.”

“Yes.” Our eyes locked for a long moment… My gaze dropped to her lips, then back to her eyes. I wanted to kiss her, but I couldn’t be sure it wouldn’t be misinterpreted. So I pulled back, offering my gratitude instead. “Thanks for patching me up.”

“Anytime,” Kendra replied softly, her voice carrying a hint of disappointment.

She stood to put away the first aid kit but paused and, in a split second, dropped it and pulled me into a kiss. She started to pull away almost immediately, but I stopped her with an arm around her waist.

I deepened the kiss, wrapping both my arms around her.

Time stood still as our lips moved together. The bathroom faded into the background, leaving only the two of us, lost in that intimate moment.

When we finally broke apart for air, Kendra’s eyes shone with warmth.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a while,” she whispered.

I grinned, pulling her close.

“Me too.”

I hugged her, still surprised at how the evening had turned out, but grateful.


Chapter Fifteen


Kendra

I stood under the warm spray of my shower, the water washing away the tension of the day. But my mind lingered on Antonio—his wounded elbow, and our kiss. The memory of his lips on mine sent a shiver down my spine.

Guilt gnawed at me like a persistent itch I couldn’t scratch. I had approached him with an ulterior motive. But the more we talked, the more I questioned my decision.

I knew I was genuinely drawn to him, yet I also knew the only reason I went for that kiss was to gain his trust—trust I’d be exploiting for his family’s story.

Asheville wasn’t a big town. Quitting my job because I couldn’t deliver a story would tarnish my reputation. Word would spread quickly, and securing another position in my field would become daunting. I needed to maintain my professionalism, no matter how much I was drawn to Antonio.

I stepped out of the shower, wrapping myself in a plush towel.

What was I doing? Antonio deserved better than a deceitful journalist. His kindness and vulnerability made me feel like I was betraying him.

But my job was too important. Uncovering the truth about the Michaelson family empire could make my career.

I dried my hair, focusing on the soft hum of the dryer in an attempt to escape my thoughts. Yet my mind remained turbulent. Antonio’s smile flashed in my mind, followed by the memory of our kiss. Butterflies danced in my stomach.

No, I couldn’t let emotions cloud my judgment. My job came first. I had to keep my priorities straight.

As I tucked my hair into a bonnet, my gaze drifted to the photo of Elon on my dresser. My late husband’s warm smile seemed to be judging me tonight.

I turned the picture to face a different direction and climbed into bed.

I closed my eyes and tried to summon sleep for what felt like hours, but it wouldn’t come. I couldn’t shake off the memory of Antonio’s lips on mine. The way he’d deepened the kiss, his arms wrapping around me, made my heart flutter. As I lay in bed, my mind replayed the events of the evening.

Antonio’s vulnerability, his trust in me, and the way he’d opened up about his struggles—it all tugged at my heartstrings. His words, laced with frustration and concern, revealed a depth to him I hadn’t expected.

I picked up my phone to text him.

“Hey… about that kiss, could we forget it? Pretend it never—” I typed, only to tap the backspace until every letter disappeared.

How could I ask him to forget something I initiated?

“Ughhh!!!”

I tossed my phone onto the bed beside me, and in a heartbeat, it buzzed, breaking the silence.

Antonio’s name flashed on the screen, and my heart skipped a beat. Had I accidentally sent something instead of deleting it?

My hands fumbled as I grabbed my phone.

“Hey,” his text read. “Still awake?”

My fingers hovered over the keyboard.

“Yeah,” I replied, trying to sound casual. “Just winding down.”

“Can’t sleep?” he asked.

“No,” I admitted. And before I could stop myself, I added, “…thinking about tonight,” and hit send.

There was a pause before his next message.

“I’ve been thinking about it too…”

“About?” I typed, my curiosity getting the better of me.

“Us,” he replied, his simplicity sending a flutter through my chest.

I hesitated, unsure how to respond.

“What about us?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant.

“I’d like to explore this,” Antonio wrote. “Explore us… see where this train takes us.”

My mind raced. Was he really asking me out?

“I don’t know,” I typed, stalling… “I think we should forget about the kiss.”

“Can we talk about it in person?” Antonio asked, ignoring my request.

I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “Tomorrow?” I suggested.

“How about dinner?” Antonio proposed. Before I could respond, another text came through. “I’ll pick you up at 7.”

I typed a quick response.

“Looking forward to it.”

“Okay, goodnight, Kendra. Sleep tight.”

Seconds after I read his last message, the screen dimmed, but Antonio’s words lingered.

***

The next evening, Antonio rang my doorbell promptly at 7. I opened the door to see him looking dashing in his tailored suit. His smile faltered for a moment as he took in my hesitant expression.

“Hey,” he greeted, handing me a bouquet of sunflowers.

“Thanks,” I replied, inhaling their sweet scent. “They’re beautiful.”

He took in my look, his gaze softening. “Well, not half as beautiful as you,” he breathed.

As we drove to the restaurant, small talk filled the silence, but my mind was elsewhere—caught between the pros and cons of getting involved with Antonio.

Over dinner, Antonio shared stories about his childhood, his passion for the winery, and his dreams. His eyes sparkled, and his laughter was infectious.

I found myself relaxing, enjoying his company.

As the main course arrived, Antonio’s expression turned serious.

“Kendra,” he said, his voice low. “About last night…”

My heart did the flutter thing again. All along, we’d been skirting around the subject, talking about everything except the actual reason why we were out. I’d been careful not to mention my job.

“About last night…” I repeated.

“I don’t want to play around with you. I know what I want, and what I want is to be with you,” Antonio said, his eyes locking onto mine. “Exclusively.”

My mind went blank. I hadn’t expected him to be so direct.

“I… I don’t know,” I stammered.

Antonio’s expression remained calm, but a hint of disappointment flickered in his eyes.

“Can I ask why?” he inquired gently.

I took a deep breath, grasping for an excuse.

“It’s just… I… I don’t think I’m ready to let go of the past,” I said, avoiding eye contact. “My late husband… it’s still hard for me.”

Antonio’s face softened.

“I understand,” he said. “I’m not asking you to forget him. I just want a chance to show you I care.”

My heart was wrenched. I didn’t want his empathy. It only made me feel all the more terrible.

“I’ll think about it,” I said finally.

Antonio nodded, a gentle smile forming.

“That’s good enough for me.”

As we finished dinner and Antonio drove us home, my mind whirled with conflicting emotions. His understanding and kindness touched a chord within me.

As we stood outside my door, Antonio’s eyes searched mine.

“Thank you for tonight,” he said softly. “I’ll give you space to think.”

I nodded, feeling guilty for leading him on.

“Antonio,” I began, unsure how to continue.

“Yes?” he prompted.

“What if you found out that… I’ve been keeping something from you?” I asked vaguely.

Antonio’s expression turned quizzical. “Something like what?”

“Uh… anything… like something about my personal life, maybe.”

“Hmm… and, why do you ask?”

“Nothing. Just asking.”

There was skepticism in his eyes, but he answered anyway. “If you kept something from me, then I believe it would be because you couldn’t share it just yet. So, I’ll wait until you feel safe enough to share.”

My heart skipped a beat. His words sent a flutter through my chest.

As he leaned in to kiss me goodnight, I felt my resolve weakening.

“Goodnight,” he whispered, his lips brushing against mine.

I unlocked my door and entered my apartment, my thoughts in disarray.

Why was I hesitating? Was it fear of getting hurt or fear of losing my job?

Or was it something deeper?

***

Days passed, and Antonio respected my need for space. We exchanged occasional texts, but I could sense his restraint.

I was torn. Part of me yearned for Antonio's warmth and kindness, while another part screamed caution.

One evening, as I pondered my next move, my phone buzzed.

"Hey," Antonio texted. "How's your week going?"

"Busy," I replied. "Still thinking."

"I understand," he responded. "No rush. But can I see you soon? Maybe coffee?"

I shook my head. I wasn’t ready for another intimate encounter. I was already so close to stopping him in the stairway and confessing everything to him.

"How about next week?" I suggested buying time.

"Sounds good," Antonio agreed. "I'll plan something."

As I settled into bed that night, guilt gnawed at me. But what choice did I have? My job—everything—hung in the balance. Everyone at work was already waiting for the groundbreaking story, and I had yet to write anything.

***

The next morning, my unit head summoned me to his office. I was surprised he’d remained quiet for this long. I took a deep breath before entering.

"Kendra, we need to discuss your progress," he said, his expression stern.

I didn’t bother to sit. I just clasped my hands in front of me, trying to look confident.

"What's the status of the Michaelson story?" he asked.

"I'm... still gathering information, sir."

Thompson’s eyes narrowed. "Kendra, we can't wait forever. We need something concrete soon."

“I'm working on it, sir. I can’t rush it.”

He nodded, relaxing into his seat. “I agree with you. But make sure no one else gets that news out there before we do. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good. You may leave.”

As I turned to leave, I searched for Antonio's contact and sent him a quick text:

"I’m done thinking. I’ll be your girlfriend."


Chapter Sixteen


Antonio

I sat through the board meeting, half-listening to the presentation on the market expansion strategy for our newest wine, Terra Nova. As Emily’s presentation unfolded on the screen, the room’s atmosphere shifted from anticipatory silence to electric enthusiasm.

The marketing team’s murmurs of agreement and nods of approval filled the space, but my attention began to drift beyond the slides, lost in thoughts until my phone’s discreet buzz refocused me.

I glanced at the screen. The message was from Kendra. It was unlike her to text me in the middle of a workday… heck, she’d never even texted me on her own before. I picked up my phone and opened it immediately, my eyes locking onto Kendra’s message:

“I’m done thinking. I’ll be your girlfriend.”

My gaze lingered on the words, which seemed to sear into my mind. A slow, unstoppable grin spread across my face. My chest swelled with excitement, and my fingers twitched with the urge to respond.

For a fleeting moment, I was lost in the words on my screen, the meeting fading into the background. The soft murmur of voices, the rustle of papers, and the occasional nod from the executives blurred together.

Damon nudged me with his elbow. “You with us, bro?” he whispered.

I jerked back to reality, my eyes scanning the room. The presenter, Emily, looked expectant. “...and that’s why we believe targeting the millennial demographic will increase our market share. Shall we proceed with the strategy, Mr. Michaelson?”

I cleared my throat, attempting to compose myself. “Damon, you’re the head of junior marketing. Tell me, what’s your take on this?” I asked, stalling and quickly scanning the pages of the report that lay in front of me.

Damon’s eyes flicked to mine, a hint of amusement dancing in them. “Well, considering the data... I-I think we’re on the right track. The social media campaign will resonate with younger wine enthusiasts, and partnering with influencers will expand our reach.” His professional tone betrayed a slight stutter.

I nodded, still struggling to conceal my grin. “Alright then, approved. Let’s move forward with it. Damon, you’ll be working closely with senior marketing on this. I want all the progress reports from you.”

Damon frowned slightly but nodded. He was one of those people who had so much to offer but always needed a push.

“You know I still have school, right?”

“You know this experience will look good on your college application, right?” I retorted.

The room erupted into a flurry of nods and murmurs of agreement. Emily beamed, gathering her papers.

As the meeting adjourned, Damon fell into step beside me, following me back to my office. “By the way, what’s got you smiling like a fool?” he teased.

I chuckled, attempting nonchalance. “Just glad to see our marketing team on the right track.”

Damon raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, right. Save it, bro. You’ve been beaming since you checked your phone… and I know I saw some female’s name there… something beginning with…”

“Focus on work, Damon. We’ve got a lot on our plate,” I interrupted, playfully shoving him.

Damon laughed, holding up his hands. “Okay, okay. Alright, I get it. You’re not sharing… yet.”

I nodded toward the door, raising my voice just enough to intimidate him. “Out! I’ve got work to do.”

Damon saluted, grinning. “Yes, sir.”

As the door closed behind him, I settled into my leather chair, letting out a quiet whoop of excitement. My fingers flew across the keyboard, typing out a response to Kendra.

“Really?!” I wrote, trying to contain my enthusiasm.

I hesitated, then added, “When can I take you out to celebrate?”

My eyes lingered on the screen, anticipation building. I couldn’t wait to hear back from her.

With a satisfied smile, I leaned back in my chair, feeling the tension in my shoulders ease. The Terra Nova strategy was solid, and now, with Kendra’s message, my personal life was looking brighter than ever.

The soft chime of my phone broke the silence. Kendra’s response flashed on the screen: “Tonight?”

My grin returned, wider than before. I now have a girlfriend!

***

The day seemed to crawl by just to spite me. It was almost time for lunch break when my secretary came in to inform me that my father had asked me to join him for lunch in his office. Damon would be there too.

I made my way to Father’s office, my mind still on Kendra’s message. Tonight couldn’t come soon enough.

I stepped into the office, finding Damon already seated in one of the plush armchairs. Father’s piercing blue eyes greeted me from behind his massive mahogany desk.

“Ah, Antonio, good meeting this morning, I hear?” he asked, his voice booming.

I nodded, taking a seat beside Damon. “Terra Nova’s strategy is looking solid.”

Father’s face creased into a warm smile. “Excellent. And how is Damon doing in his new position?”

“He’s been whining like a three-year-old, but… he gets the job done.”

I could see Damon’s frown turn to a grin from the corner of my eyes.

Our father nodded approvingly, leaving his desk to join us.

“Now, have you given more thought to what we discussed last week?”

I knew where this was headed: Marriage. My father didn’t mind who I chose to be with; he just wanted me to settle down. I, on the other hand, was trying to be careful. I didn’t want to end up with some gold digger who just wanted her claws in my wealth… just like my mother.

I wanted someone who would love me for me. And I believed I’d found just that person… but I couldn’t say anything just yet. Things were still… new.

“I’ve been busy, Dad,” I evaded, attempting a neutral tone.

Damon chimed in, a mischievous glint in his eye. “Actually, Dad, I think Antonio’s been distracted by other things... or should I say, someone?”

Our father’s eyebrows rose, interest piqued. “Oh? Do tell.”

Damon leaned forward, a sly grin spreading. “During the board meeting, Antonio was completely smitten. I saw him checking his phone, and his face lit up like a Christmas tree.”

My face warmed, and I shot Damon a warning glance.

Father’s expression turned thoughtful. “A new development, Antonio?”

I shrugged, trying to downplay it. “Just a friend, Dad. Pay Damon no attention.”

Damon snorted. “Save it, bro. I saw the blush.”

Our father chuckled, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Well, well. Looks like we might have a potential Mrs. Michaelson on the horizon.”

I shook my head, laughing. “You’re jumping to conclusions, Dad.”

But Damon persisted. “I’m telling you, Dad, Antonio was gone. He didn’t even hear Emily’s presentation.”

I playfully rolled my eyes. “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Damon grinned. “You have no idea.”

Just as Dad was about to continue, the door opened, and one of the staff walked in with a warm smile and a large tray. “Lunch, sirs,” she announced, setting the tray on the table.

The aroma of freshly baked bread and roasted meats wafted through the room, momentarily distracting us.

Father’s eyes lit up. “Ah, excellent timing. I asked them to bring in some of that new Italian place’s specialties—grilled paninis, bruschetta, and minestrone soup. And, of course, some espresso and iced tea.”

He glanced at Damon and me. “Will this suffice, boys?”

Damon nodded enthusiastically. “Looks sumptuous, Dad.”

I managed a smile, my stomach growling in anticipation. “More than enough, thanks.”

The server began arranging the dishes before us. “Shall I pour the espresso, sir?”

Father nodded. “Please.”

Once she departed, Dad’s attention returned to me. “Now, where were we? Ah yes, Antonio, I want you to settle down. It’s time to consider the family’s future.”

“Yes, Dad. I’ll get married when the right woman comes along. Can we get back to lunch now, please?”

We focused on our lunch, the sound of clinking silverware and occasional murmurs filling the room. Damon engaged Dad in a discussion about an upcoming golf tournament, while I lost myself in thoughts of Kendra. Her smile, her laugh—they kept intruding, even when I tried to push them away.

Just as I was savoring the flavors of the grilled panini, the door swung open without warning, a rush of cool air disturbing the room’s warmth. I froze, fork halfway to my mouth, as my mother strode in, her heels clicking sharply against the polished floor. She had a way of turning up exactly when she wasn’t wanted, like a storm no one could predict.

Her piercing green eyes scanned the room, settling on Father before shifting to me. A calculating smile spread across her face, tightening the knot in my stomach.

“George. Antonio,” she said smoothly, totally ignoring Damon.

Father’s expression turned guarded, his eyes narrowing. Silence hung between them, thick and heavy. “Eve. What brings you here?”

I set my napkin aside, my appetite vanishing. “What are you doing here? And why didn’t you show up when you said you would?”

Her laughter was low and husky, sending a shiver down my spine. “Oh, Antonio, don’t be mad about that. I had another… business to attend to.”

“You two met?” Dad looked at me, surprised. More than anyone else, he knew how much I loathed my mother.

“We were supposed to… but only because she said she had something important to say to me.” I turned to my mother, hands balling into fists as irritation simmered. “So, what are you doing here?”

Her eyes sparkled with amusement, lips curving in a way that made my skin crawl. “I came to make a proposal.”

Father must have sensed, as I did, that things were about to get ugly. He leaned back, folding his arms, his voice measured. “Damon, could you excuse us? This discussion… requires privacy.”

Damon’s eyes flicked between us before he nodded and stood, his expression concerned. “Okay, Dad.”

As the door closed behind him, Eve’s gaze locked onto mine, her eyes glinting with mischief.

“We’re listening,” I said tersely, fighting to keep my voice steady.

“I want a seat on the board of directors.”

The demand was so absurd that I let out a short, humorless laugh. “You’re joking, right? What right do you have to make such a demand?”

“It’s a small price to pay to make certain… ‘Rumors’go away,” she replied coolly, her gaze never wavering.

My anger flared, but I tried to keep my tone even. “You just called them rumors, right? That means there’s no truth to any of it. So, no.”

She turned to my father, who had remained quiet for some reason, and tilted her head. “Aren’t you going to say anything, George?”

“Antonio is right,” he said, his voice firm. “Your demand is unreasonable. Go bare your fangs to someone who cares. Those empty threats won’t work here.”

Her smile didn’t falter. “Tsk tsk tsk, oh dear, you know I’m not one to make idle threats. If I don’t receive what I want, my story will get out.”

My grip tightened on the edge of the table, rage simmering beneath the surface. “Do your worst. You’re the Michaelson family’s biggest mistake. I can only pray I never end up with someone as manipulative and heartless as you.”

Her laughter rang out, high-pitched and unsettling, sending chills down my spine. “Oh, Antonio… you have no idea what path you’re already treading.”

Her words hung in the air, a veiled warning. The room seemed to constrict around us.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded, heart pounding.

Her smile grew wider, but she didn’t say more.

Father’s voice cut through the tension like a knife. “Eve, stop this. You’re not going to blackmail us.”

Eve’s gaze never wavered from mine. “Blackmail? Why, George… this is just business. And since you still want to play the saint, I’ll let Antonio here decide whether or not my demand should be met. After all, this whole thing will be yours soon, right?”

My mind raced, trying to piece together her angle. “You’ll never get what you want,” I spat. “Not from me, not from Dad.”

Her expression turned icy. “Never say never, son.”

“Don’t call me your son!” I growled.

“Whatever,” she laughed, dismissing me with a wave of her hand. “Now, because I still consider you family, I’ll give you the chance to save the company. Meet me at Pasta e Vino along Biltmore Avenue on Friday, by 4pm I’ll have something that’ll… make you a little more cooperative.”

“And if I don’t come?” I asked, leaning forward, daring her to push me further.

“Then you’ll leave me no choice.”

With that, she turned and strode out of the office, her departure leaving a hollow silence behind her. I stared after her, pulse racing, the weight of her threat settling over me like a dark cloud. Whatever game she was playing, I knew one thing: I couldn’t afford to lose.


Chapter Seventeen


Kendra

I stood in front of my closet, scanning the array of dresses and tops, unsure what to wear for my date with Antonio. Tina sat on my bed, sipping champagne and offering unsolicited advice.

“Girl, you need something that screams, ‘I’m interested,’ without saying, ‘I’m desperate,’” Tina said, examining her nails.

I chuckled and held up a red dress. “How about this?”

Tina’s eyes widened. “No way. You’ll look like you’re trying too hard. Plus, Antonio’s already seen that dress.”

I laughed, remembering when Tina and I bumped into him at a charity event in town. “Okay, what’s your expert opinion, then?”

Tina jumped off the bed and began rummaging through my closet. It took about eleven seconds of tossing clothes aside before she finally found something that caught her eye.

“Ah-ha! This one.” She nodded, pulling out a flowy, pale blue dress with a delicate lace trim.

“Perfect,” I said, taking the dress.

“Of course! If it isn’t perfect, then it’s not me…” she beamed, handing me the dress.

As I changed, Tina worked her magic on my hair, curling loose waves that cascaded down my back. She handed me a glass of champagne, and we clinked glasses.

“To a night to remember,” Tina said, smiling.

I took a sip, feeling a mix of excitement and guilt.

“Kendra, what’s Antonio like?” she asked, applying my makeup.

I closed my eyes, letting my mind conjure images of him. “He’s charming, kind, and genuine. And those eyes... oh my world...”

Tina giggled. “I’ve seen those eyes. Many ladies would kill to have him smile at them.”

We both laughed, but Tina’s expression turned serious. “Kendra, we both know why you’re doing this, though. You feel terrible, don’t you?”

I nodded, opening my eyes to meet Tina’s concerned gaze. “How can I not? I’m using him for a story.”

Tina’s voice softened. “You need this break, Kendra. But be careful. Antonio doesn’t seem like someone to trifle with.”

Just then, my phone buzzed. My brother, Tom, was video-calling.

“Hey, sis! Let me see what you’re wearing,” Tom said, his face filling the screen.

I held up the phone, striking a pose.

“Wow, stunning!” Tom exclaimed. Lucinda chimed in from the background.

“You look like a million bucks, love,” Lucinda said, smiling.

“Thanks, Lu…” I set the phone on the table and pulled Tina into the frame. “Tom, Lucinda, meet Tina. Tina, that’s my brother, and that is his beautiful wife.”

Lucinda’s cheeks flushed at the introduction.

“Hi, Tina, we’ve heard so much about you.” Tom smiled.

“Likewise,” Tina grinned. They got talking while I finished up my makeup.

“So… when is your college lover coming to pick you up?” Lucinda teased.

Tina’s eyes widened. “Did you say college lover?” she asked, looking between me and the phone screen.

“Lulu… why? I’ll never hear the last of this,” I groaned.

Tom’s face turned bright red. “Kendra didn’t tell you?”

“Tell me what?”

“Kendra has always had a crush on Antonio since her college days.”

“What?! You knew Antonio in college?”

“Sorta…” I responded casually.

“Sorta? Come on, girl… you gotta give me more than that.”

I let out an exasperated sigh. “He was in his final year when I was a freshman. I liked him, but he never noticed me. And from our conversations, he doesn’t remember my face. It’s not that big a deal.”

“What? It’s the biggest deal!” Tina squealed.

Tom and Lucinda erupted into laughter. Tom gave Tina a more detailed account of my days of crushing on Antonio, and after they had their fill teasing me, we said our goodbyes.

As the call ended, Tina turned serious.

“Kendra, so you've always liked Antonio. How didn’t you know he was the same billionaire on the news until you were asked to do the story?”

“I don’t know… it didn’t make sense that he was a billionaire and living next to me. Anyway, that’s not important right now.”

“Does Tom know why you’re really going out with Antonio?”

I shook my head.

Tina’s eyes filled with pity. “This changes everything, Kendra. He isn’t just some random person you met here in Asheville.”

I took a deep breath, feeling a pang of guilt. “I know, Tina. But you said it yourself, I need this story.”

Tina’s expression softened. “Just be careful, okay?”

I nodded.

Just then, the doorbell rang.

Antonio!

“Time to put on a show,” Tina whispered, handing me my clutch.

I smiled nervously, taking one last look in the mirror.

The blue dress shimmered in the light, and my hair cascaded down my back. I felt like a princess.

Tina gave me a quick hug. “You got this, girl.”

I opened the door, and Antonio’s eyes locked onto mine.

His smile lit up the evening. “Wow,” he said, handing me a bouquet of lavender asters. “You look breathtaking.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Thanks,” I said, feeling my cheeks flush.

With one last glance at Tina, who mouthed “be careful,” I stepped out into the evening, my heart in my mouth.

This was it—our first date.

***

As we walked to Antonio's car, the cool evening breeze carried the sweet scent of lavender asters. I felt like a princess, and the way Antonio’s gaze lingered on me made my cheeks flush.

We arrived at Le Coeur de la Vie, a five-star restaurant renowned for its exquisite French cuisine. The maître d' greeted Antonio warmly and led us to a cozy table by the window. It was clear Antonio had made the reservation earlier in the day, and the thoughtful gesture made my heart swell.

Over champagne and appetizers, our conversation flowed effortlessly.

“Have I mentioned you look stunning tonight, Kendra?” Antonio said, his eyes never leaving mine.

“Only about a million times, I think.” I grinned. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

He chuckled softly, the sound sending a pleasant thrill through me. “I try my best.”

When the waiter came to take our order for the main course, Antonio leaned forward slightly. “So, what college did you attend?”

I studied his face, enjoying the moment. “Actually, we went to the same college.”

The way his eyes widened put a satisfied smile on my lips. “Really? Wait, how’d you know what school I went to? Because I’d definitely remember if I’d met you before.”

“Well, let’s just say I was one very shy college kid. I saw you a couple of times. You were the captain of the football team. But you always had so many ladies around you… it would’ve been impossible for you to notice me.”

“Wow, you’re not joking.” He shook his head, looking bewildered. “I can’t believe it. Go Huskies!” he exclaimed, a nostalgic grin spreading across his face.

“Go Huskies!” I echoed, laughing.

“What were you studying?” he asked, genuine curiosity in his tone.

I hesitated. “Uh… Communications.”

“Interesting,” Antonio said, leaning back thoughtfully. “I majored in business administration. Did we ever take any classes together?”

I shook my head, still smiling. “I don’t think so. You were in your finals when I was just a freshman.”

Antonio’s eyes sparkled. “I wish I’d noticed you back then.”

My smile softened. “You were busy being the big man on campus.”

We fell into easy conversation, Antonio sharing stories about his family’s business and his unexpected passion for wine-making. I found myself drawn in, asking questions, laughing at his jokes. He was more relaxed than I’d ever seen him, and it made my chest tighten in a way that both thrilled and scared me.

As our main courses arrived, he turned the conversation back to me. “So, what do you enjoy doing in your free time?”

“I love writing… creative writing,” I admitted, my voice shy.

“Really?” Antonio’s eyes lit up. “What kind of stories do you write?”

I swallowed, trying to deflect. “Just random tales. Nothing too serious.” I wasn’t being entirely truthful, but it was the best response I could give. If he knew the real reason I was here, he’d shut me out in an instant.

Quickly, I redirected the spotlight back to him. “I’ve always been fascinated by people’s passions. So, tell me, Antonio, what drives you?”

His expression turned serious, thoughtful. “My family’s legacy, I suppose. And making a difference in the community.”

As we finished our dessert, I noticed Antonio’s gaze drifting, his expression troubled.

“Is everything okay?” I asked softly, concern creeping into my voice.

Antonio’s smile faltered. “It’s nothing.”

But I reached out, placing my hand over his. “You can tell me, Antonio.”

He sighed deeply, his eyes locking onto mine. “It’s just family stuff. My mother... she’s been causing some… trouble.”

“Trouble?” I echoed, brow furrowed.

“Yeah. My parents had a nasty divorce years back, and my mother hasn’t been very... reasonable since. She’s resurfaced recently with absurd demands, and I…”

I leaned in, heart pounding. “What kind of demands?” I had a feeling this was connected to the story I was after. And even though guilt twisted in my chest, I wanted—no, needed—to know more.

Antonio lowered his voice. “I don’t know if you’ve heard about the winery on the news, and some of the rumors surrounding it… The person responsible for those rumors is my mother. But no one outside my family knows that yet. She’s threatening to reveal some very sensitive information if she doesn’t get her way.”

My throat tightened as guilt slammed into me. I was the threat he feared. If he ever found out…

“I’m sorry,” I murmured, forcing my voice to sound genuine. “That sounds awful.”

Antonio’s eyes searched mine, vulnerable in a way I hadn’t expected. “I just want to protect my family’s business. We’ve worked so hard to build our reputation.”

“I wish I could wave my hand and make your worries disappear,” I whispered, meaning every word. I never wanted to hurt him—not like this.

He smiled weakly, placing his hand over mine. “Just being here with me is enough. Thank you.” He took a deep breath, and then his eyes lit up again. “Enough about my troubled family. We came here to celebrate.” He lifted his wine glass. “A toast—to the start of something beautiful.”

I wished the ground would open up and swallow me whole as I clinked my glass with his.

As the evening drew to a close, Antonio walked me back to his car, his arm around my shoulders, warm and protective.

“Thank you for tonight, Kendra,” he said softly, his voice low and husky. “Thank you for walking back into my life.”

My heart squeezed painfully. “Thanks for dinner. I had a wonderful time.”

Antonio parked at the apartment’s garage, and we walked upstairs together, fingers entwined. Every step made my heart beat faster, every glance made the ache of guilt sharper.

When we reached my door, he turned to face me. “Kendra,” he whispered, his breath brushing against my skin.

I closed my eyes, the world spinning around me. And then, our lips met in a soft, gentle kiss.

Time stood still.

But as we broke apart, reality hit me like a tidal wave. I was playing with fire, and Antonio’s heart was the kindling.

“Goodnight, Kendra,” he murmured, eyes still searching mine, as if he could see every lie buried beneath the surface.

“Goodnight,” I whispered back, my voice barely audible.

I slipped inside and shut the door, leaning heavily against it. I was walking a tightrope, balancing my deceit and my growing feelings for Antonio. And I knew, deep down, that I couldn’t keep this up for much longer.


Chapter Eighteen


Antonio

My hands drummed on the table as my right knee bounced restlessly beneath it. I felt antsy, a gnawing sensation coiling tighter with every passing minute.

“What are you even doing here?” The question echoed in my head, almost loud enough to drown out my pulse. For all I knew, ‘she’—my so-called ‘mother’—would arrive armed with some ludicrous demands or fabricated stories. The urge to leave clawed at me, but another thought countered, “Don’t you want to know the truth?”

Rumors that the winery was built on blood swirled through my mind. This time, they whispered that it was the very reason Elon disappeared. ‘Elon’. My friend, gone without a trace, leaving behind only a cryptic note: ‘I’m sorry’!

A surge of anger and unresolved questions fueled my determination to wait. One hour had passed, and Eve still hadn’t shown. I’d been warned—she always arrived late, relishing the control it gave her. Her sick idea of a power play.

Finally, the click of heels on the restaurant’s polished tiles drew my gaze upward. There she was—Eve. She glided into the room with a mask of feigned sophistication and the unmistakable glint of pride. Her designer bag, probably worth more than some people’s cars, landed on the table as she sat down leisurely.

She locked eyes with me and then waved a hand dismissively, summoning a waiter.

“What do you think you’re doing?” I demanded, my voice sharp.

“Who comes to a restaurant and doesn’t eat?” she retorted, rolling her eyes in mock annoyance.

“Do you think I have all day to watch you eat?” My frustration seeped through.

“But you waited an hour for me.” She didn’t even glance up from the menu.

I clenched my jaw. As much as I loathed to admit it, she was right. If I wanted answers, I had to endure her games. She ordered a full meal, not caring whether I’d join her or not, and indulged in every course. Typical Eve—someone else always footed the bill.

“Why didn’t you show up at the vineyard the other day?” I finally asked, trying to keep my composure. “You made me wait endlessly. And don’t give me that tired excuse about ‘other business.’ We both know your only business is wrecking lives.”

Her lips curled in a faint smile. “Oh, that… I had a manicure appointment and forgot to reschedule with you.”

The urge to snap back was almost overwhelming, but I swallowed the retort. Getting upset would only play into her hands. “Can we just get to the reason why we’re here?”

“Patience, young man. Haven’t you heard it’s a virtue?”

I scoffed. “I doubt the word ‘virtue’ even exists in your vocabulary, ‘Mother’.”

“Careful, or I’ll leave,” she warned, her gaze piercing.

Silence stretched between us, taut and brittle. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she set her fork down and leaned forward, her eyes gleaming with something dangerous.

“Alright. Let’s get to it.” Her voice turned businesslike. “You want to know why I said the company was birthed in blood?”

I didn’t respond, just held her gaze, urging her to continue.

“Your beloved father bribed his way out of jail after killing his closest friend and business partner, Don. It was over a disagreement about ownership rights to a drink they co-discovered.”

A chill ran through me as memories of Don from my childhood flooded back. “You’re lying,” I managed, my voice thick. “Dad didn’t kill Uncle Don. He was his best friend.”

Eve’s smile widened, almost pitying. “Haven’t you ever wondered why your friend, Elon, disappeared without a goodbye? Just a note saying, ‘I’m sorry.’”

“How did you know about the note?”

“Your father only permitted the note—no explanations. He threatened Elon’s family, and they fled to Alaska to protect his life. Somewhere far away, where they wouldn’t be a threat to George and the winery. I had to step in and… facilitate things.”

My mind reeled. Alaska? Where Elon met Kendra…

Before I could respond, Eve snapped her fingers. A man in black approached, placing a large envelope in her left hand before striding away silently. He looked like a poor imitation of a “man in black” with that earpiece, standing out ridiculously in the blazing sun.

“Here.” Eve slammed the envelope onto the table. “Proof. All the evidence you need to confirm that your father built his empire off the blood of another.”

Hands trembling, I tore open the envelope and rifled through its contents. Photographs. Legal documents. Bank transactions. My stomach churned as damning evidence stared back at me.

***

I burst into my father’s office, with my stepmother trailing behind me.

“Explain this!” I threw the documents onto his desk, my voice raw with pain.

He glanced up, his eyes narrowing slightly.

“Antonio, what’s going on?”

“How could you live like nothing happened after killing your best friend?”

He froze, the color draining from his face.

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t play dumb! Elon’s disappearance. The bribes. The threats. All of it!” My voice cracked under the strain.

“Calm down, son.” His tone remained even, though his gaze flicked to my stepmother. “I’m guessing you finally met with your mother.”

“Don’t call me that!” I shouted. “All this time, you acted like a saint, and now… what? What’s left of the truth?”

Father took a deep breath, his expression hardening. “Most of what’s in here is misinformation. I gave the lawyers and detectives money, yes. But it wasn't what you think.”

“Liar!”

“I didn’t kill Don.” His voice was calm, yet I saw the storm behind his eyes. “And I never threatened Elon. Everything I did was to protect our family.”

“And to protect your company!”

He turned away, tossing the papers into his shredder. The machine whirred, swallowing the damning evidence whole.

“Forget about this, Antonio. For your own sake. Leave it be.” End of discussion.

This man was as tight lipped as a clamp. He never said anything he didn't want to. While it was good for business, it wasn’t what I needed at that point. He didn't deny most facts, especially the money and Elon's movement but he didn't move further. Claiming to protect the family when the evidence available was against him, just seemed like an excuse.

I stared at him, heart pounding. His silence was more damning than any confession. Without another word, I turned and stormed out, my stepmother’s triumphant gaze searing into my back.

As soon as I slid into the car, I slammed the door shut and turned the ignition. The low hum of the engine did nothing to drown out my turmoil, so I let out a raw, desperate scream.

Was everything I knew a lie? Had my entire life been built on falsehoods? And how was Elon tangled up in all this? A chaotic swirl of questions churned inside me. I needed to think—no, I needed to breathe.

Gripping the steering wheel, I pulled out and drove aimlessly through town, winding through familiar streets in a desperate attempt to find some semblance of clarity. After an hour, the ache in my chest eased just enough to let in a sliver of calm. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.

I headed back to the apartment—my supposed sanctuary—but the thought of facing its empty silence made my throat tighten. Instead, I found myself veering toward Kendra’s place. It was past 7 p.m., so I knew she’d be home. I needed to see her—to feel the grounding warmth of her presence, the comfort of her arms around me.

I rapped a few impatient knocks on the door, then, remembering the doorbell, jabbed at it. My heart pounded as the seconds stretched. Finally, the door creaked open, and Kendra’s familiar smile peeked around the frame. Her expression shifted immediately when she caught sight of my face.

“What happened?” she asked softly, concern etching her brow as she stepped aside to let me in. The door clicked shut behind us, and she reached up, her hand brushing tenderly against my cheek.

I closed my eyes, leaning into her touch, savoring the brief moment of peace it brought. When I finally opened them, I saw the worry swimming in hers. I knew I’d promised to take things slow, but right now, I needed more than a comforting touch.

Without a word, I pulled her closer, before she could say anything, I cupped her face and captured her lips in a searing kiss.

I needed to feel something real.

***

I woke up the next morning to a text from my father. It was simple, it was straight to the point –

“Come home. It is time you know the truth.”


Chapter Nineteen 


Kendra  

As I walked with Tina toward the parking lot, the scorching sun beat down relentlessly, turning the asphalt into a shimmering sea of heat. Each step felt like a chore, but Tina seemed completely oblivious, chattering away about the new recruit in the media team. 

“Can you believe it? She thinks she’s some hotshot photographer just because her dad’s buddies with the MD!” Tina scoffed. “I mean, I’ve seen her work. It’s laughable. She can’t even frame a shot properly!”

We stopped beside Tina’s sleek black sedan, and she unlocked the doors with a quick beep. The sudden blast of air-conditioning as we slid inside was a welcome reprieve. 

“I swear, Kendra, it’s all about connections these days. Talent doesn’t matter; it’s all about who you know.” Tina shook her head, exasperated. “I’ve seen her fumble with the camera settings, and yet she gets to cover the mayor’s press conference.”

As Tina started the engine, the smooth hum filled the car, but I barely registered it. Tina’s voice faded into the background as my thoughts were elsewhere, drifting toward Antonio. 

Tomorrow marked our one-month anniversary, and the thought sent a flutter of anticipation through my chest. Our whirlwind romance had swept me off my feet, leaving me dazed and giddy.

His deep laughter, the way his eyes softened when he looked at me, the way he melted into my arms after a long day—like I was his solace… Everything about him made me ache with happiness.

“Kendra!” Tina’s sharp voice jolted me back to reality. “You gotta be kidding me… You’re spacing out on me, girl.”

I blinked and turned to her, forcing a sheepish grin. “Sorry, I was just… lost in thought.”

“So you didn’t hear a word I said?”

“Not really… Sorry.”

Tina’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “What’s going on? You look like you’re carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders. Trouble in paradise?”

I hesitated, then took a deep breath and blurted out, “Tomorrow’s our one-month anniversary.”

Tina’s face lit up. “Aww, congrats! I had no idea. You’ve been keeping that quiet.”

I shrugged, feeling a blush rise to my cheeks. “I didn’t want to jinx it. Besides… it’s really something to be happy about?”

Her smile faded, turning thoughtful. “You know, sometimes, I forget the… situation you’re in. I want to be happy for you, and then I remember…”

“I want to be happy for me too,” I murmured softly.

As if on cue, my phone vibrated with a text from Antonio. My fingers tremble slightly as I read his message, and the troubled look on my face deepened.

“What is it?” Tina asked, her features mirroring my concern.

“Antonio wants me to meet his family.”

Before Tina could respond, a knock on the passenger-side window startled us both. Mr. Thompson, my supervisor, stood outside, his expression serious. The harsh afternoon sunlight only deepened the creases in his forehead.

Tina rolled down the window. “Good evening, Mr. Thompson.”

“Hello, Tina.” He nodded briefly, but his gaze remained fixed on me. “Kendra, can I have a word?”

I sighed inwardly, my stomach twisting in knots. I knew what this was about.

I stepped out of the car, and we walked a few feet away before he turned to me, his tone curt and impatient. “How much longer until we get the story?”

“Soon, sir,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady.

“Don’t give me that, Ms. Ryan. You’ve already had over a month for this. If we don’t publish soon, it’ll lose its relevance.”

He was referring to me by my last name—he was furious. “Sir, the thing is—”

“What are the most important qualities of a good news story?”

“Sir?”

“I’m sure I did not stutter, Ms. Ryan.”

“Um… relevance, clarity, timeliness…”

“Timeliness. That’s what I wanted to hear.” His eyes bored into mine. “You have one week, Ms. Ryan. One. Week. Am I understood?”

“Crystal, sir.”

“Good. I’ll see you next week.”

With that, he strode off. I stood there, feeling the panic welling up inside me, making it hard to breathe. I wanted to let out a long exhale, but my lungs felt tight and constricted. Instead, I turned on autopilot and walked back to the car.

Tina’s worried gaze met mine as I slid into the seat. “Kendra, what happened?”

I shook my head, a sob building in my chest. Before I knew it, Tina had wrapped her arms around me, pulling me close.

“Let it out, girl,” she whispered.

I crumbled, tears spilling over as the weight of Thompson’s ultimatum crushed me. All the frustration, fear, and guilt poured out in broken sobs, Tina’s quiet reassurances washing over me like a balm.

***

Later that evening...

Antonio’s sleek black sports car wound its way up the driveway of the Michaelson estate, the grandeur of the sprawling mansion coming into view. My jaw dropped as I took in the sight. 

The setting sun bathed the estate in a warm, golden glow, highlighting the majestic turrets and manicured lawns that seemed to stretch endlessly.

“Wow,” I breathed, turning to Antonio, eyes wide. “Your family owns a castle, and yet you chose to live in—I can’t imagine why?”

He chuckled softly as the gates swung open. “Welcome to my childhood home.”

As we stepped out of the car, a butler greeted us, taking my bag. A slender woman, dressed elegantly in a champagne silk gown, emerged from the entrance, her smile warm and welcoming.

“You must be Kendra. Darling, it’s lovely to finally meet you,” she said, pulling me into a light embrace. “I’m Vivian.”

“Lovely to meet you, ma’am. Your home is beautiful.”

George Michaelson, Antonio’s father, approached next, his eyes twinkling with humor. “You’re even more beautiful than Antonio described,” he said, kissing my hand gently.

I blushed as Antonio shifted uncomfortably, a shy grin on his face. As we entered the living room, Damon, Antonio’s brother, bounded over grinning. Hi Kendra! I’m Damon. “We’ve got a lot to catch up on.”

I soon found myself surrounded by laughter and light-hearted conversation. The opulence of the place was overwhelming, but Antonio’s family made me feel like I belonged, welcoming me with open arms.

But beneath the warmth and smiles, my heart tightened with guilt. If they knew the real reason I was here... would they still smile at me like this?

"So, Kendra, Antonio's never brought a woman home before," Damon teased, a mischievous grin spreading across his face as Antonio shot him a warning glare. “You must have really made an impression.”

"Really?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

Vivian leaned in with a knowing smile. "From what I hear, he’s never even had a girlfriend. Isn’t that right, honey?"

“Absolutely,” George chimed in, chuckling.

Antonio's face flushed crimson. “What is this, some kind of intervention?” he muttered, feigning exasperation as his family laughed.

Vivian turned to one of the staff. "Please take Kendra’s bag upstairs," she instructed gently. Then, with a warm smile, she gestured toward the stairs. "Let’s get you settled in and freshened up before dinner."

As we ascended the grand staircase, I couldn’t help but marvel at the splendor around me. Everything from the chandeliers to the intricate woodwork felt like stepping into a bygone era. 

I had my own room, right next to Antonio’s, according to the housekeeper who showed me the way. I was almost tempted to ask how many rooms this mansion had—Twenty? Thirty? It was hard to believe people still lived in such sprawling estates.

About an hour later, just as I was getting comfortable, there was a soft knock on the door. “Come in. It’s open.”

Antonio stepped inside, his presence filling the room. He came up behind me and began kneading my shoulders gently. “Is everything to your liking?” he murmured.

I leaned back into his touch, my body melting under his strong hands. “That feels amazing,” I sighed softly. “And yes, everything is perfect.”

He placed a tender kiss on my neck, sending a pleasant shiver down my spine. “Dinner’s ready,” he whispered. “Everyone’s waiting for you.”

I nodded, giving him a grateful smile before following him downstairs. At dinner, the conversation flowed naturally. George shared anecdotes about the family business, while Vivian recounted stories from Antonio’s teen years, each tale more embarrassing than the last.

Damon leaned closer, his tone conspiratorial. “I’ll give you the full tour tomorrow, including the vineyard. You’ll love it.”

I smiled back, feeling genuinely touched by their kindness and warmth. But beneath the surface, my guilt churned. How could I face these wonderful people once they knew the truth? When I did what I had to do, would they still look at me with the same welcoming smiles?

“So, Kendra,” Vivian said, her voice cutting through my thoughts. “T.O. tells us you’re a writer. What kind of writing do you do? And where do you work?”

The question landed like a dart to my chest, making my heart skip a beat. I had been enjoying the delicate herb-crusted salmon, savoring each bite, but now a grain of rice seemed lodged in my throat. I swallowed, but it stuck fast. My lungs tightened as panic set in.

I tried to breathe but couldn’t.

The room fell silent.

"Kendra, are you okay?" Antonio’s voice cut through the fog, his face a picture of concern.

I nodded frantically, my eyes wide as I struggled to catch my breath. Antonio sprang from his seat, pouring me a glass of water. The condensation on the crystal glass shimmered under the dining room lights as I grabbed it, gulping down the cool liquid desperately.

The water dislodged the stuck grain, but my coughing fit continued, each spasm racking my body. I pressed a trembling hand to my chest, eyes watering as the room blurred.

"Easy, Kendra. Breathe," Antonio murmured, rubbing my back gently.

The coughing finally subsided, leaving me drained and embarrassed, my face burning. George leaned forward, his expression softening. “Perhaps we should leave the questions for after dinner,” he suggested kindly. “Let Kendra enjoy her meal.”

“I’m so sorry,” I managed, my voice hoarse.

“There’s no need to apologize, dear,” Vivian said, waving away my concern. “Take your time. Just focus on eating.”

Antonio handed me a napkin, his eyes filled with worry as I dabbed at the tears gathering at the corners of my eyes.

Please, just drop it, I begged silently. Don’t ask again.

My pulse hammered, and sweat trickled down my spine as I forced a smile, trying to act calm. But my thoughts were spinning. How long could I keep this up? How long before they saw through my facade?

Mercifully, Damon changed the subject. “So, big bro, think we should show Kendra the vineyard tomorrow?”

The conversation shifted, and I released a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. For now, I was safe. But as I glanced around the table, I knew I was balancing on a razor’s edge, waiting for the inevitable slip.

The evening eventually wound down. As we made our way back upstairs, Antonio caught my hand, his gaze soft and intent.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he whispered, his voice a caress. “I love you, Kendra.”

His words wrapped around my heart, squeezing painfully. What was I doing? Could I really go through with this when I was falling for him?

“Yeah, me too…” I whispered back, the lie burning on my tongue.


Chapter Twenty


Antonio

I strolled downstairs, expecting to find Kendra already seated at the breakfast table. Instead, I found my stepmother expertly orchestrating the staff as they finished setting up.

“Good morning, Mom.”

“Good morning, Antonio,” she replied crisply, giving the table one last scrutinizing glance. “Did you sleep well?”

I nodded, glancing around.

Damon emerged from the library, his hair mussed, eyes glued to his phone. “Morning,” he muttered, flopping into a chair.

I glanced at my watch: 8:45. “Has Kendra come down yet?” I asked, an my stepmother answered.

“Not yet.”

Frowning, I shot off a quick text and waited, but no response came. Just a few feet apart, yet we’d spent half the night texting like love-struck teenagers until sometime past 3 a.m. I’d finally drifted off after waiting over fifteen minutes for her reply, which never came. Apparently, she was still out cold.

Just then, my father descended the stairs, his expression softening as I greeted him.

“Good morning, Dad.”

“Morning, son.” His gaze swept the room quickly before landing back on me, a small frown tugging at his features. “Where’s Kendra?”

“Still in bed, I think. I’ll go check.”

He nodded, heading over to Vivian and planting a gentle kiss on her cheek before walking to the living room.

The aroma of freshly brewed coffee and baked pastries filled the air, enticing my senses, but I resisted the urge to pour myself a cup and jogged back up the stairs instead.

I made my way to Kendra’s room, my footsteps muffled by the plush carpet. I knocked lightly and waited. When no sound came, I slowly eased the door open, a smile spreading across my face.

Kendra lay sprawled across the bed, her dark hair fanned out like a halo against the pillow. Her chest rose and fell with each gentle breath, and the corners of her lips curved in a faint smile, as if lost in a pleasant dream.

I stepped inside, hesitant to disturb her. Instead, I settled into the armchair beside her bed, content to simply watch her sleep.

The morning light streamed through the window, casting a soft glow over her peaceful form. I didn’t know how she could still be asleep with such bright sunlight pouring in, but I didn’t want it to rouse her before she was ready. Quietly, I moved to the window and drew the blinds closer together, dimming the room.

Returning to my seat, I was surprised when one of the housekeepers entered with a gentle knock. "Time for breakfast, Miss Ryan," she murmured.

I pressed a finger to my lips, signaling her to be quiet. “Let her sleep,” I mouthed.

She nodded and retreated silently, closing the door behind her.

I returned my gaze to Kendra, studying her delicate features. Her beauty wasn’t just skin-deep; it radiated from within. The more I looked, the more I felt myself getting attached—too quickly, too deeply. The thought of waking up beside her every morning made my heart pound faster. I was undeniably, hopelessly smitten.

My phone buzzed, shattering the tranquility. Jake’s name flashed on the screen. Reluctantly, I stood, casting another glance at Kendra before slipping into the bathroom to take the call.

“Hey, man,” Jake’s voice boomed. “What’s up?”

“Just watching a sleeping beauty,” I replied with a grin. “Later on, we’ll be taking Kendra on a tour of the estate.”

“Look at you, all head over heels. Who knew this day would come?” he teased.

“I know, right?”

“And who do you have to thank for that?”

“Uh, God?”

I heard Jake hiss dramatically on the other end, and I’d bet a thousand bucks he rolled his eyes too. “What if I’d chased her out of the building as you wanted?”

“Alright, alright. Maybe you kinda, sort of had a role to play,” I said, chuckling.

“Maybe, kinda, sort of?”

“Fine! Thank you very much, Jake. None of this would have been possible without you.”

“Better. That’s more like it.”

“Uh, is there a reason you called?”

“Actually, yeah. I sent a business plan to your email.”

“What business plan?” I asked, confused.

“The friend I told you about—the one interested in starting a winery. You said you’d review his plan.”

“Oh, yeah... I’ll check it out later.”

“Alright. Catch you later, lovebird.”

I pocketed my phone, my thoughts drifting back to the woman still sleeping peacefully just on the other side of the door. I could’ve stayed there all day, just watching her. But when I opened the door quietly to return to my seat, Kendra was already sitting up, eyes on me.

“Oh my, did I wake you?” I stammered. “Was I loud? I tried to be as quiet as—”

“It wasn’t you,” she replied softly, covering a yawn.

“You’re breathtakingly beautiful,” I breathed, walking over to the bed.

Her cheeks flushed a delicate pink, like the first light of dawn spreading across a summer sky. Kendra’s eyes sparkled, and her lips curved into a shy, heart-stopping smile.

“Good morning,” she whispered.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small box. “I brought you something.”

Her eyes widened. “Another one? You already gave me so much yesterday. Now I feel bad for only getting you one thing.”

“Just having you in my life is a gift nothing could compare to. So please, let me.” I opened the box, revealing a charm bracelet.

Kendra’s gasp filled the room as she gazed at the delicate silver chain. It shimmered in the dim light, adorned with intricately crafted charms shaped like grapes, leaves, and tiny wine barrels. A small diamond hung from the center charm, catching the light.

“Oh, Antonio, it’s stunning!” she exclaimed, tracing the charms gently with her fingertips.

I leaned forward, fastening it around her wrist. The soft clink of the charms against her skin sent shivers down my spine.

“The family is waiting for breakfast,” I reminded her reluctantly, not wanting the moment to end.

She sprang out of bed, her hair tousled, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “I’ll be right down. Just need to freshen up.”

I laughed as she chased me out of the room, both of us grinning like children.

“Don’t be long,” I called over my shoulder.

***

Later that morning, I helped Kendra into a pair of sturdy boots in the estate’s mudroom.

“Perfect fit,” I murmured, adjusting the laces, then straightened, letting my hand linger on her knee for just a moment longer.

My father, Damon, and I accompanied Kendra on the vineyard tour, the scent of ripe grapes heavy in the air. The estate vineyard, where it all began, was now mostly used for experimenting with new crossbreeds as we expanded production to larger sites.

“As you can see, we have several varieties,” I explained, gesturing to the neat rows of vines stretching out before us. “Our flagship wine, Don’s Essence, is made from a blend of Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, Syrah, and two secret ingredients.”

Kendra’s eyes lit up with curiosity. “How did you come up with the formula?”

Father’s smile held a mix of pride and nostalgia. “Years of experimentation and trial,” he replied softly.

“And the name?” she asked, her gaze shifting between the two of us.

“Don’s Essence is a tribute to my best friend,” Father said quietly, the sadness in his tone unmistakable.

Kendra’s expression softened. “Tribute?”

“He died before the world could have a taste of the masterpiece we created.” I answered, recalling everything my father had told me. I couldn’t believe how biased I had been, thinking the worst about him.

Eve gave me fragments of the story, and conveniently left out certain details to make him look like the villain. I’d never understand why he kept protecting her, caring for her, and letting her threaten the company. “The name was dad’s way of honoring him, keeping his legacy.”

“So you had a partner?” Kendra pressed gently.

“Something like that,” Father murmured, his eyes distant as if seeing someone no longer there.

As we continued down the vine-laden path, Kendra’s questions turned to the technical side of winemaking—soil quality, irrigation systems, harvesting techniques. Father answered each query with enthusiasm, clearly enjoying the exchange.

“You really are one inquisitive lady,” George chuckled. “Someone might think you’re planning to write a report on us.”

Kendra laughed nervously. “No, nothing like that. I’m just… fascinated.”

Damon, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, chimed in. “If I had half your curiosity, I’d probably have my own wine label by now.”

We all laughed, the lighthearted moment dissolving some of the earlier tension.

When we reached the old production facility, the sounds of machinery echoed softly in the distance. This was where the winery had taken its first steps toward becoming an international brand.

“This is amazing! Can we see the cellar?” Kendra asked, her eyes wide with excitement.

Father nodded. “Of course. The cellar here used to be the heart of our operation before we moved to the main facility. It’s not as busy anymore, but it still holds our history.”

“Well, this is where it all began, right? Makes the tour all the more interesting,” she said, smiling brightly.

After another thirty minutes or so of exploring, we headed back toward the main building. Kendra slipped her hand into mine, leaning against my shoulder as we walked. I smiled, feeling a contentment I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

“Thank you for the tour, sir,” she said warmly, directing her gratitude toward my father. “This has been incredible.”

His smile widened. “Anytime, my dear. You’re part of the family now.” He glanced at me meaningfully. It was an unspoken hope—for more. Much more.

As Dad and Damon went inside, Kendra and I lingered behind. Just as we reached the entrance, a small white Bentley pulled up, kicking up a plume of dust on the driveway. I stiffened as the door swung open, and Eve stepped out, her raven hair cascading down her shoulders, eyes as piercing as ever.

My grip on Kendra’s hand tightened involuntarily.

“Antonio,” she greeted, her voice a smooth blend of confidence and condescension.

My expression turned cold. “Eve.”

Kendra’s eyes darted between us, her fingers trembling slightly in my grasp. I knew she’d recognize the name.

Eve’s gaze flickered to Kendra, and then back to me, a sly smile playing on her lips.

“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?” she asked, her tone dripping with false sweetness.

“Babe, this is Eve. The woman who… gave birth to me.” I forced the words out, the bitterness unmistakable. “Eve, this is Kendra, my girlfriend.”

“Excuse my son’s attitude,” Eve said with an airy wave. “He’s too shy to call me mother. Charmed to meet you, my dear.” She extended her hand, eyes gleaming with interest.

Kendra’s hand slipped out of mine before she hesitantly took Eve’s. “Nice to… meet you… ma’am,” she stuttered.

Eve turned her gaze back to me, the faintest hint of triumph in her eyes. “I see you’re still as welcoming as ever, Antonio.”

My jaw clenched. “What do you want, Eve?”

Her smile widened, all innocence and mock sincerity. “Oh, I’m just here to discuss...” She glanced at Kendra, choosing her next words carefully. “Business with your father. Is he in?”

Before I could reply, Eve’s gaze shifted past me, locking onto someone behind us.

“Ah, George,” she purred, stepping forward with the grace of a predator closing in on prey. “We have a lot to talk about.”

The air seemed to thicken around us, heavy with old grudges and unresolved tensions.

As Eve’s gaze flicked between Kendra and me, a sickening unease twisted in my stomach.

This wasn’t going to end well.


Chapter Twenty one


Kendra

My night was restless. I couldn’t get Antonio’s mother’s evil smile out of my head. And I couldn’t shake off the feeling that I had seen her somewhere around Mr. Thompson before. I had to tell Antonio the truth about what was going on.

It was just a few minutes past 7a.m., but I strolled over to Antonio’s room either way. He was an early riser, so I was almost certain he’d be awake. And if not, then I’d catch his sleeping form just as he did mine the day before.

I knocked twice before letting myself in.

He was still asleep.

His strong features seemed relaxed, almost boyish, in sleep. I watched, transfixed, as his thick lashes—so much longer than mine—rested softly against his cheeks.

Maybe our daughter will inherit his lashes and his rich, dark hair, I thought wistfully.

Wait, what? A daughter? Kendra, slow down! When did I go from stolen kisses to imagining us with a child? How fast is this relationship moving? My mind scrambled to regain control.

“Longer than you know,” I murmured quietly to myself, a smile tugging at my lips.

I reached out, hesitating, and just as I was about to brush his hair, his eyes fluttered open. I froze, pulling my hand back, but he caught it mid-air and pressed it against his cheek, his gaze softening.

“Good morning, beautiful. What’s going through that pretty head of yours?” Antonio’s voice was a low, raspy murmur that sent tingles racing down my spine.

“Good morning.” I took a breath, letting myself savor the moment. “I was just imagining how beautiful your child would be if she had your lashes.”

He arched a brow, clearly amused, then pulled me closer until I was nestled against his chest. “You’re serious?” His voice was a warm rumble against my ear.

I shrugged lightly. “Maybe.”

He lowered his face towards mine, our lips a whisper apart. But just then, his phone rang, shattering the quiet intimacy of the moment. Antonio groaned, his expression darkening with frustration.

“Where were we?” he muttered as soon as the ringtone died, leaning in again.

Then it rang once more.

I couldn’t help but laugh softly. “I think you should take that.”

“Whatever it is can wait.”

I tilted my head towards the phone. “It doesn’t sound like it wants to.”

With a reluctant sigh, Antonio reached for his phone, glancing at the screen. His eyes widened, and he muttered a sharp curse under his breath. Swinging out of bed, he answered the call, his voice dropping into a low, tense tone.

As I lay there, my phone chimed with a text. It was from Thompson.

“I’ve learned that you’re over at the Michaelsons. Good job. Remember, Ms. Ryan, you have five more days.”

The reminder hit me like a punch to the gut. For a blissful moment, I had almost forgotten about the real reason I was here. But reality crashed back in as sharply as the message on my screen.

I needed a plan. Fast. Antonio’s mother would be arriving soon, which would make snooping around even more complicated.

But then, an idea sparked. Tina! If I could get her here, maybe I’d have a chance.

Antonio walked back into the room, his earlier smile replaced by a wary frown. “Are you okay?” he asked softly, his eyes searching mine.

“Yes, but…” I hesitated. “I have a favor to ask.”

“Anything, love. Name it.”

“Could I invite Tina over for a drink? I have some things I need to discuss with her… in person. It’s urgent.”

His brow furrowed slightly, but then he nodded. “Of course. We could even invite Jake over. And when you ladies are done with your gossip, we could all hang out and play games…”

He gave me a teasing grin, his eyebrows wiggling mischievously. “You know, maybe they could connect.”

I rolled my eyes, trying not to laugh. *Is he matchmaking?*

“Says the man who didn’t believe in love,” I teased.

He leaned in, his gaze intense. “I hadn’t met you then.”

“And what did meeting me do?”

“You made me fall for you… effortlessly.”

My heart skipped a beat. I knew I wasn’t being completely honest with him, and that lie between us hung over me like a dark cloud.

“So, is that a yes?” he pressed softly.

“Definitely,” I whispered, my eyes drifting to his lips.

***

Tina and Jake arrived at the estate shortly after, and we all settled outside in the lush garden, surrounded by meticulously trimmed bushes and vibrant flowers.

When Damon first showed me this place, I had been awestruck by its beauty. But watching Tina’s reaction was even better.

“I need to take pictures of this place!” she exclaimed, pulling out her camera. “It has to be part of my nature collection.”

I laughed. ‘Classic Tina’. For as long as I could remember, she had been obsessed with photography, even if she insisted it was just a hobby. Who studies photography just to make a hobby out of it? You guessed it: Tina.

Drawing her away from Jake and Antonio’s curious eyes, I led her to the far end of the garden where a small, stone waterfall trickled into a pond, shimmering in the morning light.

Her jaw dropped. “How…? Who even builds a waterfall in their garden?”

“I asked the same question,” I chuckled.

For a few minutes, she clicked away, capturing every angle. But when she finally glanced at me, her smile faded, replaced by concern. “Okay, spill. What’s really going on?”

I sighed, showing her the text from Thompson.

Her face tightened. “How does he know you’re here?”

“I have a theory…” I trailed off. “But I’m not sure yet.”

“Creepy,” she muttered. “So, what’s your plan?”

“Funny you should ask.” I gave her a hesitant smile. “That’s why you’re here.”

Understanding dawned in her eyes. “Oh, no. No, no, no.” She shook her head vehemently. “Whatever it is, Kendra, it’s risky, and I don’t like it.”

“Please, Tina. I have to find something. And soon.”

She crossed her arms, her expression stern. “Okay, but we need to be smart about this. You can’t just sneak into his father’s office. They probably have cameras everywhere.”

“Are you sure you really want to do this?” Tina asked, eyeing me carefully.

“I have to,” I whined. “I only have today and a few hours tomorrow to figure something out.”

I sighed. “Then what should we do?”

Tina raised an eyebrow. “Do you have a better idea?”

I slumped. “No.”

Before she could reply, Antonio’s voice called my name. “Rapunzel, let down your hair,” Tina teased, just as Antonio appeared in front of us.

“Ladies, the party’s out there, not here,” Antonio said with a wink, pulling me into his arms.

Tina cleared her throat. “Dear lovebirds, I’ll be going back to the party.” She grinned and disappeared.

“What’s wrong?” Antonio asked, concern in his eyes as soon as we were alone.

“Nothing, I’m fine,” I lied.

“Are you sure?” His voice softened.

I nodded, resting my head against his chest. “I just want to hold you a little longer... to remember this moment.” My grip tightened, knowing this weekend might be my last with him.

When we finally returned to the garden, we found Tina and Jake laughing together. A table had been set up with snacks, wine, and fruit, probably brought by the staff while Tina and I were by the waterfall. As soon as they saw us, they stopped whispering, but Antonio and I exchanged a knowing look, both smiling.

“Who plays chess?” I asked, trying to keep my mind off the plan.

“Your hus—” Jake caught himself mid-sentence, slapping a hand over his mouth. I blushed and looked down to hide my face.

“He mostly plays alone, though,” Jake finished, clearing his throat.

“That sounds boring,” Tina said, wrinkling her nose.

Antonio shrugged. “My brainless friend here doesn’t know how to play intellectual games, and my brother’s too busy with other things.”

While everyone laughed and played games, I was barely present, my mind spinning with Tina’s plan. A dull headache began to form.

How did I end up in this situation? Of all places, why did I have to rent an apartment in Antonio’s building? He must have noticed my distraction, but he didn’t say anything. He just kept glancing my way, concerned, while Tina and Jake were fully absorbed in the games.

“I need to use the restroom,” I finally said, excusing myself from the group.

They nodded, too engrossed in their competition to pay me much attention. I made my way toward George’s office, nerves jangling.

As I approached, I heard shouting. I crept closer and realized the door wasn’t fully closed. After checking that no one else was around and scanning for cameras, I peered through the crack in the door.

Inside, George was arguing with a woman. His ex-wife, Eve.

My instincts as a journalist kicked in. I pulled out my phone and hit record.

“I want a seat on the board of directors!” Eve demanded.

“You can’t have one,” George replied firmly.

“I’m not asking, George. I deserve a share of the company.”

“That’s why you get a monthly stipend.”

“That’s not enough! I have a right to be on that board.”

“You can’t have what was never yours,” George said coldly.

“I’m your wife,” Eve shot back.

“You ‘were’ my wife. You lost that title when you filed for divorce twenty-one years ago.”

Eve crossed her arms. “Fine. I’ve already set my plan in motion. I came here to give you one last chance to comply. If you don’t, I’ll go public with what I know.”

George’s face hardened. “Why are you doing this? Why now?”

“I didn’t ask you to kill your best friend just to claim full ownership of the proceeds from Don’s estate, did I?”

A loud gasp escaped me before I could stop it. They froze, looking toward the door.

Panicking, I darted down the hall and ducked into a nearby restroom. My heart pounded in my chest as I saved the recording. I stayed hidden until I was sure they had left, then tiptoed back to my room, my thoughts racing.

Once inside, I jumped into the shower, hoping the hot water would calm my nerves. But no amount of steam could wash away what I’d just heard.

Antonio’s father had killed his business partner. The rumors were true. And now, I have the proof.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Antonio

I woke up to dark clouds hovering over me—literally and figuratively.

The sky threatened a downpour, and an uneasy weight settled in my chest. As much as I wanted to head straight to my studio apartment, I had to get to the office. Piles of paperwork demanded my attention.

For the umpteenth time, I dialed Kendra's number. Still no response. I hadn’t seen her in three days, and “missing her” didn’t begin to describe the ache inside me. Dad and I had taken a quick business trip to New Jersey, and throughout that time, I’d tried reaching her with no luck.

Tina, her best friend, wasn’t responding either, which only added to my growing anxiety. I’d considered asking Jake to check on Kendra, but he was away for a family event.

"Sir, I’ve spoken to the airport. No delays, despite the weather. The flight's still on schedule,” my assistant announced, holding my suitcase.

I nodded, forcing myself to look away from the window. “Has my father been informed?”

“Yes, sir. He’s already waiting by the car.”

“Tell him I’ll be down in a minute.”

I made one last attempt to call Kendra. No answer. Frustrated, I typed out a quick text before slipping my phone into my pocket:

“Babe, call me as soon as you see this.

My flight lands in two hours, and I can’t wait to see you.

I love you.”

The flight was a blur. My thoughts were consumed by Kendra. Our relationship was still in its early stages, but my mind kept drifting to forever. Lazy Sundays, exploring the city, building a life together—I couldn't stop thinking about what we could be.

The flight's monotony had been punctuated only by my internal countdown. I'd checked my watch every few minutes, willing the hands to move faster. Land, car, collect baggage – each step brought me closer to Kendra.

Beside me, my father went over business strategies, but I barely contributed. I nodded in all the right places, but my thoughts kept drifting back to Kendra. Why hadn’t she called?

By the time we landed, I was a bundle of nerves. One of our drivers stood waiting with a polite smile as we collected our luggage and slipped into the black sedan.

As soon as we slid into the sleek black sedan, my father immediately began scanning the news on his phone.

I gazed out the window, wondering where Kendra was and what she was doing. I still didn’t know what her other job was when she wasn’t working shifts at Molly’s diner. Every time I brought it up, she found a way to dodge the question. I should’ve insisted.

Glancing at my watch, I realized it was barely noon. I’d have to wait another six hours before I could catch her at the diner.

My father’s voice broke through my thoughts. “Antonio, we have a problem.”

I turned to him, frowning. “What is it?”

He handed me his phone.

My stomach dropped as I read the screen, dread creeping in.

When we pulled up to the company, a crowd of reporters waited outside like a storm. My father and I stepped out, and the chaos began.

“Mr. Michaelson! Mr. Michaelson!”

My father’s expression turned stony, and he gripped my arm. “Stay calm,” he whispered.

Microphones were shoved toward us. Cameras clicked incessantly, their flashes blinding. I raised a hand to shield my eyes.

Anne, a relentless reporter from ABS Broadcasting, led the charge, but she ignored me completely. “George Michaelson, can you confirm or deny the allegations that you murdered your business partner, Don Maxwell?”

My father remained silent. He’d warned me before we got out of the car not to say a word. Reporters twisted everything.

More questions flew.

“Antonio, how long have you known about your father’s involvement in Maxwell’s death?”

“Did you conceal your father’s crimes?”

“Will you step down as CEO amidst this scandal?”

“How do you think this will affect the company’s stock prices?”

"Is this a rival company's attempt to sabotage the Michaelson Corporation?"

"Can you comment on the authenticity of the recording released to the press?"

I kept my mouth shut, even as the questions hit like punches. I couldn’t believe my mother had secretly recorded her conversation with my father and leaked it to the press.

For years, Dad had let her do as she pleased, protecting her out of respect for their past and the family. But now, things have gone too far.

Anne stepped closer. “Antonio, isn’t it true your family’s wealth is built on blood money? That your father’s success came at the cost of his partner’s life?”

I scanned the crowd, desperate for an escape.

A camera lens hovered inches from my face, capturing every twitch. The reporters closed in, their hot breath on my skin.

My father’s security team finally intervened, forming a protective barrier and guiding us toward the building.

Inside, the police waited.

"George Michaelson," one officer said, his voice firm, "you're under arrest for the alleged murder of Don Maxwell.”

My father’s face betrayed no emotion, but tension coiled inside him.

“You have the right to remain silent…” The officer recited the rights, and my father nodded, his movements slow, deliberate. I knew the evidence would clear him, but anxiety still gnawed at me as they cuffed his hands behind his back.

“Antonio,” my father said quietly as they led him away, “get Richard Langley. He has everything.”

I nodded, already dialing our family lawyer.

The scene outside was madness. Reporters swarmed as the police led my father away. Employees looked on, their faces pale with shock. Our family’s legacy, the company’s future, all hung in the balance.

I pushed through the crowd, phone to my ear. Richard answered on the first ring.

“Richard, it’s Antonio. Dad needs you now.”

"Antonio, I've seen the news," he replied, his voice firm.

“I’m already on my way.”

“No, meet us at the police station.”

“Understood. Fifteen minutes.”

Hanging up, I watched the police car drive away, the press chasing after it.

Anne was back in my face. “Antonio, what’s your response to the allegations?”

I ignored her.

***

Hours later, we stepped out of the police station. The tension that had gripped me all day finally began to ease. Richard nodded in approval. “It’s over. The evidence clearly exonerates him.”

As I pulled out my phone, I saw I’d missed eight calls from Kendra.

“Finally.” I muttered.

I wanted to call her back immediately, but I waited until we were outside the station.

Just as we reached the car, my father’s expression turned grim. “Antonio, there’s something you need to know.”

I turned to him, sensing the weight of his words.

“The tool Eve used to disseminate that incomplete piece of information... it was ABS Broadcasting Station.”

“It’s no wonder that crazy Anne lady was so hyper today. I’m sure she thought…”

“Actually…” my dad cut in, his face grim, “The journalist who leaked the recording…” He paused, his gaze locking onto mine. “…was Kendra Ryan.”.

My phone buzzed again, a shrill in the silence that had enveloped me.

I pulled it out, my heart sinking, processing what I’d just heard.

Kendra’s name flashed on the screen.

I felt like I’d been punched in the gut.

How could she?

I stared at the screen, unsure what to do. Things suddenly began to make sense. The way she reacted when I introduced her to Eve… Eve’s words about falling into the same things I condemned… it was all meticulously planned from the start, and I’d fallen for it; hook, line, and sinker.

"Antonio?" my father asked cautiously.

I barely registered his voice as I answered the call.

"Kendra?"

"Antonio, I’m so sorry," she whispered, her voice trembling. "I swear, it’s not what it looks like. I can explain—"

I cut her off, my voice shaking.

"Explain what, Kendra?"


Chapter Twenty-Three


Kendra

"Explain what, Kendra?" Antonio's voice was cold, detached.

"Antonio, please listen," I begged, my words rushing out. "I didn't mean for it to happen like this. I didn’t write the whole article—someone must have—"

"Someone?" Antonio interrupted, his voice rising. "Who? Eve? She doesn’t work with ABS Broadcasting, remember?”

“But you were in my home that weekend, and it’s ‘your’ name on the news! You're just digging yourself deeper, Kendra—stop making excuses!"

"No, Antonio, please," I pleaded. "Hear me out. I was investigating a story, and yes, things got out of hand... but I never intended to hurt you or your family. I hadn’t even turned—"

"Intentions don’t matter now, do they?" Antonio's voice cracked with emotion.

"The damage is done. My father was arrested for something he didn’t do. Did you even bother to hear the full story before running your mouth to the public? Our company’s reputation took a hit—all because of your article."

"It wasn't supposed to be like this." My voice trembled. I couldn’t seem to get the right words out. Seeing the article on the news with my name attached—alongside the recording—had shocked me too. I’d even told Thompson I wasn’t going to turn it in, knowing full well it would cost me my job. "I swear, Antonio, I didn’t mean to hurt you. I wasn’t the—"

"Didn’t mean to hurt me?" Antonio echoed, his words laced with pain.

"You destroyed me, Kendra. I thought you were different, but everything between us was a lie. You used me to get to my family, teamed up with the person you know I detest the most. I’ll never forgive you for that."

"Antonio, no! I promise, I—"

"Don’t." His voice was firm, final. "Just stop. I see it all now—the way you avoided talking about your other job, your reaction to Eve... It was all a setup. A well-thought-out plan from the start. I was the idiot to believe love existed. Thanks for bringing me back to reality."

"Antonio, please." My voice was barely a whisper. My head spun, my thoughts crashing in all directions.

“There’s nothing left to say.” His voice was empty. “Don’t ever call this number again. It’s over.”

The line went dead.

"Antonio?" I called softly, as if saying his name could undo the damage.

Only silence answered.

I stood frozen, phone still pressed to my ear as tears streamed down my face. Tina’s gentle touch on my shoulder brought me back to reality.

"Kendra, did he hang up?" she asked softly.

I nodded, unable to speak as the tears continued to flow.

Tina's expression hardened. "We can’t just sit here and do nothing. We need to find out how that story got out."

"I don’t know," I whispered, wiping my tears.

"Think, Kendra. Who else has access to your laptop?" Tina pressed.

"No one," I shook my head. "It’s password-protected. Only I have the password."

Tina narrowed her eyes. "Someone must have gotten access. That article was finished too professionally for it to have been hacked randomly. It had to be someone in your office."

I sighed. "You’re right. I need to talk to Thompson."

We walked to my department together, whispers trailing us as I headed straight for Thompson’s office. My colleagues’ eyes followed me, and I nearly collided with Anne and Peter as they exited the office.

"Hey, Kendra, what’s wrong?" Peter asked, his face full of concern.

Anne snickered. "Looks like someone’s in trouble."

I ignored her, pushing past them toward Thompson's door.

Tina was already grilling my colleagues, making threats we both knew she had no way of keeping.

I knocked on Thompson's door.

"Come in."

I took a deep breath before stepping inside.

“Kendra! Just the person I wanted to see. Congratulations on the story—it’s a hit.”

"Who sent you the news, sir?" I asked, keeping my voice steady.

Thompson’s face shifted from excitement to confusion. "Is this a joke?"

His expression grew serious as he saw my swollen eyes. "Miss Ryan, what’s going on?"

"Please, just answer the question," I pressed, uncaring if I sounded rude.

The worst he could do was fire me, but losing my job was nothing compared to losing Antonio. I'd step on all the toes I had to as long as I cleared things up with Antonio. Even if he didn't want to be with me anymore, I couldn't let him believe I betrayed him.

Thompson furrowed his brow. "I received it from your official work email late last night. I assumed you sent it."

"I didn’t." I held his gaze, my voice firm.

He shrugged. "Well, you’ve been working on that story for months, and now it’s finally out. What’s the issue?"

I clenched my fists, struggling to keep my anger in check. "It matters to me. I didn’t want that article published."

"Well, it’s done now." Thompson's tone was dismissive.

I turned and left without another word. Whoever sent that story wasn’t him—but it was one of two people. Peter knew my password, and Anne... she was desperate enough.

Tina followed me closely. "Any luck?"

"No. He says it came from my office email, so it must’ve been sent from my laptop."

"What’s next?"

"I need to figure out who had access to it."

We headed to the security office to review the CCTV footage. The officer on duty wasn’t cooperative.

"You need permission from the MD or at least your department head," he repeated, growing irritated by my persistence.

Tina stepped in, flashing him a knowing smile. "Kendra, give us a moment."

I raised an eyebrow but stepped outside as she’d asked. Moments later, Tina opened the door and ushered me back in.

"How did you manage that?" I whispered.

Tina chuckled. "Long story. Let’s just say I’ve been here long enough to know things."

We scanned the footage from the last 24 hours, focusing on when I wasn’t in the office. Then, we saw it—Anne, using my laptop.

Fury surged through me.

I stormed out, Tina following behind.

“Kendra, breathe…” Tina called out, trying to calm me. But I just kept marching.

"Anne!" I yelled, charging toward her.

Heads turned as I approached, my voice echoing through the office.

“What right did you have to send in that story?”

Anne sneered. "The one you refused to send because you were sleeping with your subject?"

I didn’t even realize I’d slapped her until I saw her hand fly to her cheek, now glowing red.

Peter rushed forward, holding Anne back while Tina stepped in front of me, smiling even as she urged me to calm down.

Thompson stormed out of his office, his eyes blazing. "Kendra, what is this nonsense?"

"She slapped me!" Anne screeched.

"And I’d do it again if we weren’t in this building."

"Enough!" Thompson bellowed. "Anne, did you send Kendra’s story?"

She hesitated but finally muttered, "Yes, sir."

"Going through someone else’s property is unacceptable, Thompson told Anne.You’re suspended for two weeks. Pack your things."

Anne’s mouth opened in protest, but Thompson silenced her with a raised hand. "One more word, and it'll be a month."

Then, he turned to me. "Miss Ryan, the same goes for you. Physical violence won’t be tolerated. Take your grievances to HR."

He looked through the faces of my colleagues who were still just standing around. “The rest of you, get back to work…now!” He thundered.

I didn’t bother responding. Tina grabbed my purse, and we left together.

***

Seven days had passed since Antonio hung up on me, and my world was crumbling. I spent every waking moment trying to reach him, but he remained elusive—

I’d tried everything. Countless calls went to voicemail, my texts were ignored, and emails unopened. Visits to his apartment resulted in hours of waiting, with no sign of him. Even Jake blocked me after I tried reaching out through him.

My days blurred together as I sat outside Antonio's apartment, hours upon hours, days after days… tears streaming down my face.

I was sitting outside Antonio’s door once again, tears streaming down my face as I tried to convince myself not to go to his family estate. They’d shown me so much love, and I’d ruined everything.

My phone rang. It was the private detective I’d hired.

"Miss Ryan, I’ve sent the documents you requested regarding Eve Michaelson. You should receive them shortly."

I found it funny that even after the divorce, she had held onto the Michaelson last name. It probably opened more doors than her manipulative brain could.

"Thank you," I replied, already eager to see what he’d found.

I quickly returned to my apartment to review the documents. As I scanned through them, a small smile tugged at my lips—the first time I’d smiled in days.

I texted Tina, asking her to come over after work. I’d need backup for what I was about to do.

Then, I dialed Eve’s number.

"Hello?" Eve’s voice was cool, detached.

"Eve, it’s Kendra. We need to talk."

Eve paused. "What could you possibly want to discuss?"

I could hear the anger in her voice, and she had every reason to be upset. Her plan to ruin George had backfired spectacularly—his public revelations had dragged her reputation through the mud.

But what she didn’t know was that I’d uncovered something much worse.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Antonio

I lay in bed, enveloped by the memories of Kendra. This was the room she had stayed in during her visit, and though three weeks had passed, the faint trace of her perfume lingered.

Maybe it was my imagination, but it felt as though every corner of this house was haunted by her—her scent, her presence. I couldn't escape it. My room, the garden, the parlor, the library—each place bore a piece of her, making it impossible to forget.

A soft knock on the door brought me out of my thoughts.

"Antonio, lunch is ready," Damon’s voice echoed from the doorway.

I hadn't noticed him standing there. Without turning around, I muttered, "Not hungry."

The silence that followed hung heavy in the air. Damon hesitated, and I knew he wanted to say more, but I didn’t give him the chance. The weight of Kendra’s betrayal pressed down on me, gnawing at my insides.

The world outside might have moved on—the headlines had faded, and the public had found new scandals to feast on—but inside, my wound was still raw, festering like a fresh cut.

I hadn’t heard from Eve since it all blew up. My birth mother, who had orchestrated this chaos, had gone silent. A part of me was relieved.

But another part of me, the one that longed for an explanation, for some kind of reckoning, wanted her to speak. Why did she choose Kendra, the one woman I had allowed myself to love, to betray me?

I couldn't shake off the feeling of being broken, shattered into a million pieces. Kendra's lies had shredded my trust, leaving me vulnerable.

Countless calls and messages from her went unanswered. I couldn't bear the thought of hearing her voice, of being sucked back into her web of deceit.

Even Jake had tried to intervene. "Give her a listening ear, Antonio. Hear her out." But I couldn't risk it. I couldn't let her manipulate me again.

My chest constricted, making it hard to breathe. I missed her so much it physically hurt. But I couldn't let her back in. I couldn't risk being hurt again.

The door creaked open again, but this time Damon stepped in, carrying a tray of food.

"Thought you might change your mind," he said, setting the tray on the bedside table.

I shook my head, my throat tight. "Take it away, Damon."

He sat on the edge of the bed instead, his eyes studying me. "You can’t keep doing this, bro. You’re barely eating, barely talking to anyone. It’s not good for you."

“What do you know?” I snapped, my voice sharp and brittle. “You think some food’s going to fix everything?”

Damon shrugged, unfazed. "Maybe not. But starving yourself isn’t going to make the pain go away either."

I rolled over, turning my back to him. "Leave me alone."

Minutes after Damon left, the door creaked open again. This time, it was Vivian, my stepmother. Her gentle presence filled the room, and she perched on the bed beside me, her hand brushing my hair back like she used to when I was younger.

"Hey, sweetie," she said softly.

I mumbled a response, barely lifting my head.

"Damon told me you’re not eating. How are you holding up?" she asked, concern filling her voice.

I shrugged, staring at the ceiling, refusing to meet her eyes.

She sighed. "You know, we can talk, or I can leave. Your choice."

A surge of guilt ran through me. "I'm sorry. I’m just…"

"It’s okay," she said, gently squeezing my hand. "I get it. Have you spoken to Kendra at all?"

The mention of her name sent a jolt through me. "No," I muttered, my voice hoarse.

Vivian sat quietly for a moment before asking, "Do you want to talk about it?"

I shook my head, but the words came spilling out anyway. "She lied to me, Vivian. She used me. Everything we had—it was just a game to her. I thought I knew her. I thought… I thought she loved me."

Vivian listened, her eyes soft with understanding. "That must hurt, Antonio. But sometimes people make mistakes. It doesn’t mean the feelings weren’t real."

I scoffed, bitterness filling my chest. "Real? She sold out our family. She betrayed me for a story."

Vivian took a deep breath. "Has she told you why she did it? Have you given her a chance to explain?"

"I don’t want to hear it," I said, the anger simmering just beneath the surface. "I don’t want to risk her manipulating me again."

"Antonio," Vivian’s voice was calm but firm, "you need closure. This limbo you’re in is tearing you apart."

I stayed silent, but her words hit home. Closure. It was what I needed, wasn’t it? Yet the thought of facing Kendra, of hearing her voice, terrified me.

"I don’t know if I can trust her," I whispered.

"You don’t have to trust her yet. Just hear her out. Decide afterward what to do."

I nodded, not fully committing but not entirely dismissing the idea either. "I’ll think about it."

"That’s all I ask," Vivian said, standing. "Now, let’s get some food for you. You’re looking thinner by the day."

I managed a weak smile as she left, her words echoing in my mind: “You need closure.”

***

As evening fell, the restlessness grew unbearable. I threw off the covers and grabbed my keys. A drive would help clear my head.

The night air was crisp and cool, a welcome contrast to the heat swirling inside me.

I had no destination in mind, but my subconscious led me to the park where I’d first held Kendra.

The bench, the swings, the trees—they were all the same. Yet everything felt so different now.

Sitting there alone, the ache of missing her grew stronger. My chest tightened, and the pain I had been trying to escape resurfaced with brutal clarity.

Needing a distraction, I started the car again.

A name flashed in my mind: Stephanie. We’d met at one of Jake’s events. She’d been persistent, and I had politely turned her down. But tonight… tonight, I needed something, someone, to make me forget.

I dialed Jake, cutting straight to the point. "Give me Stephanie’s number."

Jake hesitated. "Are you sure that’s a good idea? Have you spoken to Kendra?”

“There’s nothing more to say to her.”

“Then let her do the talking while you listen.”

"Just give it to me," I demanded, not in the mood for advice.

A few seconds later, the text came through.

My heart racing, I dialed her number, and when she picked up, her voice was a mix of surprise and flirtation. "Antonio? I wasn’t expecting to hear from you."

After a brief chat, we agreed to meet for dinner.

***

At the restaurant, I tried to focus on Stephanie—the way her laughter filled the air, how her smile sparkled under the dim lighting—but the more she talked, the more my mind wandered back to Kendra. Everything about this felt wrong.

As the evening dragged on, Stephanie noticed. "You’re distracted," she said gently. "Still thinking about Kendra?"

My fork paused mid-air. "How do you know about Kendra?" I asked, curiosity getting the better of me.

Stephanie's smile was sympathetic. "Asheville's a small town, Antonio. Everyone knows what's happening with everyone."

My eyes narrowed, unsure how much she knew.

"Tell me," Stephanie pressed, her voice gentle. “What's the real reason I'm sitting with you tonight?”

I sighed, setting my fork down. "Well, I guess you already know. Kendra and I are… no longer on speaking terms.”

Stephanie's expression remained the same. "I can understand why you're hurt. But, Antonio, you are still obviously deeply in love with her.”

I didn’t deny it. "Yeah," I admitted, my voice low.

“But it does. Maybe you should talk to her. I'm guessing you've not heard her side of the story.”

“Why does everyone keep saying that?! There's nothing to hear.”

Stephanie gave me a sad smile. "I get it. You’re not ready to move on, and that’s okay. Just… take care of yourself."

Her words stung with truth. Even in this attempt to forget, Kendra still dominated my thoughts.

I drove her home in silence, the weight of my emotions pressing down on me.

***

Back at my apartment, the memories hit harder than ever. I sank onto the couch, the emptiness suffocating me. I had to talk to Kendra. Tomorrow, I will hear her out.


Chapter Twenty-Five


Kendra

I zipped open my luggage, tossing in a few more clothes just in case. Tina helped, her eyes filled with concern as she folded a sweater and placed it neatly inside.

"Are you sure you have to leave, Kendra?" she asked softly. "Can't you try talking things out with Antonio first?"

"You know better than anyone how hard I’ve tried," I replied, my voice strained. "He keeps shutting me out."

Tina sighed, smoothing out a wrinkle in the fabric. "I know. But leaving won’t fix anything. It’ll only make both your hearts colder."

I tucked a hair tie into my pocket, shaking my head. "I have to get out of here, Tina. Asheville is suffocating me. Everywhere I turn, I see him or hear his name... It’s too much."

She rested a gentle hand on my shoulder. "Maybe seeing Antonio one last time before you leave would help. You said he's back at his apartment now. Talking might give you both some peace."

My heart raced at the thought. I had seen him last night, just a fleeting glance as he walked into the building. I'd ducked behind a corner, my pulse pounding in my ears as he passed by, deep in thought. Part of me had wanted to call out, to explain everything.

But now that he was within reach, I couldn’t face him. The thought of looking into those piercing gray eyes again twisted my stomach into knots.

"I can’t, Tina. Not yet."

Tina’s expression softened with understanding. "Okay," she whispered, "but promise me you’ll reach out to him eventually. You both need to talk this through."

I nodded, though uncertainty weighed heavily on my heart. Could I ever face Antonio again?

As we finished packing, I glanced around my apartment, a wave of sadness washing over me. This had been my sanctuary, my little piece of peace.

But now, it felt haunted by memories of Antonio—by what we had shared and what was lost.

"I’ll request an extra two weeks off," I muttered, zipping up my bag. "I'm going to Alaska."

Tina's eyes widened. "Alaska? Wow, that’s quite an escape."

I forced a smile. "I need it. I need to get away from everything and everyone. Just me, nature, and some quiet."

"You deserve it," Tina said with a soft smile.

Just then, my phone rang. Tom's name flashed on the screen.

"Hey, sis!" His warm voice boomed through the phone, instantly comforting. "Still leaving at 10 a.m.?"

"Yeah," I said, holding the phone to my ear as I zipped my suitcase. "I just need to stop by the station to finalize my leave paperwork. Tina's driving me to the airport."

Tina leaned closer, grinning. "Hi, handsome Tom!" she called out.

Tom chuckled. "Hey, beautiful Tina!"

“Tina, my brother is married, and Lucinda doesn’t like sharing," I teased, rolling my eyes.

"Being married doesn’t make him less handsome," Tina crooned. "And Lucinda is very pretty."

"You’re very pretty too," Lucinda’s voice echoed through the phone, joining the conversation. "Hello, Tina."

"Hi, Lucinda!" Tina responded with a playful wink.

Tom laughed. "Take care of my sis, Tina.”

“Make sure she doesn’t get lost in the Alaskan wilderness, Tina responded"

Tina laughed. "I’ll make sure she’s packed with enough granola bars."

Tom’s voice grew softer, more serious. "The kids are super excited you're coming. They’ve been asking nonstop when you’ll arrive. Emily’s even planned your first dinner—her famous spaghetti."

My heart swelled. "I’ve missed them so much."

Lucinda chimed in, her voice warm and welcoming. "The guest room is all set for you, Kendra. Fresh sheets, everything perfect. Oh, and I signed us up for yoga classes together so we can relax and catch up."

I smiled, grateful for her thoughtfulness. "You didn’t have to go to all that trouble, but thank you."

"It’s no trouble at all," Lucinda replied. "The kids have also been practicing their Alaska survival tips to teach you."

Tom added, "And I’ve planned a hike for us to get some fresh air and talk. Just the two of us."

"Sounds perfect." Overwhelmed by their love, I fought back tears. “You guys are the best.”

"We love you, Kendra," Tom said, his voice full of affection. "See you in about ten hours. Travel safe."

"Love you too, bro," I whispered, ending the call. I shouldered my bag and took a deep breath. It was time to leave Asheville—and Antonio—behind.

"Let’s go," I said, my voice firm.

Tina grabbed her keys but paused before we headed out. “When do you want me to deliver those documents to Antonio?”

“Whenever you find time,” I said. “Just make sure he gets them.”

She nodded. "Noted."

I gave my apartment one last glance before closing the door, sadness tugging at my heart. Tina helped with my luggage as we stepped into the crisp morning air.

***

As I settled into my seat on the plane, a mixture of emotions washed over me. Relief filled my chest, knowing I was leaving Asheville behind, but anxiety lingered at the edges.

I closed my eyes as the plane took off, my thoughts drifting back to memories I had tried so hard to forget. Eve's face flashed in my mind—the confrontation that changed everything.

I remembered stepping into the dimly lit room, Eve’s smug smile faltering as she saw the determination in my eyes. I laid out the folder, thick with evidence of her deceit—documents, recordings, photos—everything I had painstakingly gathered.

"You're clever, Eve," I said, my voice steady, "but you underestimated me when you thought you could use me."

Her eyes narrowed, but behind her defiance, I saw the flicker of fear.

"You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into," she spat.

I gave her a cold smile. "Oh, I know exactly what I’m doing. I’ve been investigating you for a while. I know all about your schemes, your manipulation, and your lies."

I slid the documents across the table, watching her eyes widen in panic as they skimmed the pages.

"This is enough to put you away for a long time, Eve," I said, my voice calm. "You’ll never hurt the Michaelsons again."

Eve’s face twisted with anger, but I saw the defeat in her eyes. She knew she was trapped.

"Please," she whispered, her voice barely audible. "Don't do this."

I leaned forward, my eyes locking onto hers. "You should have thought of that before you tried to destroy lives.”

“Did Antonio or George put you up to this?” she asked, her voice shaky.

“Neither of them knows about this,” I replied firmly. “And I’d like to keep it that way.”

“Then why are you doing this?” she sneered. “Why risk so much?”

I hesitated, the truth slipping out before I could stop myself. “Because I love Antonio.”

Eve’s sharp retort died on her lips. Her expression softened, almost… remorseful. For the first time, I saw a glimpse of humanity in her.

“You love my son?”

“Does that sound impossible to believe”

I straightened my shoulders. “Yes, I do.”

She studied me in silence for a long moment before speaking again, her voice softer than before. “I’m sorry,” she said, shocking me. “I’m sorry you got dragged into my mess.”

The sincerity in her words left me speechless.

“Yes. And I'm grateful my boy has someone who loves him and is looking out for him this way. I can't get to do that anymore.”

“Why can't you? You know you could just apologize, right?”

“Do you honestly think an apology would make up for everything I've done? I've come too far to be able to find my path back.”

“At least let him know you regret your actions. It might be a really long road to forgiveness, but it's a step in the right direction.”

“And how about you? Has Antonio forgiven you? Are you two back together?”

I looked away. Those words stabbed my heart. “I betrayed him. I don't deserve to be by his side.”

“Nonsense! No one other than you should be beside him. In the end, you didn't betray him. Thompson says it was Anne who sent in the story, not you. And, that they'd found a resignation letter you prepared, just in case not turning in that story meant you'd have to lose your job.”

“Well, none of that matters anymore.” I answered, my voice seared with pain. Then, I snapped out of my self-pity. “Let's get back to the reason we're here.” I said, sitting up straight, eyes fixed on Eve, my tone firm.

“What do you want?”

“No more threats from you to the Michaelsons. If you have to leave Asheville and never return, that would be your choice. But one more threat, and I'll stop at nothing to lock you away for a really long time.”

Eve's gaze dropped, and I knew I'd won. I made her sign an agreement, and I gave them and everything I'd dug up on her to Tina before leaving.

***

I opened my eyes, the hum of the plane bringing me back to the present. The flight attendant’s voice interrupted my thoughts.

“Can I get you something to drink, ma’am?”

I shook off the memory. "Just water, please."

I took a sip, feeling the cool liquid calm my nerves. My mind wandered back to Antonio. Would he ever forgive me? Did I deserve it?

The plane hit a patch of turbulence, jarring me from my thoughts. I gripped the armrests, listening as the attendant reassured everyone that it was just a little rough air.

As the plane steadied, I pulled out my journal and began to write, letting the words flow. It was the only way I knew to make sense of my tangled emotions.

Hours passed, and soon, we began our descent into Anchorage. My heart quickened with anticipation, thinking of Tom, Lucinda, and the kids waiting for me. A fresh start.

As I stepped off the plane, the cool Alaskan air embraced me, and I smiled, feeling the weight of Asheville lift from my shoulders.

Tom was there at baggage claim, his familiar grin warming my heart. "Hey, sis!"

I rushed into his arms, feeling safe for the first time in weeks. "Hey, bro."

Lucinda joined us, and we stood in a circle of love, surrounded by family.

"Welcome to Alaska, Kendra," Lucinda said, her eyes twinkling. "We’re glad you’re here."

The kids ran over, shouting, "Aunt Kendra’s here! Aunt Kendra’s here!"

I laughed, my heart beginning to heal.

As we drove through the majestic Alaskan landscape, I let the beauty wash over me. It was exactly what I needed—a place where I could breathe again, where I could begin to piece myself back together.

But in the back of my mind, Antonio’s image remained, a constant reminder of the life I had left behind. The life I wasn’t sure I could ever return to.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Antonio

I woke up to my phone’s incessant ringing. The clock on the wall read ten-forty.

“Hello?” I groaned into the speaker without checking the caller ID.

“Hi, Antonio, good morning.”

The sleep in my eyes faded as I recognized the voice. “What do you want?”

“I just want to talk. I believe I owe you and your father an apology.”

My eyes widened at the statement. I glanced at my phone screen to confirm I was speaking to my birth mother, Eve.

“Hello, Antonio, are you there?”

“Is this some new trick you want to try out? Because I’ll tell you right now, I’m in no mood for your shenanigans.”

“No games. I’ll be leaving Asheville this time for good. But I couldn't leave without seeing you first… without attempting to make things right.”

“Make things right? You think anything you do could begin to fix all the things you've broken?” I asked, remembering Kendra.

“No, but it’ll prevent further damage.” She sounded sincere—a rare tone from my mother.

“Son, I think you should come home for a bit. Let’s hear her out.” My father’s voice came through the phone after I didn’t respond.

I hesitated and then replied, “I’ll be there soon.”

I quickly freshened up and headed out. I stopped briefly by Kendra’s door, knowing I’d see her later that night when she returned from work.

I drove hastily through the streets, my mind racing with my mother’s confession. Eve’s apology had caught me off guard, and for the first time, I saw her in a different light. The weight of her words settled within me, making me realize I’d misjudged Kendra.

Kendra had been innocent all along.

My gut twisted with guilt and urgency. I needed to see her, apologize, and make things right. I missed her… so much.

I dialed Kendra’s number, but it went straight to voicemail. I tried again. Same result.

“Damn it!” I slammed my hand on the steering wheel.

I couldn’t make my car go any faster without breaking traffic regulations. I was already at the maximum speed limit.

I arrived at the broadcasting station in record time, my heart racing. I parked and jumped out, rushing over to the entrance.

“Hi, I’m here to see Kendra,” I said, breathless.

The receptionist looked up, startled, and handed me a visitor’s form.

I hastily filled it out and handed it back.

She scanned the sheet, then nodded. “You’re looking for Miss Kendra Ryan? She works in the investigative journalism department, third floor.”

I sprinted toward the elevators, my impatience growing. The doors opened, and I stepped out into a bustling office space. A tall, lanky man with a friendly smile approached me.

“Hi, can I help you?”

“Kendra Ryan,” I said, slightly out of breath. “Does she work here?”

The man nodded. “Yeah, she’s one of our journalists. I’m Peter, her colleague.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Is she here? I need to see her.”

Peter’s expression turned sympathetic. “Sorry, man. Kendra’s not going to be at work for a while.”

My brain reeled. “What do you mean she’s not going to be at work?”

Peter shrugged. “She came in this morning just to get some paperwork done with HR. I don’t know the details, but we’ve got a temporary replacement filling in for her. HR didn’t give us much information.”

A temporary replacement? Kendra was leaving? My mind spun with questions.

“Do you know why?”

“Not sure, but nothing has really been the same since that story about your company got released.”

“Do you know when she’ll be back?” I asked, trying to keep my composure.

Peter shook his head. “Sorry, no idea. You might want to try HR or her personal contacts.”

I pulled out my phone and dialed Tina’s number, my fingers shaking.

“Please pick up, Tina,” I whispered.

Tina answered on the second ring. “Hey, Antonio! What’s up?”

“Tina, I need to see you. Now,” I begged, my voice low.

“What’s going on?” Tina asked, concern evident in her tone.

“I’m in the journalism department of your station. Kendra’s not here, and one of her colleagues said she’s not coming back to work.”

Tina’s pause was palpable. “Come to the media room, Antonio. I’ll meet you there.”

I ended the call and turned to Peter. “Where’s the media room?”

Peter pointed down the hall. “Take the stairs to the second floor, turn left, and it’s the last door on your right. You can’t miss it.”

I thanked Peter and rushed toward the stairs, my heart heavy with uncertainty.

As I descended, my mind replayed the conversation with Peter. A temporary replacement? Was Kendra leaving?

I pushed open the door to the media room, and Tina looked up from her seat, her expression somber.

“Antonio, what’s going on?” she asked as I approached.

I took a deep breath, trying to process the chaos inside me. “Tell me everything, Tina. What’s happening with Kendra?”

Tina’s eyes locked onto mine, and I knew my world was about to shatter.

“She’s gone, Antonio. She left for Alaska this morning.”

My world stopped. Alaska?

“What do you mean she’s gone?” I demanded, panic rising in my chest.

“She only packed a box and said she’d be back after some weeks, but I’m not so sure about that. She looked like she wasn’t coming back… I mean, what’s there to come back to?”

I staggered into the chair in front of me. “What about her job? Me?”

“You shut her out and frustrated every attempt she made to reach you. And she could always get another job over there. This one made her lose you. She couldn’t bear the pain.”

I ran my hand through my hair in frustration. What had I done?

Tina held out an envelope. “Here. She left this for you. I was supposed to ensure it gets to you.”

I took the envelope, my hands shaking. I opened it and pulled out the contents: a handwritten letter, several documents, and what appeared to be an agreement.

My heart raced as I unfolded the letter and began to read:

Dear Antonio,

I’m writing this with a heavy heart, knowing I’ve hurt you deeply. There are no excuses, no justifications, and I understand if you can never forgive me.

But I have to ask for your forgiveness one more time. I apologize for investigating your mother without your knowledge and confronting her.

This was the only thing I could do to keep her from harming you again. That’s why I’ve included some documents in this envelope. Eve has agreed to leave your family alone. If she breaks this agreement, the other documents can serve as proof to get rid of her. You can use them to ensure she never bothers your family again.

I know this won’t erase the pain I’ve caused, but I hope it brings some peace.

Goodbye, Antonio. I hope you find the closure you deserve. And most importantly, I hope you find true love—the kind that heals and uplifts.

Yours always,

Kendra.

Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes as I finished reading. Kendra’s words cut deep.

I looked up at Tina, my voice barely above a whisper. “When did Kendra get these?”

Tina’s expression was somber. “Kendra began gathering those after she left your house. She wanted to protect your family.” She took a deep breath and continued. “She wrote half of the story that got published but didn’t want to complete it. So, rather than finish it, she tried to get something to hold over your mother. Something that could get her off your back and ensure Kendra didn’t lose her job. But before the documents came in, that busybody Anne went through Kendra’s system, completed the story, and sent it out.”

A mix of emotions swirled inside me—gratitude, regret, and longing.

“Thank you, Tina,” I said, my voice cracking.

Tina nodded, her eyes sympathetic. “Kendra cared deeply for you, Antonio.”

I looked down at the letter again, Kendra’s words echoing in my mind:

“True love—the kind that heals and uplifts.”

Had I let that love slip away?

***

Three days after receiving Kendra’s letter, I stepped off the plane in Anchorage, Alaska. The crisp air filled my lungs, starkly different from the cold in Asheville. I tugged at the scarf around my neck to make it tighter.

Tom, Kendra’s brother, waited for me at the arrivals gate, his expression serious.

“Antonio,” he said, extending a firm hand.

I shook it, feeling a hint of trepidation. “Tom, thanks for agreeing to have me.”

We walked to his car in silence, the tension between us palpable. Once we were on the road, Tom spoke up.

“Listen, Antonio, I know what happened between you and Kendra. She told me everything.”

I nodded, expecting this. “I’m not here to hurt her, Tom. I swear.”

Tom’s eyes narrowed. “You’d better not be. Kendra’s been through a lot already, and I won’t let anyone mess with her again.”

I took a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. “I’m here to apologize and make things right.”

He turned his gaze to the road ahead. “You’d better mean it.”

I nodded, feeling a sense of gratitude toward Tom. "I understand, Tom. And I appreciate your protection of Kendra."

The rest of the drive passed in silence, my thoughts consumed by the upcoming meeting with Kendra.

As we turned onto Tom's street, my heart skipped a beat. I was about to face the woman I loved, and my future hung in the balance.

As Tom turned off the ignition, I saw Kendra come out after the kids, a bright smile on her face. I'd missed that smile… but it faltered as soon as I stepped out of the car and her eyes landed on me.

She looked between her brother and me.

“Antonio?”


Epilogue


Six Months Later

Kendra

I stepped out of the house, inhaling the crisp morning air. The Michaelson estate was buzzing with excitement as wedding preparations unfolded around me. My brother, Tom, and his family had just arrived for the big day.

“Kendra!” Tom called out, his arms wide open.

I grinned and ran into his embrace, hugging him tightly. “Tom! It’s so great to see you! How was your flight?”

“Smooth, thanks to your fiancé making sure we were in first class.”

I blushed at the mention of Antonio. He was always so thoughtful, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was.

Lucinda waddled out of the car, her pregnant belly on full display. “Kendra, darling!” she squealed, her excitement mirroring mine.

I hugged her, cooing over her baby bump. “You’re glowing, Lucinda! How are you feeling?”

“Ready to pop,” she laughed.

“Do you know what you're expecting yet?”

“Nah, we’re saving that for the gender reveal later.” She glanced around at the estate and swallowed. “You didn’t tell me you were marrying a prince,” she whispered.

I giggled, grabbing her bag. “Wait until I show you the garden. You’ll think we stepped into a fairy tale.”

Tom’s kids, Emily and Jack, scrambled out of the car, their eyes wide with awe.

“Wow, Aunt Kendra! This is a castle!” Jack exclaimed, his voice filled with wonder.

I chuckled. “It’s just a big house, sweetie.”

Emily’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “It’s a castle, Auntie! Do you have horses and dragons and knights with swords?”

Antonio appeared beside me, grinning. “No dragons, but we do have horses. Want to see them?”

Emily squealed, tugging on Antonio’s hand. “Yes! Yes!”

As we headed toward the house, Vivian emerged, her smile bright and welcoming.

“Welcome, Tom! Lucinda! We’re so thrilled you’re here!” she said warmly.

Antonio’s father, George, extended his hand to Tom. “Good to see you again, Tom. And congratulations on the new addition.”

Damon sauntered over, flashing his charming smile. “Hi, I’m Damon.”

The air was electric with joy, and I felt so grateful to be surrounded by the people I loved.

As the day unfolded, our families blended seamlessly. Laughter and conversations filled the air as everyone bonded over shared stories and memories.

Later at dinner, Antonio took my hand, his eyes never leaving mine. “I love you,” he whispered.

“I love you too,” I replied, my heart full.

The room buzzed with energy, everyone’s excitement growing as the wedding day inched closer. In just four days, I would be Antonio’s wife.

That night, as we strolled through the gardens hand in hand, Antonio wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close.

“I promise to never let you go again,” he murmured into my ear.

I smiled, feeling safe in his embrace. “I’ll hold you to that.”

Our lips met in a soft, tender kiss, the stars twinkling above us like a blessing.

“You’re a dream come true, Antonio,” I whispered.

He raised his brows and grinned. “Not many people get to marry their college crush, do they?”

We laughed together, fingers entwined, hearts brimming with joy. We were home—together—and nothing would ever tear us apart again.

***

Antonio

I stood at the altar, my heart racing with anticipation. The cathedral was packed, a sea of familiar and unfamiliar faces filling the space. My father beamed with pride, his eyes alight with happiness, while Vivian radiated excitement, her smile lighting up the entire room.

It still felt like a dream—too good to be true. Just a year ago, I had barked at Kendra to move her things from the stairway. It felt like yesterday.

The priest signaled that it was time to begin. Jake, my best man, was practically vibrating with excitement. He had won the bet about Kendra and me, and I was glad he had.

Tina stood by Kendra’s side as her maid of honor. She and Jake had finally hit it off, and I couldn’t be happier for them. Their chemistry was undeniable, and I hoped they’d find the same joy Kendra and I shared.

As I scanned the crowd, I spotted Eve, tears welling in her eyes. Even Anne had shown up, her expression sincere for once. Damon sat grinning, surrounded by friends.

Lucinda, glowing and radiant, sat in the front row beside Tom. I couldn’t help but imagine Kendra with that same glow one day, carrying our child. Jack and Emily sat beside Lucinda, their eyes wide with excitement. Jack wore a little tuxedo, and Emily’s flower girl dress was a miniature version of Kendra’s gown.

The doors at the back of the hall swung open, and there she was—Kendra, on Tom’s arm, walking toward me.

My breath caught.

She was breathtaking. Her lace gown hugged her curves, cascading like a river of ivory. But it was her face that held me captive. Her lips moved silently: “I love you.”

A grin spread across my face, unstoppable.

Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes as I watched her walk down the aisle. Tom’s pride was evident, and I felt a surge of gratitude that I hadn’t let my anger cost me this moment.

The hall fell silent as the organist played Kendra’s entrance. Everyone stood, the air humming with anticipation.

When Tom and Kendra reached the altar, he placed her hand in mine, his voice low with emotion. “Take care of her, Antonio.”

I nodded, my gaze never leaving hers.

At that moment, the room faded away. It was just the two of us—me and Kendra, standing on the edge of forever.

“Kendra…” I whispered, the world falling away.

Nothing else mattered.

Just us.

Just our love.

THE END.
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CHAPTER ONE

Licia

Standing before me was Kevin Brown, the love of my life who vanished twelve years ago. 

It couldn’t be. Not here. Not now.

My blood ran cold. My heart pounded painfully in my chest. 

"Hello, nurse. Good afternoon. I am here to see Dr. Shepherd." By then he recognized me.

His shock mirrored mine, confirming my worst fears. 

I stood transfixed at the spot, barely able to move a limb. A mixture of confusion and shock replaced my cheerful visage. This was certainly a dream of some sort.  

I was overcome with emotions and a myriad of questions that before now, I thought I had buried away. But, I wasn’t going to give in to any of them—certainly not now. Why was he with a walking cane though and what brought him to the hospital?

I would have cared a few years back, but it was none of my business right now. Thank God, it wasn’t an emergency. I just needed to do my job.

"Licia?" He called softly, his voice barely above a whisper.

I gripped the chart in my hands tighter, fighting to keep my composure. "Dr. Shepherd's office is down the hallway, the third door on the right," I said, my voice strained.

Kevin took a step closer, leaning on a walking cane. "Licia, I—"

I cut him off, my tone ice-cold. "I have patients to attend to. Please excuse me." I turned on my heel and walked away, my hands trembling.

I could feel his gaze burning through me, as I dropped the chart at the nurses' station, resisting the urge to turn back. I just needed to pretend long enough for him to leave. I could pull that off at least.

Melony was one of the few nurses in the hospital that came close to being my friend. She had insight about anything and everything happening in the hospital and didn’t waste a second in jumping at any juicy Intel.

My ever-curious colleague, Melony approached me as I reached the nurses' station. "Who was that? He's still staring at you," stretching her head in Kevin’s direction.

"Just a patient here to see Dr. Shepherd," I replied, not meeting her gaze,

to indulge her further.

I could tell she wasn’t convinced. “Are you sure? He’s still staring at you, though.” She giggled, “and oh my Gosh, he’s so good looking.” She chirped exuberantly.

I wasn’t in the mood for Melony’s incessant twitter, so I had to rebuff her. Now wasn’t the time! “Melony, he’s a patient for crying out loud. Get back to work or should I share some of my patients with you? Looks like you’ve got a lot of spare time for jamboree.”

She shook her head furiously, “no, no. Please don’t. I have a lot on my plate already.”

I laughed besides myself. “I thought as much.”

After a while, Melony seemed to finally remember his face after scrutinizing him for who knows how long. “Wait, Licia. Is that who I think it is?” She nudged me.

Her eyes widened. "That's Kevin Brown, the retired billionaire football player from Half Moon Bay!"

Of course, I knew who he was. How could I forget the boy who shattered my heart?

"Let's get back to work," I said, ending the conversation. I couldn't afford any more distractions. Not today.

I had made plans with Joey, my best friend, to go grocery shopping after work, but I just didn’t feel like it anymore. I couldn't wait to just climb into my bed and maybe cry myself to sleep one last time.

After a grueling day, I headed to the locker room, emotionally drained, grateful that this was my last shift for the week. So, why didn't Kevin wait one more day before coming here?

As luck would have it, Kevin emerged from Dr. Shepherd's office just as I passed by. Our eyes locked. His plea was evident, but I refused to acknowledge it.

I prayed the ground would just open up and let me in to avoid this awkward moment, but it didn’t happen. We were still standing like gentry.

Why did he have to be so gorgeous?

I found myself checking him out. Squared shoulders, well-trimmed beard, with some of his curly hair lying prettily around the corner of his face, giving him that boyish cuteness. I guess the years did justice to his features.

But, I quickly pulled myself out of my reverie. I wasn’t going to be swayed by his stunning looks. I was no longer that teenage girl twelve years ago who fell head over heels with the stunning football team captain.

I saw something like a plea in his eyes as he walked towards me, leaning more into his cane, but I mustered the courage and traipsed past him. He tried holding me back but I growled at him.

“Don’t you dare!” Rage and hurt burned in my eyes.

His hands were off immediately in surrender, and he dejectedly walked by with a heaviness that was palpable. There was no point in causing a scene.

Luckily, no one was in the locker room when I ran inside. I curled up with my head in between my knees, sobbing on the cold floor. I wanted to scream, break things, and vent somehow, but I couldn’t do it here.

I had barely managed to go through the shift with my sanity intact. Why did I have to run into him again? The very last thin thread that had managed to hold me together until now just snapped without warning as he reached for me. Kevin Brown reached for me…

I quickly sprung up when I heard someone turn the lock. I hurriedly wiped my eyes with the back of my palms and began changing up. It was a waste of time crying over spilt milk.

***

When I got home, Joey was waiting, her usual cheerful self.

"Hey, you're back!"

She was watching our favorite TV soap opera with a bowl of popcorn on her lap. She had access to my keys, so trust her to always invite herself in anytime.

That’s what friends were for, right? To invade even your most sacred space, without an apology. And apparently, lovers were for breaking your heart and disappearing for over a decade, only to show up unannounced at your workplace.

“Nope, I guess I left my body at the hospital, and my ghost is here.” I chuckled, slumping into the double sofa with her and dipping into the popcorn.

She tried moving the bowl away, “go fix yourself a bowl. This one’s mine.”

“In my own house?” She couldn’t be serious.

“Don’t forget I was the one that got you the house. Without me, you might still be roaming the streets of Half Moon Bay.” She bragged. She wouldn’t let me hear the last of it.

She beat the other house agents to find me a place when I was ready to move out of the place I had called home for twenty-one years.

“Might be the operative word. But, please, do tell me Joey. Did you also pay for the house? Haven’t I thanked you enough for doing your job as a realtor or do you want me to get down on my knees?”

“Oh shut up. Your sarcastic remarks aren’t going to make me stop being a meddlesome friend.”

“It’s nothing.” I snapped. “I just had a rough day, okay?”

“Licia, you don’t have to keep everything to yourself. Sometimes, it helps to talk about it.” Joey’s voice was softer now, filled with genuine concern.

I managed a small smile, feeling a bit of relief in the comfort of her presence. As I tried to push the turmoil of the day to the back of my mind, if only for a while.

We then decided to go grocery shopping.

“So, what fun thing happened at work today? How many new patients tried to make advances at the prettiest nurse in Halfmoon Bay today? A ton, I guess.” She pried, hoping to milk something out of it.

It would have been funny, but it only reminded me of Kevin’s visit at the hospital, souring my mood.

“Nothing and no one, Joey. Trust me, the last thing I want to talk about now is work. Let’s just get what we came for and head back home, please.”

Joey observed the switch in my countenance for a little while, before focusing on the road again. She had insisted on driving… not that I was eager to anyway.

“Must have really been terrible for you.” She commented.

“You can’t begin to imagine.”

"You're paying for the drinks, right?" I teased Joey as we drove to the mall.

"Fine, but only because you begged me," she replied with a playful glare.

At the mall, Joey tried to pry about my day, but I shut her down. I wasn't ready to talk about Kevin. Not yet. As we shopped, I resolved to keep him in the past where he belonged. But deep down, I knew it wouldn't be that easy.

Click here to continue reading "The Billionaire's Second Chance"

cover.jpeg
‘e

™~

i
"» The
Off-limils Grump
Next: Deer

ANN SMITH






