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To all those who use humor as a coping mechanism and want someone to look past it. 
Doesn't matter if someone doesn't, you are one hell of a strong person.




CHAPTER 1

"She was like the moon -

Part of her always hidden away "
- UNKNOWN



Iclose the file in front of me, my eyes burning with exhaustion. The words blur a clear sign that I've reached my limit for today. Glancing at the clock on my desk, I suppress a groan.

    It's nearly midnight, explaining my overwhelming fatigue. As much as I love my profession, sometimes it drains the life out of me.
    "Oh, hell," I murmured, checking my phone and finding several missed calls from Felix. I love him to death, but he takes overprotectiveness to a new level. 
    He knows I work insanely, long hours and rarely have my phone on me, yet he still thinks I've been kidnapped if I don't answer right away. Quickly organizing the papers in front of me, I stuff them onto the lower shelf deck.
"You might have to wait until I'm home and in comfier clothes, brother," I mumble, shutting off my phone before another call comes in.
Turning off the lights, I grab my bag and lock the door behind me. Passing by a co-worker's office, I call out to her, surprised to see her still working.
"Working late, Isabella?" Coming to a halt, I cross my arms and raise a brow as she jerks up in her seat.
"Well, talking with people about their darkest and deepest secrets isn't an everyday encounter for ordinary humans." She smiles tiredly and gestures at the laptop in front of her. "Today made me question my life decisions."
I can't help but laugh.
"No one can relate more than me. It's the same pattern for most of the time."
"So, you're leaving?" She turns back to the laptop and resumes typing.
"Yep. How much longer are you sticking around? I can give you a ride."
I jingle my car keys, trying to pique her interest. Her visible eye bags suggest she hasn't slept for the past few days. But as usual, she shakes her head, rejecting my offer. My shoulders slump in defeat.
"I'm okay, Olivia." She halts typing and glances at me. "I can see your gears turning, and I assure you, I'm perfectly fine. I'll probably catch a ride with Alex."
"Alex?" I lean against the door frame, amused by the sudden revelation. "He's quite handsome. I have to admit."
"I guess...." she trails off before clearing her throat. A red hue appears on her cheekbones.
I chuckle at her obvious crush on him and lower my voice to a whisper. "You should go for it. I swear, every time you walk by him, I see his eyes follow you."
"No, they don't," she says, sitting up straighter despite her words.
I shrug. "Deny it all you want. Don't forget about the branch we're working under."
"Whatever," she rolls her eyes. "What about you? Did anyone catch your eye at the hospital? Or are you taking?"
Yeah, right. I'm allergic to relationships, but I keep that to myself.
I open my mouth to respond, but I'm interrupted when someone strides over and stands ahead of me, his back almost brushing against my face.
I blink.
"No one would dare get close to her. She stinks. I can smell her from a meter away."
My mouth drops open.
The broad-shouldered man, dressed in a white shirt, dismissively waves his hand at my surprised expression.
The urge to slap his cheek overwhelms me, but I quickly regain my composure. He's the last person I want to encounter at the end of the day. Somehow, it seems like he has other plans to ruin it by making his presence known.
"Not you again." I grumble.
He pivots on his heel, now standing face-to-face with me. His eyebrows waggle mischievously, and I purse my lips. It's his constant hobby to get on my nerves and enrage me until he sees me fuming.
It's his favorite pastime.
"Got something to say?" He lifts his chin while giving me a once-over. Jonathan possesses the classic American boy look, with unruly blonde hair and piercing blue eyes that almost turn transparent when the light hits them. His sharp jawline and chiseled face make him seem perfectly sculpted.
When our eyes meet again, I swear there's a flicker of recognition in his gaze as his lips tilt slightly, and I curse myself for giving him that opening. Glancing past him at Isabella, who ignores our interaction and continues her work, I shake my head.
I grab his wrist and drag him away. I hear a chuckle escape him, but fortunately, he doesn't pull his hand back. When we reach the lobby, I release my grip on his wrist and sigh. I know what I'm about to do can't be considered part of my work ethic, but Isabella needs it. I know the phase she's going through.
Sometimes, while helping others, we lose ourselves along the way.
"Tell Alex to take Isabella home without delay. She's been working overtime and doesn't seem to be taking care of herself," I speak up, and his expression becomes serious.
A furrow forms between his brows as he quickly pulls out his phone and dials Alex's number. I tap my feet against the tiled white floor while waiting for him to finish the conversation. He may tease and make fun of me, but when it comes to work and caring for his colleagues - he never steps away.
Our gazes lock as he nods, casually tucks the phone back into his pocket after the call ends. His eyes glisten under the bright light as he runs his fingers through his sandy blonde hair, ruffling it slightly.
I take a deep breath, feeling my mouth go dry. I must be crazy to be standing within his radar.
"He said he'll do it in a few moments," he says, drawing his lower lip between his teeth. "Do you want a ride home?"
A scoff escapes my lips without realization.
I press my fist against my mouth to stop myself from laughing at the ridiculous offer. "No sarcastic comments?"
To be fair, the stuff he does can be seen as mindless teasing or plain joking around, which it is. But it's the fact that it comes from him.
"I thought you might need it because it's midnight, and you're too careless."
And here, I thought he was serious for a second.
"Thanks for the offer, but I have my car keys. Who knows if you were plotting a car accident and left me on the road to die? I can't give you the satisfaction. Try harder next time."
I whirl around to make my way out of the building.
◆◆◆
The drive home is a blur. It's been a long week, and with my nightmares still ruining my sleep on a nightly basis, I feel like a zombie.
It's a miracle I make it home in one piece.
I sigh in relief when my house comes into my line of sight. All I want is to change into my pajamas and throw myself onto my soft mattress. My back aches, my feet hurt from walking around in heels all day, and my head pulsates with a killer headache.
Even so, I would never want anything else but this for a career. There's nothing more exhilarating than helping them overcome their traumas and addictions, especially when they throw their arms around me in sheer gratitude after being completely healed. The knowledge that I can save them, though I can't save myself, makes up for everything I go through. In a way, this job is what saves me in the end, and I couldn't be more proud to be the hero of my own story.
So many things are taken away from me, but this?
This is mine.
I worked hard to achieve this. I slip my heels off as soon as I'm inside the quiet, dark house, making my way up the stairs as quietly as possible.
A thin ray of yellow light peeks through the door crack of Aesira's room. I nibble my bottom lip, hesitating to interrupt her alone time. These days, she stays quiet, and it's like I never see her walk out of that door to have a proper meal. Aesira and I met during our university days.
She's the introverted girl, while I'm the extroverted one who loves social gatherings.
I never know how we clicked together, but here we are, residing with each other in our apartment.
She might not be good at verbalizing her feelings or thoughts, but she's one of the best people I've come across in my life.
With slow and steady steps, I push the door open and peek my head enough to catch a glimpse of the room.
There's my best friend perched on an uncomfortable stool while her hands are busy dampening the brushes and then applying them to the canvas. Halfway through the task, she lowers her hand and sighs heavily. Setting down the paint and brushes, she stands up, her gaze never leaving the canvas.
I shake my head before stepping away.
Not today.
I close my bedroom door behind me and numbly start getting ready for bed. I go through all the motions of taking a shower, brushing my teeth, and changing my clothes.
The shower sobers me up, and as I brush my hair, I stare at my reflection in the mirror and the haunted look in my eyes.
I look awful.
With lazy steps, I drag myself to my bed and throw myself onto it before pulling out my phone to call Felix.
I frown when I see hundreds of messages from him. He wants to visit my apartment, but I want to keep him away from all this. Neither Aesira nor I am ready to have a face-to-face conversation with him until neither one of us is stable enough.
I press the call button and wait for him to pick up. He doesn't waste a second, and within the first ring, I hear him answer.
"Hey, munchkin." Felix grins at me through the screen of our FaceTime call.
"Hey, bro," I nod in approval. "You look a lot better now than before."
And he does.
He's been doing well for years now. He has regained all his healthy weight and exudes determination. Becoming a lawyer has given him another level of confidence I've never seen in him. He's damn passionate about his job, the only good quality we inherited from our parents.
"I know, right?" He folds his arms against his chest. "It's hard to believe that you have such a handsome guy as your brother."
"Brat," I roll my eyes. "How's work?"
"Amazing. I can't believe some of the things everyone goes through. I mean, you can surely relate to it more than anyone else. You deal with the darkest parts of them."
"Yeah," I agree quietly. "But I'm proud of you, brother," I speak past the gravel in my throat.
It amazes me to witness how strong he has become and what he has overcome. He's a hell of a lot stronger than me, and it makes me happy knowing he overcame the traumas we went through at such a young age.
"How's Aesira doing?" His voice drops a few octaves, pulling me out of my thoughts.
Shit, he noticed that I spaced out.
"She's not her usual self, and I don't know what's going on with her. I tried to talk to her, but she is hell-bent on pushing me away. So I have given her space. I'll try to do something tomorrow. It hurts me to see her like that," I offer a wry smile.
His eyes turn sympathetic and full of understanding.
I don't have to say much because I know he understands me. There are times I feel incapable of helping someone, and now I feel the worst version of that. If I can't help my people, how can I help others? Sometimes my head goes to a dark place, and I remind myself that I'm not that helpless and vulnerable girl again. But I always get myself out of it, and that's what counts.
"Tell me if I can do anything to help," he pleads softly, while I shake my head.
I have always known about his soft spot for her, but for now, it's best if he stays away. I can't let him drag himself into a mess he shouldn't be a part of. If he comes back, he'll start doubting me, and I don't wish to have my cover blown up.
"I love you, in case you forgot," I remind him making him chuckle softly.
"You've been sulking lately. Don't think I'm dodging away from the obvious." His sharp observation skills make me scowl. Thankfully, he doesn't witness my right leg constantly bouncing up and down.
"I haven't."
The white lie rolls smoothly down my tongue.
"You're forgetting who I am." He leans forward with a perplexed expression, and I shift uncomfortably on my mattress while he silently searches my face.
The end button in the right corner seems too fruitful to use as a weapon at that instant. I do my best to remain as impassive as possible.
After what feels like hours, he bursts out laughing and smacks the table so hard that his phone falls over, leaving me staring blankly at a black screen.
"So, who's the guy who's making my sister's life miserable?" I hear him snort as he places his phone back in place and appears on the screen again.
The amount of relief that floods my body is unimaginable. At least he caught on to something that I'm least concerned about.
"Just some co-worker named Jonathan. Always trying to rile me up," I swear my eye twitches when I recall the numerous ways he uses to tease me.
He's never out of anything.
Felix composes himself for two seconds before toppling over in giggles again. "Dare I say my untamable sister has been tamed by some random guy?"
"Shut up," I bark so that he can hear me over his obnoxious laughter. I hope the full extent of my glare reaches him across the screen. "Goodnight."
"I love him already. A guy is taking my place in my absence, and I'm grateful for that. Send him my regards," he waves while smiling evilly, and I wave back.
He ends the call, and my phone automatically switches to my home screen. I stare at the picture I put up as the wallpaper with a heavy sigh.
It's a photo of me and my once-happy family.
A small smile automatically tugs at the corners of my mouth as I stare at the picture.
Suddenly, Jonathan's smiling face appears at the back of my mind, and I suck in a deep breath. He has no idea, but somehow his constant games keep my mind off the wrong road.




CHAPTER 2

"Now you're just another one of my problems"

- LANA DEL REY



The biggest annoyance in my life began on my first day at this hospital, and that annoyance goes by the name Jonathan.
Life can't seem to get any worse.
Here I am, sitting in front of my patient, forced to listen to his stories while desperately trying not to spit out the coffee that scalds my tongue. I clench my fists, swallowing the burning liquid while fighting back the tears welling up in my eyes.
Just one sip, and I'm on the brink of losing my composure.
Stupid Jonathan, I curse under my breath.
He knows how much I adore cold coffee, something I indulge in every morning before diving into a day of appointments. And yet, he had to ruin it by adding chili powder.
I can't even excuse myself to rinse my mouth because it would make the child in front of me feel neglected.
I snap my head back, refocusing on the boy. He continues to fidget, his leg shaking.
My lips tighten when I catch sight of the red bruise on his collarbone and his calloused, reddened fingers.
He's been in another fight.
"Rick," I sigh. "What did you do this time?"
His parents recently went through a messy divorce, shattering his stability. It's not that he can't overcome it, but the ways he chooses to cope with the pain are excessively harsh compared to facing reality.
I understand his agony, the pain of losing both parents. He's only eleven, and his parents abandoned him without a second thought.
Rick's grandmother embraces him, her slender arms enveloping his small frame. She runs her fingers through his hair as he takes deep breaths.
"I fought back. They teased me, saying I'm an orphan who doesn't deserve happiness." A lone tear rolls down his cheek, and he gazes at me with glossy eyes. "I have parents. My mom and dad are just on a long vacation, and they'll come back."
His quivering lower lip and his grandmother's gentle touch as she wipes away his tears tug at my heart.
Emotions should never interfere when dealing with patients, but sometimes I can't help but empathize. The burning sensation in my tongue has long subsided, replaced by a bitter aftertaste.
I try to speak as calmly as possible. "Do you think what you did was right?"
He shakes his head, his gaze dropping to the floor. I open my drawer and retrieve a toffee, extending it to him. He slowly raises his head, peeking at the candy.
A smile creeps onto my face when he takes it from my hand. The glimmer of happiness in his eyes brings me a momentary sense of relief.
"Do you think I can have some time alone with you?" I request his grandmother, my eyes still fixed on Rick.
She inhales deeply and releases her hold on him, patting his head. "Rick, do you remember Aunt Reina? Can you sit with her? I need to talk to your friend Olivia for a few minutes."
He happily nods and hops off his seat, taking small steps as he strolls out of the room.
His grandmother turns to me, sadness sweeping across her features. Her face is etched with wrinkles, mapping the journey of her life, yet she manages to maintain a youthful aura.
"Do you think something will happen to him? He has quite a temper, like his father, and I don't want it to consume him. He can't control his actions, and it's as if he goes blank every time he acts out." She sniffs, and I jot down the details on the white paper.
"How many times has this happened this week? If I recall correctly, he nearly got into a fight four times in a row, resulting in severe bruising." I furrow my eyebrows while reviewing my previous appointments with them.
"Only once this week. I've been following your advice. I'm spending more time with Rick. I am helping him to engage in activities he enjoys and trying to fill the void left by his parents."
I nod and strike off the medication he currently takes daily.
I hate prescribing medication, but sometimes it's necessary to maintain control. I can talk to them, help them confront their problems, and guide them toward overcoming them. However, I have no control over their actions.
Most of my time is spent engaging in conversations, delving deeper into the subject of their sorrow. Some readily confide in me, sharing their secrets, while others remain tight-lipped. Dealing with such individuals demands immense patience and time, as they are enduring victims of prolonged suffering. When they reach a point of despair, believing there is no cure for their pain, they isolate themselves from the world.
"I reduced his dosage. You should inform him about the truth regarding his family. If he learns at a young age, he won't blame you for withholding the information later on."
I quickly scribble the date on the prescription before handing it over to her. The prescribed dose will help him to sleep peacefully, preventing the re-emergence of haunting nightmares.
Nightmares are all too familiar to me, and I cannot allow a child to be held captive by days of torment and agony. Once he becomes aware and learns to cope with the pain, I will gladly eliminate the need for medication.
"I remember how he used to cry when he narrated the story of his parent's absence, but now he has come to accept it. He has stopped getting into trouble and learned that his actions are not favorable. I suggest scheduling only one appointment per month."
"Thank you." The corners of her lips curl upward. "Thank you for bringing my grandson back to me. I thought he would never recover."
I shake my head. "My work is not yet complete. I cannot truly say he has healed until I see him smiling and accepting the fact that his parents will not return. They divorced, and no one sought custody until you stepped in. Children thrive on attention, and no one should deprive them of that."
"I wanted to resent my son and daughter-in-law for being such disappointing parents, but they had their struggles." She speaks softly, fidgeting with the threads of her imperfect dress.
"You will reflect on the past, but please do so with the understanding that you did your best. You are his sole protector, and you made this choice. You must come to terms with the past and move forward. There will be trials, hardships, and risks, but life is incomplete without them."
"Thank you."
"Well, you are an incredible woman. Never lose your spirit and enthusiasm. See you at our next appointment." I wave at her, beaming a warm smile. She returns it and exits the room.
Squeezing my eyes shut, I massage my throbbing forehead. A mug of coffee is desperately needed right now. My legs have gone numb from sitting for two hours, and I wince when I force myself to stand upright with the support of my desk.
A sigh of relief escapes my lips as the sensation gradually returns to my nerves. However, that happiness is short-lived when my gaze lands on the door and meets those familiar blue irises.
Jonathan is leaning against the door with arms crossed over his chest. The fleeting moment causes his black shirt to cling to his body, accentuating every contour and defining feature.
A silly grin adorns his lips, and the urge to wipe it off persists, challenging my sanity.
"I hope you enjoyed the morning coffee. I had to search through all my cupboards to make that. It's a shame I couldn't be here to witness your self-control," he raises an eyebrow, and I groan softly.
He's the last person I want to deal with while battling this intense headache.
"Leave me alone, dude," I say stiffly, walking past him. His footsteps trail behind me, but I don't bother snapping at him.
The throbbing in my head intensifies with each passing second, and I feel as if I could fade into oblivion. Coming to a stop in front of the coffee machine, I grab a cup and switch it on, tapping my foot impatiently as I wait for it to fill.
Jonathan approaches and peeks over my shoulder to observe my actions. "You don't like hot coffee," he remarks, furrowing his brow in a frown.
"Well, I do now," I snap back, switching off the machine.
Gripping the counter edge, I attempt to take deep breaths to calm my frayed nerves. I blink my eyes repeatedly, trying to dispel the overwhelming heaviness.
"It seems like you're having a bit of trouble there. Need some help?" he taunts from the side.
His words reverberate in my head like an insistent buzzer, making it increasingly difficult to maintain my composure.
"Listening to you talk makes me lose hope in humanity."
Desperate to remove the obstruction, I curl my fingers around the coffee mug and pick it up. But in the next instant, it slips from my grasp and crashes to the floor.
A yelp escapes my lips as the scalding liquid splashes onto my exposed skin.
"Shit!" Jonathan's voice rings out in panic as he swiftly wraps his fingers around my wrist, pulling me away from the mess I've made. I clutch onto his shirt to steady myself on wobbling legs.
His hold is firm yet gentle, skillfully balancing both qualities. The shattered mug scatters into countless pieces, littering the once pristine white floor.
Memories flood my mind, striking me like a harsh blow. I nibble on my bottom lip, the burning sensation numbing the weight of my hidden scars. Gripping my temples with the heels of my palms, I grit my teeth. Tears well up in my eyes as the pounding in my head intensifies.
It feels as though someone is mercilessly hammering my skull, refusing to relent until they find satisfaction. I want to scream, to slam my head against the wall, but I can't bring myself to do it.
"Hey, hey..." he calls to me calmly, and I tilt my head to meet his gaze. "Everything will be alright. You're fine. I've got you."
He pats my back, and I find bitter amusement in the irony of his words. His forehead creases as he studies my face with curiosity, and my heavy eyelids finally surrender, unable to hold on any longer.
"I am far far from
being fine...."




CHAPTER 3

"I wish I didn't care all the time "

- MELANIE MARTINEZ

Ibolt upright, gasping harshly as my hand shoots to my chest, feeling my heart thunder violently.
Instead of sobbing, I quickly cover my mouth, attempting to contain the outburst.
Rubbing the heels of my palms over my eyes, I adjust my blurry vision and glance down, spotting an IV tube attached to my left arm. Reaching up, I grab the primary IV bag and read the label, discovering it's an isotonic solution.
The white curtains are pulled apart, and Jonathan reveals himself, his expression decipherable - anger.. maybe a little bit worried? My eyebrows shoot up as I survey the chamber—it's Jonathan's chamber.
"You've slept like a log for six hours. What happened? Mind explaining?" he questions, situating himself in his black leather armchair.
There's nothing to explain.
I can't discuss the frequency of my all-nighters and over time, as I prepare myself and delve into other divisions of psychology to ward off the nightmares. Those memories are gruesome, sapping my strength whenever I revisit them. I can no longer be the fragile girl who couldn't stand up for herself.
"How did I end up here out of all places?" I ask instead.
"I carried you." He shrugs casually. "Now, if you want to believe you outgrew two extra pairs of limbs for walking when you're unconscious, then I have no words for that."
Jonathan and his choice of words never fails to madden me.
"And what have you been doing these past six hours instead of waking me up?" I raise a questioning brow.
"I watched you."
My lips twist in disdain, " I missed my appointments. Thanks to you. Now I will be hearing alot from Dr.Well's."
I smoothly slip myself out from the blankets and remove the cannula. Wincing at the pain, I slowly peel off the tape. Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I begin to search for my heels.
A pair of leather shoes enter my line of vision. I lift my head to meet his gaze and he presses his index finger on the middle of my forehead.
I instinctively try to bat away his hand, but he grabs my shoulders, firmly laying me back on the bed. In an attempt to escape, I throw my arms up, but he looms over me, giving me a hard glare. I mirror the hatred I feel for his presence.
"Don't be rude to me. It's the least you could do after I saved you from that embarrassing fall at lunch break." His words momentarily silence me, leaving me blinking in response.
My hands rest on his chest, feeling the thudding of his heart beneath his skin. Shaking my head, I retract my hand, surrendering the fight.
"I would have thanked you, but I suddenly remember the stunt you pulled this morning. So, I've changed my mind," I shrug, feigning indifference.
"Good girl," he concedes, evidently unaware of my inner turmoil, before releasing his grip on me.
The closeness was becoming suffocating.
It's unhealthy, rousing my inner beast to seek vengeance.
But for now, I should remain still, fighting the temptation to commit an inexplicable act of violence.
"Our team seemed overly generous today, granting you a day off to recover your strength. Perhaps I should try being a bit dramatic and enact today's events, so he'll offer me a day off," he remarks, a smirk tugging at the corners of his mouth as he walks over to the cabinet.
I offer no response, squeezing my eyes shut.
The pounding headache subsides, and I eagerly want to return to my work schedule. Keeping myself occupied helps me forget the other lingering issues that have affected me. With my arm covering my eyes, I let out a sigh.
When I raise my arm slightly, I catch a glimpse of what he's doing—tearing a packet. I poke my inner cheek with my tongue, observing a PRP injection shining in his palm, his stethoscope wrapped around his neck.
Despite being in a department that deals with mental issues, we've been taught some basic medical knowledge.
"Eat the chocolate. I kept it on the side table," he commands, and I snort in response.
I never knew I had given him the position to command me, so I choose to ignore him.
I can hear him muttering something under his breath. The sound of his footfalls is prominent as he walks closer to the bed I'm lying on.
Wrapping his fingers around my forearm, he lifts it and shines a bright torch directly into my eyes. In reflex, I shove him away and sit up straight. That is not the way I want to be treated under him.
"You could give a forewarning before doing something like that. It could blind my vision," I pinch the bridge of my nose, annoyed.
Jonathan juts out his lips while displaying a blank face.
I cross my arms defensively.
His mouth tightens.
I glare at him.
His voice becomes low and serious. "Well, I have to do something for you to listen to me. I have to take your blood sample and send it to a phlebotomist. It's not every day I witness you say something like that and lose consciousness."
I suck in a startled breath. I don't remember screaming or saying anything to make him act like this.
His lips twitch, and I fight the urge to throw something at his head.
Something about Jonathan unfailingly brings out my childish side, even in a dire situation like this. "Do I sense concern lingering in your voice?"
Pulling my legs up to my chest, I hug them before resting my chin on them. I slowly rock my body back and forth, waiting for him to react.
Any reaction to satisfy me?
"I can't let my only mortal enemy die on me. I mean, why would I try to be the best version of myself when there would be no one to compete with?" He replies without looking, wearing a white glove on his right hand. Clutching the tourniquet, a BD A-Line Syringe, and a glass tube to preserve the blood, he strolls towards me.
I eye the equipment warily, scrunching up my nose in the process. "I guess I am a good competitor."
"I never said that," he raises an unimpressed brow.
Squinting his eyes, he takes hold of my forearm and inspects it. I curl my fingers inside my fist to make my veins more prominent, and he takes the opportunity to press his thumb on my veins harder than needed.
I glower while he winks back.
"Yeah, with a twisted series of your version of proverbs."
Something passes over his eyes as he stares at me, but it's gone before I can tell exactly what's whirling inside his brain.
My distrust is obvious when he clears his throat.
Jonathan takes the tourniquet tying it exactly four inches above the area from where he'll be drawing blood. Dampening the cotton ball with alcohol, he cleans the site. After letting it dry for a few seconds, he gently adjusts the needle over my skin.
It stings for a second.
Peeling my eyes from the syringe, I stare up at him. He has his brows snapped together, a muscle ticking in his jaw, and sweat glistening on his forehead.
I can feel his warmth radiating off him and draping over me, and for some odd reason, I find it rather comforting.
Releasing the tourniquet, he withdraws the needle.
Shaking my head, I glance back at my forearm. He has already pressed a dry cotton wool ball. I hold it in place with gentle pressure, extending and raising my arm.
"You finally found a girl you couldn't impress. You're delusional if you think I'll be all like those girls who will fall for your charm, Jonathan. I'm not like them," I come in harsher than I thought.
A pinch of guilt overpowers me, but I push it away.
He deserves it after months of tormenting me without any reason. Snorting at my words, he shakes his head while continuing to do his part of the job.
He pierces the stopper on the tube with the needle directly above the tube, using slow, steady pressure. Transferring every drop of the sample to the tube, he discards the used needle and the syringe.
Even though we always rile each other up, I won't deny that he's good at his profession. People respect him and regard him as a perfect man. Although I highly doubt the second part.
"Yes, you are not, and that's why I hate you. Always remember that."
With a heavy sigh, I recall the time when we first met. I cringe immediately. "You always make sure that I never forget that. You've proved that to me from day one."
With a half-shrug, he takes off the glove and places it on the table before resting his palms on the desk. "It seems like you don't need any supervision now that you've resumed throwing your hatred at me. Take your leave; I have to close my cabin."
"I didn't ask for your help, but whatever."
He tips his chin towards the door and heads for his bag, but I stop him by gripping his shoulder. He turns around in question and then follows my finger, pointing to the ground.
His eyes widen slightly as he quickly picks up the bracelet, nervously putting it back.
"Thanks," he says genuinely, pursing his lips.
I watch him intently, trying to comprehend why that bracelet is so important to him.
I never caught him genuinely freaking out until today.
My brows furrow when he nudges me with his elbow.
And he's back to his old self. Is he a shenanigan?
His playful smile suddenly disappears as he adopts a more serious expression. "Don't beat yourself up for so long...but never forget."
Before I can reply or process those heavily weighted words, he walks out the door, leaving me lost in my thoughts.
No one can see the past through me, but he sees right through me, and I'm afraid of the consequences.
I'm afraid of confiding in him.
The mere thought of him knowing about my demons sends a cold shiver down my spine. Even if he has a single bit of care for me now, it will vanish the second he learns about me.




CHAPTER 4

Jonathan





Surrendering to the cool air is neither a form of self-punishment nor an attempt to evoke any specific feeling.
I find a peculiar sense of comfort in the way the cold envelops me, freezing my pulsing veins. The numbness in my fingertips is a self-soothing strategy, a coping mechanism.
It's preferable to shiver from the cold than to tremble for no reason.
Cold wind splashes across my face, instantly alerting my senses. I release a sigh as I lean against the railing, gazing upward.
The grey clouds gradually obscure the moon, denying its radiant rays to illuminate the town. It's a place filled with individuals who prioritize only themselves, where sacrifice seems necessary for any gain.
My gaze lowers to the bracelet adorning my wrist. Most people in my position would believe that letting go of things that remind them of their past is always the better choice.
But not for me.
I cling to these cherished mementos, reliving moments when happiness and hope prevailed, savoring the special memories.
With quivering fingers, I caress the bracelet. The memories continue to haunt me every day. If only I had arrived home earlier than usual, perhaps I wouldn't have witnessed the lifeless body of my sister on the cold floor. I close my eyes tightly, clenching my fists.
That was the only day when her face appeared at peace, with a faint smile gracing her lips.
Who could have anticipated that death held the key to her peace?
A loud creak of the door grabs my attention, causing me to straighten my back instantly.
Amid the night, there's only one person who dares to invade my space, knowing I won't utter a word.
I whirl around, crossing my arms over my chest, and fix Archer with a questioning gaze.
Archer raises his shoulders in a half-shrug before revealing the head pillow he had concealed behind his back. I draw in a deep breath. The three of us used to sleep together during intense fights brewing downstairs. Sometimes, we even built castles using our pillows, envisioning it as our future home. A dream we all nurtured, anticipating a time when we would grow older and earn enough.
However, my sister has already departed. This room now holds nothing but her lingering memories.
"I can't sleep. I thought you would be awake too, so why not keep me company?" Archer raises his eyebrows expectantly.
I nod and rub my forearms. The freezing weather is finally starting to affect me.
"Well, how about a midnight road journey now?"
Confusion clouds his features as his gaze shifts to the table clock on the coffee table. Carrying the pillow to my bed, he walks over to the table and picks up the clock.
"Where do you want to go?" His voice is gentle, laced with emotion.
He knows exactly where I want to go.
"You know, brother," I mutter under my breath.
The death of our sister is an inexpressible loss, and comprehending a world without her remains a difficult feat for us both. He places the clock back in its position and jerks his head in my direction.
"Let's make a stop at the shop. I need to grab something before we head out."
The journey to our destination proceeds in silence.
I steal a brief glimpse of Archer, who has lowered the window, allowing the cold air to brush against his face, tousling his hair. Moistening my lips, I disengage the accelerator and apply moderate force on the brake pedal, smoothly downshifting the gears to the first.
The car comes to a halt, and he swiftly grabs the door handle, pushing it open.
Closing my eyes, I allow my forehead to meet the steering wheel. A shaky breath escapes my lips. Despite my attempts to display strength, I am not handling everything well. However, as the older brother, all I can do is smile and feign indifference.
It's only a matter of time before I find myself facing a similar situation once again.
Perhaps, if I had mustered the courage back then to stand before her, defend her, and offer my help, everything would be different. I am jolted from my thoughts when the door closes with a click, and my brother settles a bouquet of Pincushion flowers on his lap.
These flowers symbolize power and peace —qualities we desperately need in our lives.
Gulping down the boulder lodged in my throat, I engage the clutch entirely with my left foot and shift the gear lever into first gear. Now that my car is in motion again, I release the accelerator and push down on the clutch.
The rest of the car ride fills with silence as none of us dare to utter a single word. Finally, we reach our destination, and I park the car in front of the gate before we both step out.
Shoving my hands deeper into the pockets of my leather jacket, I take slow steps toward the graveyard.
Archer walks in front of me, stroking the flowers. Halting in his tracks, he hangs his head low.
My lips twitch as I read the inscription written over the ledger.
A beloved daughter and sister.
Will forever reside in our hearts.
Jude Rodriguez.
"Hello to my lovely sister. How are you doing?" Archer speaks up, shoveling away the snow piled over the pedestal using the back of his hand.
Grazing his fingers over the ogee top of the tombstone, he chuckles before placing the flowers.
I notice how he is fighting back the tears on the verge of spilling. Instinctively, my hand grasps his shoulder in support. He turns to look at me, his jaw clenched and his lower lip quivering. My heart breaks into a million tiny pieces. I hate to see him vulnerable, to see tears in his eyes.
I try to give a lopsided grin and pat his back, knowing all my attempts are futile at this moment.
"I miss her so much, Jo. It pains me to even think about it."
He rests his forehead on my shoulder, allowing the tears to flow. Tears fill the brim of my eyes, and I look heavenward to suppress them. The least I can do is comfort him, knowing I have no power to change the situation.
"Me too, Archer." My voice shakes with the emotions I hold back. "Do you want some alone time? Should I leave?"
The shake of his head is short and quick. He doesn't want to be left alone. Sighing, I lift his head from my shoulder and step away. My hands squeeze into fists as I kneel by our sister's grave.
Archer watches me with a closed-up expression, but soon he follows. "Jude, just to let you know, Archer hasn't been taking care of his health since you left him under my guidance. He's being a shitty brother."
I fold my hands in my lap, trying to lighten the atmosphere between us. His mouth snaps shut, and I raise a brow in amusement.
He knows I'm not wrong.
"Yeah, whatever." He waves his hand, pressing his palms against his cheek.
The corners of his lips tip up slightly before he peels off his gaze to stare at the moon. I shake my head, laughing to myself.
At least my attempts to lighten the situation bear fruit. My gaze roams around the graveyard, thousands of tombstones. Some have freshly bloomed flowers, while others carry dried ones. Snow has gathered over the stones, indicating that some people haven't visited their loved ones for a while. For once, I wish to know how they're able to let go of people they were once attached to.
In my profession, I help people recover from the pain they're suffering, but what about the pain I carry?
Is there any chance left for me to be redeemed?
The phone buzzes in my pocket, and I sigh before lifting my hip to pull out the device that dares to interrupt our peace.
I rub my eyes to look at the screen again. I can't believe what I'm seeing. Olivia just texted me that she arrived home safely, along with a skull emoji.
I snort.
For someone who always claims to hate my presence, she sure cares about thanking me for doing the bare minimum.
She reminds me of my sister; the way she gracefully presents herself and her fearless, never-give-up attitude makes her stand out from the crowd. Even if she gets on my nerves and riles me up, I surely respect her for that.
"It seems like you are lost in another world. Back to earth," Archer waves his hand in front of my eyes, and my gaze meets his unwavering ones.
He angles his chin towards my phone screen, and I lower my gaze back to the device.
Nibbling on my bottom lip, I think of a response.
A slow grin comes over my lips as I type out the words.
Jonathan: Good to hear that, luv. Don't forget to close your doors and curtains at night.
Her reply comes in an instant.
Olivia: Do I get a bonus point if I act as if I care? And don't call me Luv. Bye.
"Well, that's a nice way of getting rejected by a girl. Our sister would be so proud of what you have become," Archer snickers as I glare at him.
I switch off my phone and keep it back in my pocket.
"Jonathan, even if you are trying to show that you are over it, you're not. You don't have to be a tough guy in front of me; I know what it feels like. I'll be waiting for you in the car. You need some time with her." Glancing back at our sister, he speaks up. "Goodbye, for now, Jude. We'll meet again soon."
Throwing a small smile in my direction, he makes his way out, leaving me wondering how he's able to understand what's happening inside my head. My eyes land on my flowers, and I take a slow, calming breath.
A lone tear rolls down my cheek as I wipe it away.
My hands make their way over the tombstone, and I trace my fingers along the surface of the granite.
"This shadow is consuming me, and I don't feel like I have anywhere to hide anymore. You and Archer are the reason I believe in a family, and now that you're gone, a part of me is buried with you. I don't know if I'll ever be healed."
I sniffle while clenching and unclenching my fists. My teeth start to clatter as the sky grows darker and the heavy breeze starts to flow. The snow-covered ground dampens my pants, and I have to stand up on my feet to avoid getting diagnosed with frostbite.
A snow shower is about to happen, and before that, we should return home, or we'll be stuck in the snow shower.
"Until next time, sister. Your bracelet gives me a sense of comfort, and that's the only thing helping me to move on with life."
I trace the beads of my bracelet, a small smile playing over my lips.
"Our forever bracelets say we will be together forever. But what do beads and threads know about real life?"
Inhaling a sharp breath, I manage to broaden my smile.
We never part with gloomy faces.
"I love you, sister. I'm so sorry for not being with you when you needed me."
It's not light or fireflies in my heart. It's the remaining ashes that are burning out.
I turn around, my heart feeling heavier than usual as I walk away from her.




CHAPTER 5

"But I want to live and

not just survive "
- ADELE



Ifeel like I'm dreaming.
It's the only possible explanation for what I'm witnessing. There's no way that I could be looking at my mother, the very woman I've been mourning for years. The woman who was killed, the woman we held a funeral for and said our goodbyes to. She shouldn't exist anymore. She can't be standing in front of me.
But it is her. There's no mistaking it.
The first thing I notice is her eyes—those dirty moss irises that I always wished I had. Her hair, a warm, radiating blonde, is something Felix and I never inherited. I've always wanted to resemble my beautiful mother.
The woman before me now is still beautiful but in a haunting way. She looks much older than the last time I saw her, with faint lines that unmistakably reveal her age. Her face bears the marks of scars.
I can't help but fixate on the thin, red, ribbony line that starts from her temple and drags down to her mouth. The cut isn't neat, and I can sense that she fought against whoever tried to mark her. She looks like a fighter, unlike the frail, and quiet woman I remember.
"Mom?" I ask tentatively, taking a step closer.
This feels too good to be real, and if it were a dream, I would refuse to wake up and face reality.
"Hey, Sweetie." A small smile tugs at the corners of her eyes as I inhale sharply. My legs shake so violently that I end up gripping my desk to stay upright. She notices and reaches out her hands to help, but I push them away.
Over time, I've forgotten simple things like the sound of her voice, her scent, and the way she used to embrace me.
But her eyes have always remained unforgettable. They radiate love for the right people, and in this moment, they shine upon me. Or at least, that's what I want to believe.
I hate to admit it, but rather than feeling content, anger consumes my thoughts.
All these years, I've been fed a lie — a lie that has altered the course of my life.
She's alive, and she never came back to us. She never thought to send a text disclosing her whereabouts, leaving us mourning for years.
"How are you?" she asks in a gentle voice.
However, the sound of her voice echoes in my ears.
I know she genuinely wants to know how I'm doing, but that simple question won't erase the years of agony my brother, and I have endured.
"How are you even alive?" I speak up, not bothering to wait for her response. "I remember every detail. I saw your body. We buried you. So, how?" I try to keep my voice steady, but it quivers nonetheless.
A few tears escape and roll down my cheek, which I hastily wipe away. Her eyes well up with tears as she reaches to touch my face.
I step away. I can't allow her to do it. I'm not sure I can handle being touched by her.
"I had to go away. It was for the best," she sighs while I let out a bitter laugh at her feeble attempt at redemption.
"That's your explanation for what you did to us? You faked your death and left us to live with a deranged man who had no control over his actions."
My lips tighten as I clench my fist, digging my fingernails deep into my palm.
She lowers her head and takes a seat, a display of remorse. The way she invites herself to be comfortable around me makes my insides clench. How can she believe that I would be comfortable in her presence when she shows up without any announcement, giving me a shock I never wish to encounter?
"I'm tired of trying to stay strong. I've spent most of my life sacrificing things, and I don't want to sacrifice anything anymore. I love you to death, but for the first time, I choose myself over anyone else."
The way she casually speaks these words without any remorse makes me scoff. She is the woman who once made me feel like the world was a better place. She is not the mother I once knew.
"How are you still alive? Come clean." I grit my teeth, emphasizing each word. She is avoiding this question like the plague, and I am determined to get an answer from her.
An hour ago, I might have believed that I was hallucinating, but her actions confirmed the existence of things I never knew. She tucks a loose strand of gray hair behind her ear and glances up at me. Her unwavering gaze holds my wavering one. I couldn't maintain it any longer, so I break eye contact.
My mouth opens as I take small breaths, trying to steady myself.
"When you and your brother weren't home, me and your father had a terrible fight. I told him that I would be leaving soon. I had already packed my bags. He didn't take it well, I suppose."
My mouth gapes open in shock, and I find myself speechless. I run my fingers through my hair and tug at it hard, realizing that all my anger is directed toward someone who didn't deserve it.
My father doesn't deserve it.
He acts that way because he has been compelled to.
I can't blame him for that.
"Don't you feel even a hint of regret?" I turn my back to her and take deep breaths, trying to prevent my anxiety from surfacing. She lost the right to know my weaknesses the moment she stepped into my cabin. "You chose yourself over your children, who were too young to handle the world's scrutiny. Why did you give birth in the first place?"
She shuffles nervously, her eyes darting around. She didn't expect me to ask that question.
"I thought that if I had children, I might stop thinking about leaving. Your father wanted a girl and a boy. I gave him both. Yet, my heart was still restless, even after having you two. I wanted more. I wanted to see the world and build a happy life for myself, without any distractions."
I suck in a huge and painful breath as if I've been deprived of oxygen for hours. A heavyweight settles in my chest, making it hard to do anything but stand still in shock.
A long silence passes as I try to exhale but fail repeatedly.
Her harsh words make me flinch in defiance because a significant part of me refuses to believe them.
It can't be true.
How am I supposed to believe that the woman who raised me, and my brother, who taught me how to ride a bike, kissed my scraped palms and bruises, and allowed me to have an education, was all a pretense of care? I was just an experiment to her.
"Leave," I say, the gravel lodged in my throat.
"What?" she asks, perplexed, but still stands up on her legs. "You don't want to talk to me anymore? We haven't seen each other for fifteen years. I know I've made mistakes, but I'm here now to make amends. We have a lot to discuss."
"No, we don't."
She flinches at my harsh tone. She deserves that.
"Listen to me. You can't just dismiss me like that."
"Oh, yes, I can."
My jaw goes slack, and red-hot anger slowly blinds my vision. I remind myself that I am still in the hospital, and I can't create a scene that could attract attention and jeopardize my job. "Now get out of my sight and never contact me again."
"If you think your father is capable of taking care of you, then you're mistaken. You'll need me sooner or later." She grips the strap of her bag and squares her shoulders defiantly.
A dry laugh escapes my lips.
She has no idea how wrong she is.
I survived without her for the past six years. I was the only one who held our family together, ensuring that my brother had a peaceful teenage life. I am perfectly capable of living on my own.
She whirls around, heads towards the door, and pulls it open.
"Wait," I call out to her, and she halts in her steps. She looks over her shoulder and offers a small smile, probably hoping that I might give in. But I won't give her the satisfaction of victory.
"Never dare to come face to face with Felix. If you do, there will be consequences."
The smile vanishes from her lips, causing my heart to skip a beat. I felt a moment of ecstasy when she stepped into the cabin, but now, reality hits me hard, and every ounce of love and respect I had for her turned into utter disgust.
Hate is a strong word, and I can't hate her for something like this.
With a grunt, she steps out and slams the door shut with a loud clank.
I close my eyes and curl my fingers around the table. Nibbling on my bottom lip, I let out a strangled cry, allowing myself to release the pain I'm feeling.
Throughout my life, I have come to believe that we are forever bound to those we share blood with, and while we may not choose our family, that bond can either be our greatest strength or our deepest regret. At this moment, I believe that this bond is my deepest regret.
I struggle with tears that refuse to come.
It feels like every teardrop stuck inside me is an additional burden, weighing me down. But no matter how desperately I try, my eyes burn with dryness.
Pushing aside the files, I search for my pills.
Where the fuck are my pills?
My hands fumble across the table, desperately searching for my pills, but there's no trace of them.
My breaths grow shorter, my heart pounds harder than usual, and gradually, my vision blurs. I shake my head, trying to dispel the overpowering dizziness and open the drawer.
My trembling fingers grasp the bottle, attempting to unscrew the cap. After successfully twisting it open, I turn it upside down over my palm, and thankfully, a pill comes to my rescue.
Clutching the water cup, I quickly shove the pill into my mouth before lifting the glass to my lips, taking a huge gulp of water. Panic attacks have always been my unwelcome companion.
Over time and with medication, I've managed to overcome them, but today, her presence unleashes the inner demon inside me.
It's insane how someone's absence or presence can profoundly impact a person's life. I started taking pills when she left, and now, once again, I have taken one because she has returned.
What irony!
It's almost laughable in the face of my disastrous life.
Gripping the edges of the desk I slump back into the chair, holding my head between my palms.
A piercing ache lingers in the region of my heart, but I push it away, finding solace in my anger. Heartache and outrage wage war within me, each fueling my soul.
Lifting my head, I cup my mouth to muffle the scream that threatens to escape. A scream might provide some relief, but the surroundings are not suitable. Venting my anger through screams would only lead to disaster if anyone were to catch wind of it.
So, I decide it's better to go home. I feel safer there than anywhere else.
◆◆◆
I repeatedly smack the steering wheel with the heel of my palm, tears streaming down my face. Gripping the wheel tightly, I press my forehead against the cool leather, pinching my eyes shut.
My shoulders tremble as I continue to cry silently. It's just a conversation, yet it tears me apart from the inside out.
When I've had enough of self-pity and my cries begin to subside, I fumble through my purse for my phone, skimming through my contacts with shaky hands.
My first instinct is to click on Felix's name, but he's probably in the middle of work. My next instinct is to call Aesira, but... we haven't spoken for a week. Just casual morning and night wishes when our paths cross. She carries her burdens, unwilling to share, and I won't force her to do so.
Realizing that there's no one else I can call, a familiar blanket of sadness engulfs me. I'm lonelier than I care to admit, but no one would ever suspect that based on my outward persona.
At least, not the mask I wear all the time.
I wipe my eyes, clearing away the tears, and step out of the car to be greeted by my apartment. The living room light is on, indicating that Aesira is still awake.
"That's it," I mutter aloud to myself. "I need a drink."
I stumble into the kitchen, feeling lightheaded from all the crying. A drink may not be the best idea, but I'm not in the mood to make wise decisions.
Thankfully Aesira is nowhere to be seen, so it won't be difficult for me. Jonathan warned me about drinking just a few days ago when I lost consciousness, but now is not the time to comply with those instructions. Thoughts of him fade away, helping me maintain enough sobriety to find a glass. I open the liquor cabinet and pour a shot of the strongest drink.
Filling it to the brim, I place the bottle beside it. Curling my fingers around the glass, I let out a chuckle. Pinching my eyes shut, I lift the glass to my lips and take a huge gulp. The fiery liquid glides down my throat as I slam the glass down, welcoming the bittersweet sensation.
This will have to suffice.
Walking over to the couch, I collapse onto the plush, inviting cushions. Lying on my stomach with one arm dangling over the armrest, I close my eyes, and will my thoughts dissipate.
A yawn escapes me, and my eyes lazily open and close. My brain may be on overdrive today, but today's events drained my energy.




CHAPTER 6

“ They say that the world was built for two

Only worth living if somebody is loving you “
- LANA DEL REY





My phone continues to ring, marking the tenth call I've received today, and I persistently ignore it. I don't spare the screen a single glance as I gaze out of the window in my bedroom, lost in thoughts about yesterday's unexpected encounter.
Lazily, my gaze swivels back to the numbers on my alarm clock. I stare at them despairingly, without blinking, as if they might miraculously change.
No such luck.
A burning sensation immediately forms at the back of my throat, making it difficult to speak whenever I try.
What happened yesterday is finally starting to make sense to me. However, I am still struggling to comprehend the speed at which that incident unfolded. As soon as that thought crosses my mind, pain implodes in my temples, and my brain feels like it's on fire.
I wince, instinctively gripping my head with my hands. Someone pounds forcefully on my door. And here I thought it was my mind playing tricks on me again.
"What?" I call out in annoyance, whimpering as I roll to my side and curl into a ball.
"Olivia?"
I struggle to swallow, my mouth dry, and the puffiness of my eyes evident. Auburn strands of hair cling to my forehead. Reluctantly, I push myself up onto my elbows, then onto my feet to stand. The room tilts, and I grasp the couch's armrest to steady myself before I stumble again. There's a swirling sensation in my gut that shoots up to my throat in an instant, and I slap a hand over my mouth, afraid I'll vomit.
Convinced that the sounds are just mere figments of my imagination, I take hesitant steps toward the front door. I inhale deeply before swinging it open.
"Hey," Aesira gently says, her lips devoid of a smile. Her voice is rough and scratchy, a sign that she has been crying for hours. Even in such a state, she took the initiative to knock on my door.
"I heard something crashing down, so I came to check on you. Are you okay?"
I should ask her the same question, but I refrain from doing so. If she wants to share her difficulties, she will do it in her own time. I'll listen.
Clearing my throat, I reply, "Yeah, I'm fine."
The ends of her brown hair dance around her shoulders as she shakes her head. I step aside to let her enter, but she shakes her head again. With furrowed eyebrows, I cross my arms over my chest and lean against the doorframe.
Her gaze flickers to mine. "I made you breakfast. You weren't there during breakfast time, and you rarely miss it."
That's when I notice the polythene bag in her hands. Instantly, a smile spreads across my lips, and I shake my head. She never fails to surprise me.
"So, you bought my favorite snacks? Seriously, Aesira?"
Aesira presses her lips together and takes a few steps inside my room, placing the polythene bag on my table before turning around. Dragging my feet toward the couch, I throw myself onto it and pat the spot beside me.
"Just join me. You can see what a mess I am."
She gives me a quick once-over and wearily makes her way to me.
I push away the events of yesterday and the shocking revelation that I still struggle to believe, focusing instead on the person sitting next to me. Without uttering a word, Aesira starts unpacking the food items and arranging them for me. Somehow, my thoughts drift back to my mother.
Comparing the past to the present, it feels like a never-ending nightmare. The nightmare that has never left me now seems too real.
My lips twitch, and a scoff escapes me. That small noise grabs Aesira's attention, and her concentration is now fully on me. Her face reveals genuine concern and worry. I shift in my seat under her scrutinizing gaze. She knows about my past, and from her keen observation, she may have figured out what's going on.
A small sigh escapes her lips as she straightens her back and offers me a slice of pie. My eyes dart between her face and the food. She gestures toward the pie with her chin. Taking a small bite, I hum in satisfaction as the sweetness floods my taste buds.
From the corner of my eye, I see Aesira lower her hand, her expression guarded. I want to know what's happening in her life, but dealing with my struggles has consumed me lately.
Swallowing, I say, "You haven't shown me your artwork recently. When are you planning to share it with me?"
Her shoulders slump, and I realize I've made a grave mistake by bringing up a topic to continue our conversation.
"Soon," she replies meekly, her voice fragile.
I can hear the pain in her trembling voice and the effort she makes to keep it steady. Slowly, I place my hands over her restless ones and stroke them gently. She lowers her head, avoiding my gaze.
Words of comfort won't make her feel safe and comfortable. I'd rather speak the truth to uplift her.
"I had a pretty awful day, Aesira. But you made up for it."
The corners of her eyes crinkle. "You should go for a walk. It's better than being confined within these four walls. I'll accompany you if you want."
"I'll consider it. Thanks for the snacks." I make finger hearts and pucker my lips, inching closer to her.
Her face contorts into disgust, and she uses her palm to push my face away. I burst into laughter.
I do live for Aesira's diverse expressions.
◆◆◆
Crossing my arms over my chest, I stroll through the park, observing the various behaviors and patterns of the people around me.
Parents picking up their children from school, people hurrying to their workplaces, and a few children engaging in a game of hide and seek while others engage in different activities.
A lump forms in my throat.
Since my mother's departure—technically, she didn't die; she simply left us for her selfish desires—my life has never been the same.
As the eldest child, it became my responsibility to take care of myself and Felix. He was too young at that time to comprehend what had happened that day. I'm uncertain if Mom has reached out to him as well, but if she has, Felix would have called me by now.
Lost in my thoughts, I fail to notice the obstacle in front of me and accidentally bump into it.
"Shit, sorry," I immediately apologize.
"Are you okay, miss?"
I freeze, recognizing that damn voice.
My heart sinks to my stomach when I spin on my heel, locking eyes with those familiar blue orbs. In the very next second, my mouth twists in disdain.
Out of all the seven billion people in the world, it had to be him.
The one and only Jonathan.
Recognition dawns on his features as he looks down.
"Am I meeting my irksome nemesis in the park? My bad days begin," he exaggerates while I shake my head.
"I'm going to throw up," I pat my chest, mockingly making a gagging sound.
Jonathan's eyes widen in alarm at my remark, and he immediately gathers my hair into a ponytail, holding it up. "There's a bush over there."
I swat away his hand. "I mean figuratively, after seeing you."
"Oh, right," he nods to himself.
Suddenly, he takes a small step closer, and somehow it feels like there's no distance between us.
His voice is quiet as he asks, "But why do you look so... I mean, are you levitating about all the messes you've made through the years, luv?"
There are a million and one ways I want to respond to that, but what comes out instead is, "I'm going home."
I try to walk past him, but he stops me with a hand on my waist, and I inhale sharply at his unexpected touch. His fingers slowly slide to my back, and he exerts the slightest pressure with his palm to nudge me forward, bringing us toe-to-toe.
"What the hell are you doing?" I whisper.
"Tell me what's happening. I know we're not great acquaintances, but if you can, you can confide in me," he counters in a murmur.
"Oh, now you want to know about my life? Now you care? You're just going to ask all these personal questions as if you have a right to know the answers," I retort, aware of my frustrating bluntness.
He flinches. I know I hit a nerve.
"You think I'm worried about you?" He steps back, his hand dropping from my back to his side. "Get over yourself."
"I can't stand you," I scoff.
He gazes straight ahead with his nose scrunched up. "Then sit down."
I run my tongue over my bottom lip, biting it hard. The atmosphere between us suddenly thickens, but how could I forget that he never takes anything seriously?
"Dowdy," he says gruffly, clearing his throat suspiciously.
"What?" I respond to his sudden comment.
When I do a quick once-over of my outfit, my lips thin, and I let out a long sigh.
I've just given him another opportunity to tease me during work hours. Why am I dumb enough to come out in my night suit, only wearing a sweater and a scarf?
"Just tape your mouth or I might do it myself."
He lifts his hand, placing it on my head, and I yelp.
A slow, devious grin spreads across his lips as he ruffles my hair, and irritation overpowers my senses. I try to bat away his hand, but he doesn't budge an inch.
Why is this man so damn irritating?
"Leave me, you dumbass," I start throwing punches at his chest, attempting to inflict some physical pain, but nothing seems to bother him. "Don't talk to me; someone might mistake us for friends."
He simply enjoys watching me struggle, trying my hardest to escape his series of tormenting moments.
"Don't put too much pressure on this little brain, okay? Someday it might burst," he pats my head and lowers his face so we are at eye level.
I purse my lips, my forehead creasing, and I clench my fist, ready to deliver a punch right at his face.
"This brain has enough power to make guys like you realize their actual position," I snort, grabbing his chin and pulling his face closer to mine. Our lips inch apart, almost touching.
His eyes widen at my audacity, and I can't help but laugh at his stunned expression. "You should learn about personal space, boy; I've heard it helps you stay in a safer position."
Shoving his face away, I take a few steps back.
With a smirk playing on my lips, I imitate a goodbye and throw a wink in his direction before walking back home.
I came to clear my mind, and I hate to admit it, but that guy always helps me forget everything.




CHAPTER 7

"You're the raise on the waves that calm me down"

- ONE DIRECTION





For a fleeting moment, an unwelcome gaze falls upon me, sending an unpleasant shiver down my spine. However, it quickly dissipates.
Stealthily scanning my surroundings and finding only patients, workers, and doctors, I dismiss the irrational paranoia.
"Olivia, good morning," Isabella greets me the moment I rest my hand on the door.
I glance back at her and smile. "Good morning, Bel. How are things between you and Alex?"
Shifting from one foot to another, Isabella shyly tucks strands of hair behind her ear.
Right on cue, Alex strolls over to her, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and pulling her close.
I raise an amused brow.
"Are you talking to my girlfriend?" he asks, flashing a lopsided grin while my gaze alternates between them.
Leaning against the door, I cross my arms over my chest and reply, "You two make a great couple. So, who made the first move?"
"That would be me," Isabella says, raising her hand. The corners of her eyes crinkle when she grins. "And thank you for giving me a heads-up that night."
"It was my pleasure." I nod. "Let's catch up during the break again; I have some appointments right now."
"Sure. Bye," she waves, while Alex mouths a small goodbye.
Turning on their heels, they head back to their respective cabins. Alex plants a gentle kiss on Isabella's cheek before pulling away, leaving a flustered Isabella standing there.
Tearing my eyes away from the lovey-dovey couple, I push the door open and step inside.
Alone in the sleek confines of my cabin, I sink into the leather chair behind the black wooden desk. The emotions I had suppressed suddenly surge forward, disrupting my peace. I close my eyes and take deep breaths to regain composure. I can't effectively communicate with a patient if I'm not in the right headspace.
After a few minutes, I slowly open my eyes and offer a smile. I feel better now. My gaze falls upon a paper bag resting on my desk.
How did I miss it earlier?
Perplexed, I reach for the paper bag and tear it open, revealing various medications inside—cough and cold medicine, fever medication, headache relief, and pain relievers.
Quickly rising from my seat, I stride out of my cabin, walking toward the reception desk. Hopefully, I can find some answers there. I sincerely hope my mother isn't behind this.
"Hey, has anyone dropped off these medicines for me?" I inquire as soon as I reach the desk, but there's no response.
With furrowed eyebrows, I lean in and stifle a snort when I catch sight of the person peacefully sprawled in their comfortable chair. Tapping on the glass, I try to get Eden's attention, but it seems he's lost in his world. Drool trickles from his mouth, and he hastily wipes it away with the back of his palm before drifting back to sleep.
I grimace in distaste.
Eden, about twenty years old, works part-time at the reception. He's also Alex's brother. Looking at him reminds me of Felix during his teenage years.
Now, Felix has grown up and become more mature. There are no traces of the gentle boy I once knew.
But how can Eden sleep so peacefully, as if he carries no burdens? He stays up until midnight and leaves the hospital after everyone else. He deserves this one-hour nap before the hospital becomes busy again with patients.
However, I'm curious to know who bought these medicines for me. Once again, I feel someone's gaze fixed upon me, prompting me to turn on my heel and search for the source.
No one is in sight.
What's wrong with me today? Why do I sense someone watching me? Something feels off today. I can't quite put my finger on it, but it seems like something or someone is missing from my usual routine.
It's not normal.
With a casual shrug of my shoulders, I tuck the bag under my arm.
Let's just get through the day.
◆◆◆
 
A tired sigh escapes my lips as I complete writing the last prescription before my break. I stretch my arms above my head, a yawn involuntarily slipping out. Feeling drained and exhausted, I rest my head on the desk momentarily. A cup of coffee will provide some relief.
After I organize the papers on the desk, I reach for my phone to check for any texts from Felix.
Nothing.
Shaking my head to dispel the thoughts, I make my way to the canteen. Grabbing a cup, I switch on the coffee machine and place it on the holder. Humming to myself, I try to keep those nagging thoughts at bay while I wait for the cup to fill.
"Hey, do you know if Dr. Jonathan Rodriguez is free right now?" someone interrupts, causing me to pause my movements.
Just as I suspected, someone is missing from my daily routine—Jonathan and his tantrums.
"If you have an appointment, you should wait for the call," I reply, switching off the machine. Turning around, I take a sip from my cup, studying the person standing before me. He possesses a resemblance to Jonathan—good-looking with similar features.
"Are you a family member of Jonathan?" I ask skeptically.
He nods, a smile playing at the corners of his lips. "I'm sorry to bother you, but I can see everyone is busy. Jonathan isn't answering his calls, and I don't want to disturb him in his cabin. Could you please ask him to come out?"
"But-
"Please," he requests, his green eyes flickering with a familiar emotion.
"Oh, alright. Wait here. I'll call him," I manage a smile and drag my weary feet towards Jonathan's cabin.
Why do I always get entangled with Jonathan?
I long for a day without him, yet he always manages to appear in some way or another. Without bothering to knock, I enter his office.
I suppress a laugh upon finding him sprawled in his chair, his arm shielding his eyes. As if he anticipated the interruption, he responds without opening his eyes.
"Busy."
I give him an empty stare and retort, "What do you mean you're busy? You're free and have no appointments until 3 pm. You could at least answer your phone when someone calls."
He cracks open his eyes and locks his gaze with mine. There's an unfamiliar indifference in his blue eyes today, something that unsettles me.
I shift uncomfortably under his unwavering stare. Loosening his tie, he rises from his chair and advances toward me, a wry smile spreading across his lips.
I catch a glimpse of his exposed skin before meeting his gaze once more. The smug glimmer in his eyes confirms that he noticed my sudden change in demeanor.
I don't like him, nor do I find him attractive, but when a man behaves this way, it's hard for someone like me to remain unaffected.
"Keeping tabs on me now, luv?" he taunts, feigning a pained expression as he clutches his chest. "I don't think my poor heart can handle all this care."
"Do you think you're so important that I would go out of my way to bother you?" I counter, crossing my arms and raising an eyebrow, projecting an air of nonchalance despite the anger simmering within.
"As if you haven't done so before," he scoffs.
Glaring at him, I grit my teeth. "You're deluding yourself if you think I'm keeping tabs on you. I simply wanted to inform you that a guy was looking for you downstairs."
"A guy? What did he look like?" His lips twitch before a thoughtful expression appears on his face.
"He appeared to be around twenty-three or twenty-four, tall..." I begin to explain, but his demeanor suddenly shifts, his features hardening as tension radiates from him.
Before I can finish describing the person, Jonathan walks past me, brushing against my shoulders in the process while I'm left hanging in the middle of my sentence.
How rude. But then again, when has he ever shown me politeness?
After a few moments of contemplation, I decide to follow him.
He doesn't seem like a patient, but if I can somehow gather valuable information that I could use to my advantage, it would be a win-win situation for me.
"Archer, what happened?" he inquires the moment he steps into the waiting area, with me silently trailing behind.
I know eavesdropping on their conversation isn't right, but curiosity gets the better of me.
"Brother—" That single word is enough to make me halt in my tracks.
Brother? I never knew he had a brother.
Maybe I shouldn't eavesdrop on their conversation.
Leaning against a wall, I take slow sips of my coffee, maintaining a distance from them. I don't bother keeping track of time until I reach the last sip.
Crushing the cup, I toss it into the trash and slip my hands into my coat pockets. Suddenly out of the blue, someone grabs my wrist and starts pulling me along.
I struggle to keep up with their pace, narrowing my eyes at the person's back.
Of course, it had to be Jonathan.
No one else would dare to do such things.
"Where are you taking me?" I ask a hint of exasperation in my voice, craning my neck to glimpse behind.
His brother is nowhere in sight.
"Out," he monotones, refusing to release his grip on my wrist.
"Have you lost your mind? Why the hell are you dragging me? Do I look like someone to be dragged around?"
Abruptly, he stops and turns to face me, still holding onto my wrist.
I try to wriggle free, but his grasp remains firm.
"Let go, Jonathan. I'm not in the mood for your games," I groan, feeling increasingly distressed.
"Sit," he commands, losing his hold on my wrist and urging me down onto a nearby bench.
Everything has happened so quickly that I struggle to make sense of the situation. Before I can question him, he beats me to it.
"You know my promotion party is tomorrow, right?" I narrow my eyes as I gaze at him. He sits beside me and closes his eyes. A frown on his lips.
"Yeah," I reply, rubbing my cold fingers together to generate warmth. "I won't be attending."
He nods to himself and then asks, "Can I lie on your lap?"
"Sure, okay... Wait, what?" His words finally register in my mind, and I struggle to understand the absurd request he has made.
Jonathan never cared about my opinion; he always did as he pleased. Shifting away from him, I firmly deny his request.
"No, get off me, you pig."
I wriggle and push him, but he wraps his arms around my torso, pulling me closer and burying his face into my stomach.
Defeated, I pinch the bridge of my nose. "Give me one good reason why I should let you sleep on my lap. You're always causing trouble."
"And, strangely, you've been there with me through all those troubles," he whispers, shuffling closer.
I let out a long sigh. "Well, I suppose I'll allow you to sleep on my lap because you helped me that day when I passed out."
No sooner do I finish speaking than I feel a drop of water fall on my skirt, causing me to freeze.
I blink several times, my heart pounding in my ears.
My breath catches in my throat.
Jonathan is crying. My mouth opens and closes involuntarily.
Jonathan, vulnerable and crying on my lap.
I don't know how to react in this situation. My fingers curl up inside my fist as more drops of water fall on my skirt. I spot a passerby and quickly removing my jacket, I drape it over Jonathan's face.
The least I can do is shield his vulnerable state from prying eyes. My shoulders sag as I watch him cling onto the jacket, curling himself up to seek more warmth from my body.
I'm unsure of what has happened, but a lingering sense of sadness permeates the air, weighing heavily upon me.
"Stay. Don't go anywhere," he pleads, his voice filled with distress and desperation.
The urge to run my fingers through his blonde hair overwhelms me, and I slowly withdraw my hand from my pocket.
However, I hesitate, my hand hovering inches away from his arm.
I swallow hard, battling conflicting thoughts.
Should I do it or not? With hesitation, I gently pat his forearm.
When he doesn't oppose, I continue the soothing gesture. I furrow my brow when I notice his shoulders shake violently.
He's attempting to stifle his tears, suppressing any sound that may escape.




CHAPTER 8

JONATHAN

Inever expected that one day I would witness such a heart-wrenching scene. A scene that would simultaneously break me and present an opportunity on a silver platter.
Flashback –
It's as if all my emotions have been numbed, leaving me unable to even feel my heartbeat.
Archer's smoking addiction has loaded my life with a constant state of walking on shattered eggshells, always on edge and filled with dread about what might unfold next.
I've never experienced this level of anxiety before.
When Olivia informed me about Archer, I felt my world crumble. I struggled to breathe properly as if all the oxygen had been forcefully sucked out of my lungs. But now, the sight of Archer in front of me fills me with both relief and dread.
"Archer, what are you doing here? Is something wrong?" I ask the moment he comes into my line of sight, my voice betraying my concern.
"Brother," he smiles softly and then shakes his head. "I'm perfectly fine."
My eyebrows furrow as I cup his face, searching for any signs of injury. Despite appearing composed on the surface, I'm completely torn inside. I know he will leave me too soon, just like Jude did. And once again, I'll be powerless to save him.
"You're telling me the truth, right?" I grip his hand and give it a gentle squeeze to assure him that I'll stand by his side. He shouldn't have to face his struggles alone, not until his last breath.
I won't let that happen.
"You know that if anything happens, if you feel dizzy or have trouble breathing, just tell me, okay? I've suggested getting admitted to the hospital, but you're running around like a madman, and it worries me. What if something happens to you, and I'm not there?" My voice trembles with fear.
A goofy smile forms on his lips, causing me to roll my eyes. He never takes my words seriously, and his nonchalant demeanor concerns me deeply.
Every second and every moment, I'm terrified that something might happen to him, so I keep my phone close at hand. I don't know how I missed his call today.
"I called you, but you didn't pick up, so I came looking for you. I thought you might want some of these."
Archer raises a bag of homemade pancakes, but I shake my head.
"Thank you for this, but never dare to pull such stunts again." I gently smack his head, and he steps back, rubbing the spot.
"I just wanted to visit you. You should relax. I can see the tension in your shoulders." He points out, concern etched on his face.
Grumbling I roll my shoulders. "Do you know how worried I was when Olivia told me you were here?"
A mischievous spark flickers in his eyes, and a smirk forms at the corner of his lips. "Isn't she the one you dislike?"
"Yeah. Olivia annoys me, but whatever." I shrugged off the fleeting, unfamiliar feeling that momentarily overwhelmed my senses. Olivia is in a league of her own.
"She's kind of cute, though."
I almost gag at the statement. Olivia and cute? She's the epitome of mischief. "Shut up. She's not, and she's not your type, so back off."
I press my finger against his chest and push him away. He grins and raises his hands in a defensive gesture. "I'm not interested. She is all yours."
"Go and get some rest. Stop wandering around in your free time," I say, changing the subject of our conversation.
End of flashback
"Stupid. Stupid. Stupid," I curse, banging my head against the wooden desk, the rhythmic thumping echoing in the room.
Frustration courses through me as I ruffle my hair, releasing a heavy sigh that lingers around me like a cloud of defeat. That was such a foolish thing to do. What on earth was I thinking?
Dragging Olivia out, lying down on her lap, and then crying?
I must have completely lost my mind at that moment.
A few knocks on my door jolt me out of my reverie, and I mutter, "Come in."
The door creaks open a few inches, and Alex pokes his head through the gap, his eyes gleaming with curiosity.
His gaze surveys the room before connecting with mine, and he offers a lopsided smile, trying to inject a bit of lightheartedness into my turmoil.
I gesture for him to enter, my cheeks puffing out in exasperation. Retrieving my spectacles from the cluttered desk, I put them on.
"So," he begins playfully, stepping into the room. "The whole hospital is curious about why you dragged Olivia out in such a hurry. Should I ask for the reason or should I keep my mouth shut?"
Raising an eyebrow, I effectively silence him with a subtle gesture. Mimicking the action of zipping his lips, he takes a seat on the couch, swinging his legs to rest on the armrest in an annoyingly carefree manner.
"Alex, this isn't your bedroom. Find another place to sleep." I sigh, tapping my desk with impatience. "I'm in complete disarray right now, and I don't want to be bothered."
He suddenly sits up straight, his amused gaze drilling into my skull like bullets, making me feel exposed and vulnerable.
Groaning, I slump forward, wishing I could disappear, wanting to avoid facing her after what happened.
"You look utterly ridiculous acting like that," Alex drawls as he stands up and saunters towards my desk, invading my personal space. "What exactly happened?"
"Don't ask. I made a fool of myself in front of her. How am I supposed to continue teasing her when I've given her a reason to laugh at me?" I lean forward, rubbing my forehead with my thumb and forefinger, trying to massage away the embarrassment and self-doubt.
"I don't think she'll mock you," he interjects, his voice trying to be reassuring. "You should trust her."
"I mean, I do, but..." I trail off, my mind drifting back to the day she helped me when I was intoxicated at a bar. The next day, I expected her to taunt me, but she brushed off the incident as though it never occurred.
"I caught a glimpse of your thoughts during those few seconds of silence. You did well, bro," Alex remarks, snapping me back to the present.
"Yeah." I dismiss it, not wanting to delve into the complexity of my feelings. "I just remembered something."
"It must be related to Olivia. But Jonathan," he pauses, placing a hand on my shoulder, trying to be the voice of reason. "Why don't you propose to her?"
My jaw drops open in disbelief, shocked by his audacious suggestion. Alex doesn't flinch, clearly believing that he's onto something important.
He can't be serious about this. His cheerful nature tempts me to punch him for suggesting such a thing.
"Shut the hell up." My frown immediately transforms into a scowl, feeling the weight of the situation. "Just because you're in a relationship doesn't mean I have to be as well. And even if I were to consider it, Olivia would never be in the picture."
He crosses his arms over his chest, attempting to imitate my voice sarcastically. "Only I have the right to torment her and show her hell. If any of you dare insult her, I don't know what I'll do to you. So watch your tongue around her. Remember the speech you delivered when she messed up for the first time?"
"Get out," I growl, feeling my ears turn hot, my frustration reaching its peak. "I need to work."
"I need to work," he mimics once more, trying to get a rise out of me.
I tightly grip the pen stand, struggling to control my emotions.
He immediately shifts into defense mode, aware of my temper. "You can't physically harm me. If there's even a scratch on my face, I can easily file a case against you."
"Go ahead," I smile sarcastically, not in the mood to entertain his banter, "I'd rather rot in jail than ever be in a relationship with her."
"Deny all you want," he sings playfully, dancing his way to the door before flinging it open dramatically. Pausing in his tracks, he turns and says, "I can already envision you as the groom and her as the bride."
I lower the pen stand, my grip relaxing when his words resonate within me. His teasing hits a nerve, making me realize that deep down, perhaps I care more than I'd like to admit. But I can't let my guard down, not now. I need to gather myself together to sort through my emotions before making any rash decisions.
Exhaling a long breath, I force myself to focus on the work ahead, trying to bury the unsettling thoughts that Alex had stirred up.
The office may be chaotic, but my inner world is even more so.




CHAPTER 9

" I should just tell you to leave 'cause I

Know exactly where it leads but I
Watch us go 'round and 'round each time "
- TAYLOR SWIFT



Black Suit.
He's wearing a black suit.
Jonathan is in a black suit.
The smile freezes on my lips as I turn a corner and spot him standing next to Dr.Wells, chatting amiably. He's dressed in black trousers and a black coat, underlined by a white shirt, leaving no doubt that he's the center of attention.
It's the first time he's cleanly shaven, though I almost overlook the faint shadow on his jawline.
I wonder how he's doing after what happened yesterday. The strange feeling in my heart when I held him while he cried still lingers.
But what could I have done? We were never close, never engaged in normal conversations.
Shaking my head, I run my hands along the smooth silk of my knee-length A-line red dress. It may not be my best dress, but it's more than suitable for a promotion party.
It would have been a shame to miss his party.
Leaning against the railing, I face the open doors leading to the restaurant. He's reserved the top floor for a party with our mutual friends.
Quite the showoff!
The news spread throughout our hospital a few days ago, and the look of astonishment on Jonathan's face was priceless.
Neither he nor I expected it.
Despite considering him my worst nemesis, I cannot deny that he's hard-working and deserving of the promotion.
A frown creases my brow when his gaze meets mine. I watch his eyes sweep over my entire body, taking in my appearance, and that simple gesture stirs something in my heart.
With a sardonic smile, I push away from the railing and reenter the restaurant just as Jonathan excuses himself and makes his way toward me.
I stop a short distance away, waiting for him to complete the path toward me. As if he understands my intentions, he halts his steps and raises an eyebrow. Even in a crowded room, our gazes find each other, creating a secret moment unbeknownst to anyone else.
"I'm intrigued by your presence here. I didn't expect it at all," he says, tilting his head slightly, his eyes assessing my attire.
I sense a hint of sarcasm in his tone.
"Well, I had to make it clear that your promotion doesn't bother me," I retort.
He laughs sarcastically and steps closer. I struggle to decipher the emotion flickering across his face. And it bothers me. I'm usually good at discerning emotions, but he's like a closed book, never allowing me to unravel him.
"You're a curious girl, full of uncertainty," he remarks, a wicked smile tugging at the corner of his lips. "And you always try to understand me through your futile attempts. Though it excites me every time you fail."
Nervously, my fingers clench the fabric of my dress and take a step back. Jonathan swiftly wraps his arm around my torso, pulling me closer. His touch sends a surge of electricity through every nerve ending in my body. I feel like a live wire, fizzing and crackling.
There has always been a charged air whenever Jonathan and I are in each other's presence. Perhaps it's the unexplainable hatred we harbor for each other.
A surprised gasp escapes my lips when my face lands against his chest.
I groan inwardly. He didn't need to embarrass me again in front of my colleagues.
I place my hand on his chest and push away, craning my neck to meet his annoying gaze. Jonathan's blue eyes sparkle with amusement.
"How do I look?" he asks, not giving me a chance to reply. Instead, he winks and says, "Oh, that's right. Fucking handsome."
"Self-reflection is overrated," I mutter, shrugging my shoulders. "Next time, watch out before you make a move."
Confusion furrows his brows, and his features betray bewilderment.
With a blank expression, I walk past him, ensuring our shoulders brush against each other. From the corner of my eye, I spot a glass of champagne sitting idly on a table. I seize it and make my way to the stage. It's time to give him a taste of his own medicine.
Exhaling sharply, I shake my head.
What does he truly know about me? Nothing, that's what.
Holding the champagne glass tightly, I take a generous sip. Tapping the glass with a fork, I capture the attention of the audience.
"Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. Welcome to tonight's party, held to celebrate the promotion achieved by my dearest and loveliest friend, Jonathan Rodriguez." I curve my lips into a huge smile and clap my hands so loudly that my palms sting.
Jonathan, on the other hand, watches me in silence. I take another sip of wine. Warmth spreads down my throat, filling my stomach with a tingling sensation that isn't solely connected to him.
"He's offering us a golden opportunity," I announce, allowing the audience a moment to ponder. Glancing back at Jonathan, I notice his clenched fists and hardened jaw. "He promises to lend a helping hand whenever any of us need it. Whether it's a chaperone or a blind date, he's got you covered. I can provide you with his number."
The room erupts in cheers, drowning out all other sounds. Jonathan stands with his mouth agape while I raise my glass for a toast. "Let's raise our glasses to honor our beloved Jonathan."
Stepping down from the stage, I execute a dramatic bow before exiting the crowded room.
Although I enjoy being part of a group, large crowds have never been my cup of tea. The music, feast, and ambiance are enjoyable, but I struggle to connect with the people.
The night has taken its toll, making me yearn for a moment of isolation. After refilling my wine glass and leaving the bottle on the table, I find my way to the fence.
Gripping the cool railing with one hand, I take a small sip, observing as grey clouds gradually overtake the night sky, signaling an approaching storm. The chilly atmosphere equalizes the heat burning inside me, soothing my senses.
Rubbing my forehead with my inner wrist, I exhale, attempting to shake off the remains of his touch that still scorch my skin. Even in this cold weather, his simple touch managed to provide warmth. Drawn to a group of ornate chairs, I seek comfort in a cozy armchair tucked away in a secluded corner of the patio.
It serves as the perfect hiding spot in the shadows. Sinking into the soft cushions, I close my eyes momentarily until a tingling sensation prompts me to glance through the open doors.
As expected, Jonathan strides out of the room with that exasperating swagger. His coat drapes over his shoulder, and his shirt sleeves are casually rolled up.
Placing my drink on the side table, I lean forward, massaging my temples with the heels of my palms. The seat cushions dip as someone settles beside me.
I steal a sidelong glance and let out an audible groan. Straightening my posture, I fold my arms across my chest.
"It seems you can't take your eyes off me," I assert, lifting my chin defiantly.
Jonathan's cheeks curve into a smug smile. "Guilty as charged. But let's talk about you first. I noticed you observing me while trying to stay hidden."
My mouth hangs open in disbelief. "I certainly wasn't observing you. I have much better things to do than sit here and engage in idle conversation with you."
I stand up abruptly, snatching my glass of wine from the side table. Bending down, I retrieve the wine bottle and pour myself another glass. I watch the deep red liquid cascading into the crystal, resisting the urge to fill it to the brim. "For instance, I'll take a final sip and exit through those doors to return home."
He stands up as well, casually draping his coat over the back of an elegant chair. With a tilt of his head and a lopsided grin, he rolls up the sleeves of his white shirt. I raise an eyebrow as I catch a glimpse of his muscular arms.
Damn, those arms could easily choke me, and I wouldn't complain.
What the hell, Olivia?
The wine seems to have meddled with my amygdala, leading me amiss in arousal.
Finally finishing rolling up his cuffs to his elbows, he looks up, locking eyes with me. Jonathan observes as I take a mouthful of wine, his eyes taking on a darker tone.
"I've never seen you drink before."
"Well, it appears the host hasn't paid much attention to my habits."
And once again, he flashes that sudden, delighted grin. When I return to the railing, I stumble slightly, instinctively reaching out to steady myself. Things start feeling a bit unsteady.
However, the warmth of the wine is comforting, like a cozy blanket in freezing weather.
"Damn it! How much have you had to drink?"
"Not nearly enough to erase that devilish grin of yours from my mind," I retort without looking at him.
I hear his footsteps drawing closer from behind, and I feel the warmth of his body as he presses against my back, crowding me against the wall. With a hand on each side of me, he braces himself.
"Well, you'll have to try harder next time," he says nonchalantly, while I can't help but chuckle. I turn around and find myself enclosed by his broad frame. He raises an eyebrow, looking down at me with a hint of mischief in his eyes.
He knows exactly what he's doing.
"Jonathan," I exhale, taking a long breath. "You insufferable, self-centered, egotistical maniac, let me go."
He gasps audibly, as if my words have wounded him, but quickly, his lips curl into a radiant smile. "Look at that; you've nearly nailed everything about me."
"At least you're ridiculously beautiful." With the wine coursing through my veins, warming my belly, and clouding my thoughts, perhaps that's why I'm uttering such a sentence—words I would never speak in my sober life. I playfully tap his nose, furrowing my brow.
He swats my hand away, still smiling. If any of our colleagues catches us like this, it will turn into a disaster.
"Ridiculously beautiful?" he repeats, his perfectly sculpted eyebrows shooting up in surprise.
I exhale forcefully, my lips vibrating with the gesture. I place my palm flat against his cheek and gently push his face aside.
Foolish beautiful Jonathan.
"Don't look at me that way."
"What way?"
"You know what I mean."
The corner of his mouth turns up, his eyes sparkling with mischief. "Well, I don't. Enlighten me."
"Oh really? And what will I gain if I do?" I challenge.
"Anything you desire," he whispers, grabbing my hand and guiding my fingers over his lips. I suck in a deep breath, feeling the softness of those lips under my fingers. "So, Olivia, should we seal the deal with a kiss?"
For a brief moment, my gaze lands on his cherry-tinted lips, but I quickly avert my eyes. "Is that what you truly want?"
Instead of acknowledging the jest, he freezes, shifting to his side. Withdrawing slightly, he gazes down at me, his long lashes casting shadows beneath his eyes. His oceanic eyes tenderly caress my features—my eyes, cheeks, and nose—before lingering on the curve of my lips.
An odd sensation slithers down my spine at the intensity of his gaze and the way he appears in the dim lighting of the room.
This is not how things should unfold between us.
I need to act swiftly.
Raising the glass between our faces, I pour the remaining contents into the gap.
He immediately steps back, muttering curses, and uses his hands to wipe away the dripping wine from his suit.
"Well, thanks for letting go. Now I can head home and take a nap without your intrusion." He shakes his head; his heated gaze meets mine, and I feel a shiver coursing through me.
Something flickers in those blue irises—a hint of admiration, a touch of amusement.
"You've ruined yet another one of my suits. I promised my brother I'd return it without a scratch, but now I have to come up with another excuse for its condition." I grin.
"Better luck next time. And you didn't see that coming."
He clicks his tongue, his lips curving into a sly smirk. "If you wanted me shirtless, you could have just asked."
"Thanks. I'll keep that in mind for next time."
"You're insane, you know that?" he retorts.
"Yep."
"And I don't mean funny crazy, more like clinically insane, needing treatment." He rolls his eyes, clearly annoyed.
"No objections here." I blow a breath in his face, causing him to grimace. "Allow me to take you home. You've had too much to drink." He offers his hand. I eye it quizzically before swatting it away.
"I think I'll manage. You can clean up and prepare a speech about the mishap."
With a smirk dancing on my lips, I mockingly bid him farewell and throw a wink in his direction before making my exit.
Damn it!
I always lose my composure when he's so close.
Foolish heart, stop racing. But how can it be when the intensity of our conversation is so intoxicating?




CHAPTER 10

"If I fall in love with all my problems, will they leave me too?"

- SABRINA CARPENTER





All I see is red—the color I started to despise because of one man.
Do I need to utter his name again?
"Ugh," I grip the roots of my hair and throw my legs in the air. "What the heck are these feelings? Ugh, I hate you. I hate you. I h-a-t-e you."
I punch the pillow multiple times, then groan, feeling my wrists hurt. Grabbing the pillow, I hurl it towards the wall, unable to hit the person I want to. Clutching it, I bury my face in it and scream.
All I can think about is last night—those arms, that black suit, that smirk, and that face.
I even complimented him.
How am I supposed to avoid him now that we are practically working in the same department? It's a haunting memory.
"No, I need to ignore him." I sit up on my bed, determined. "Act like it doesn’t bother you. Just go to the hospital, work as you normally do, and come back home. Ignore any possible interaction with that person."
I inhale and exhale a few times to calm myself. Tossing the blanket to the other side, I yawn and slide my feet into the slippers.
I am not a morning person, unlike Aesira. Hats off to her! I will never understand how she manages to wake up so early in the morning and never get tired. Sometimes, I even feel like she belongs in another world, but that’s just who she is. And I love her for that.
After brushing my teeth and a quick shower, I grab a white shirt and a pair of blue denim jeans. I tie my hair in a high ponytail, put on my ID, and look in the mirror to check my appearance. Brushing off the strands of hair from my forehead, I nod, satisfied.
Taking the car keys from the desk, I make my way downstairs.
Aesira has already prepared breakfast and left it on the table. I frown when I notice her plate is already cleaned and placed on the rack.
"Where did she go this early morning?" I ask myself, but then shrug and devour the delicious pancakes. With a satisfied hum, I quickly finish the rest and then walk out of the house, not forgetting to lock it behind me.
The car starts beeping when I open the car door and sit inside. Closing it with a thud, I insert the car key and turn on the engine. I am about to press the gas pedal when I notice a small boy wailing loudly on the footpath.
Turning off the engine, I wait for a few minutes, hoping that his parents will come to look for him, but there are no traces.
The kid kept crying.
Unable to watch the heartbreaking scene any longer, I step out of the car before walking towards the kid. I despise kids only because of their annoying wailing, but I am not heartless enough to leave a kid alone without knowing the reason. They tend to have soft hearts, and even a minor pain might make them cry for days. I've been there, and it isn’t a great memory.
"Hey there." I crouch down to be on his level and wipe away his tears. "Why are you crying?"
He stops crying momentarily and sniffs but then starts again. My left eye twitches at the sharp sound of his cries.
Wiping his tear-streaked cheeks, I smile. His teary gaze meets mine as he takes a deep breath.
"I saved a bird today from being chased by a street dog. It was so beautiful that I wanted to keep it safe in my house, but that bird flew away. I couldn’t catch it," he says, scratching his red, puffy nose and sniffling.
A chuckle escapes my lips. He is so cute and thoughtful. Nowadays, nobody would bother glancing at something like that, let alone leaving their work to save it.
Not all, though; a few are and always will be exceptional.
Crossing my arms, I nod, "Well, you see, sometimes we can’t save something from slipping away by gripping onto it tighter; we just end up crushing it down."
The stupefied expression on his face gives away the fact that he doesn’t understand what I am saying.
I want to demonstrate it with an example, so I pluck a delicate flower from the bush nearby.
"You see, this flower is beautiful. Isn’t it?" I ask, and he nods slowly, his lips curling up.
"It’s so pretty!" He exclaims softly.
"You can see that I am holding it gently, and it looks so beautiful, and everyone loves beautiful things. But now you see… " Puckering my lips, I tighten my grip, resulting in the flower sagging. "You can see why gripping things tighter can just crush them away."
"I am sorry." His shoulders slump while I purse my lips. Ruffling his hair, I wrap my arms around his little torso and hug him, wanting to provide some comfort.
"Just know that there are always better things out there. If something is leaving, don’t grip it tighter; just let it go. That way, you will get hurt less."
◆◆◆
Interlacing my fingers together, I rest them on my lap.
Clearing my throat, I ask, "So you've been experiencing hallucinations daily?"
"Yeah," he mutters, scratching his ear. "I even feel like sometimes I am unable to identify my thoughts, let alone work on them. It feels like someone is constantly controlling me."
I hum and jot it down on my notepad: confused thoughts, trouble concentrating.
"Have you ever inflicted self-harm or felt like you wanted to but couldn't?"
"Yes." His voice doesn't waver for a second. His tone sounds flat as if he has no emotions.
When it comes to self-harm, people tend to show their emotions for a split second, but he shows no facial expressions. Nodding my head, I note: affective flattening.
"Any recent plans made with your family members or friends?"
"No." My eyes observe his clothes, hands, and legs. Nails untrimmed, hair disheveled, wearing the same clothes probably for a week—poor grooming and hygiene.
After assessing the root of the problem, the underlying assumptions, and the behavioral patterns, I conclude that the patient is suffering from simple schizophrenia.
I recommend cognitive-behavioral therapy for a month.
Medications required:
Chlorpromazine: 2 times a day
Vitamin B supplements: 1 time a day
Risperidone: 2 times a day
Signing at the end of the page, I tear it and hand it over to the patient. "You need to visit me at least two days a week. I would suggest that you spend more time with your family and friends. If any problems arise, call me anytime; you can find my number printed at the top."
"Are there any medications I need to follow?"
"Yeah. Give this list to the receptionist; he will guide you."
"Thank you. I will be taking my leave now."
With a nod, he guides himself out of the door. I purse my lips and look down, scanning the details of the patients I met today while waiting for the next.
Right then, the door creaks open, making me crane my neck to look at it. A man in his forties stands there, dressed in a night suit, with prominent eye bags that tell tales of sleepless nights, and his disheveled bed hair adds to the picture of unrest. My lips twist downward when I check the time on my table clock; it still isn't time for my next appointment.
"I think I entered the wrong door," he quickly apologizes, clearing my confusion.
I quickly shake my head and smile, "No worries. You can ask the staff to lead you to the right room."
I go back to reviewing the papers when suddenly, I feel a presence near me. My eyebrows furrow when I recall that I didn't hear him leaving the room. I am about to look up and speak when the man presses his hand against my mouth.
My eyes widen in horror.
I try speaking past the barrier, but everything comes out muffled. I attempt to shove him away, but the knife in his hands halts me.
I take a sharp breath, my gaze moving across the table for a weapon. Anything would come in handy now, but it is out of my reach.
"You ruined my life," he finally says, cutting off the silence.
My stare swivels back to him, my heart thudding in my chest. "What do you mean?" I try speaking again, but he presses his palm harder, muffling my words.
Tears gather at the brim of my eyes as my cheeks ache. I start hitting his hand, hoping that he will let go, but that only angers him.
"Stop it, you. One more hit, and I swear I would put a beautiful scratch on your face with this knife. I mean, carrying another one won't bother you. Will it?" He grins while twisting the knife in front of my face.
The way its sharp end is shining crushes my hopes second by second.
I stop hitting him immediately and close my eyes.
Why can't someone just come through the door right now? Who even let him in without my permission? Where is the assistant today? What does he want from me?
All the questions run through my mind as I look at the knife. And here I thought that being a doctor wouldn't have any repercussions. I guess I was wrong all through my life.
"Don't you want to know what you did to me?" he asks while I shake my head slowly.
I need to divert his attention so that I can grab the pen stand. Opening my eyes, I look right at him, my gaze unflinching.
I can't cower in fear in front of this person; it only means I am submitting myself to vulnerability without even fighting.
"Well, then I will remove my hand, scream, and swear to kill everybody who comes to rescue you. Do you understand?" He points the knife at the middle of my forehead, making my breath hitch, but I manage to nod anyway.
"Good." He finally removes his hand, and I breathe a sigh of relief.
Thank goodness my panic attack didn't overpower me in this situation; otherwise, I wouldn't have been able to stay composed.
He twirls the knife between his fingers before settling on the cushioned sofa.
"What do you want from me?" I mutter, anger lacing every word.
He raises an eyebrow, amused by my sudden confidence. "Well, for starters, let me introduce myself. Remember Kimberly? The guy who was a complete mess, and you spent months talking to him, eventually uncovering his dark secrets," he replies, crossing his arms in front of my chest.
"Kimberly… Kimberly… Wait, you're the man who murdered your daughter and wife because you feared they would leave you. You believed that if you killed them, you could keep them with you forever." I gasp as the memories flood back.
I assisted Dr. Well while he was treating him, and I did my best to help, but he never wanted to change.
"Right."
"But then how did you get out?" I stutter, trying to act as though I'm terrified of his presence.
Cautiously, I move my hand to get hold of the pen stand.
His eyes darken, and a smirk curls on his lips.
"We all have sources we get help from. After you left, people taunted me about being a horrible human and said I could never change." He shouts, standing up and catching me off guard with his sudden outburst.
He paces around the room and continues, "I don't want anyone to leave me... I—"
I grip the pen stand tightly, taking a deep breath to steady myself.
I can do this.
I monitor his movements, counting the seconds he takes to turn and hurl insults at me.
He reaches my desk and in a fit of rage, starts shoving away all the documents, making me wince internally, knowing that I will have to sort them out later.
"Stop it!" I grit my teeth.
He menacingly brandishes the knife toward my face.
"Didn’t I tell you not to speak?" he warns.
I give a nonchalant shrug and reply, "Well, now I'll be saying more."
And with that, I swiftly hit the side of his head with the pen stand. The metal connecting with his temple creates a resounding thud, and he loses his balance, grasping the injured side of his head and screaming in pain. Without wasting any time, I stand up before sprinting toward the door, my heart pounding violently in my chest.
A few steps farther, I'm sure I'm leaving him behind, but suddenly an arm shoots out and grabs my hand, yanking me backward.
"Fuck you. Let me go, you piece of shit," I curse, making him laugh maniacally. He is unhinged, his eyes wild with fury and desperation.
The door creaks open, and our heads turn to the sound. Jonathan walks in with a playful smile on his lips.
"I know I shouldn’t be concerned, but I came to check..." His gaze lands on me, then swivels to the guy holding my wrist. The smile quickly falls off his lips.
"What the fuck?" Without analyzing the situation, Jonathan strides into the room, his eyes ablaze with anger. He grabs the man by his collar and delivers a powerful punch across his face. "Who the hell do you think you are, pointing a knife at someone?" His voice is thick with fury and righteous indignation.
The guy's grip around my wrist loosens, and I take the opportunity to step away from them, my hands trembling with adrenaline.
Grabbing Kimberly's arm, Jonathan twists it, causing the knife to fall to the ground with a thud. He throws the man onto the ground and straddles him, delivering more punches to his face. "I am fucking going to kill you."
I can only stand frozen and watch the scene unfold through blurry vision. My mind tells me to go and separate them, but somehow I couldn't move. My feet feel glued to the ground, and fear grips my chest.
After what feels like hours, the security finally comes inside, probably alerted by the commotion, and manages to separate them.
Jonathan struggles under their grip and tries to go after the guy again, his knuckles now bloodied from the intense fight.
A wave of violent fury rises inside me.
If it wasn't for me, he wouldn't have gotten hurt like that. I should probably tend to his wounds later.
The guy, his face now smeared with blood and showing no hint of fear or pain in his eyes, lets the guards handcuff him without putting up a fight. They drag him out of the room, and I try to take deep breaths, my heart still pounding in my ears.
Then, breathing fire, Jonathan strides over to me in three long steps. Catching up to me, he gently grabs the back of my neck and presses my face against his chest.
I close my eye, seeking comfort in his embrace, and wrap my arms around him tightly, a whimper escaping involuntarily.
"It’s okay," I hear him say softly and slowly. "I got you."
"Sorry for the wounds you have because of me," I whisper.
Chuckling, he passes his fingers through the tangles of my hair and rests his chin on my head, "It's worth it. Believe me, Luv."




CHAPTER 11

" I don't have to explain myself to you

I am a grown woman and I do what I want to do "
- ADELE



Jonathan hands me a cup of water, and I grasp it with trembling fingers. The coolness of the cup against my palms sends a comforting shiver down my spine.
As I take slow sips, a sense of relief washes over me, calming my shaky nerves. The tension that had gripped my body begins to loosen its hold. Running my fingers through my hair, I inhale deeply, trying to regain composure and steady myself.
Jonathan keeps a watchful eye on me, his hands tucked into his coat pockets as if to restrain himself from reaching out to comfort me further.
"Who was that guy? What would you have done if I hadn't come here?" His voice carries a hint of bitterness as if he's struggling to understand the situation.
"Why do you even care? I would have handled it perfectly fine."
"Just stop being so stubborn, Olivia. Just tell me."
"I met him during my posting at the quarters while I was assisting for experience..." I reply, my voice trailing off as I recount the frightening incident. The memories resurface like a haunting specter, causing me to shudder involuntarily. "He just pressed his hand over my mouth and began threatening, saying I shouldn't have left him."
I glance at Jonathan, his unwavering gaze making me feel strangely uneasy as if he's probing my soul for answers that I'm not ready to reveal.
"Why would he attack you like that?" he asks, his brows furrowing in concern.
"I have no idea, okay?" I respond, feeling uncomfortable with the direct question.
The truth is, I'm still trying to piece together the reasons behind the sudden hostility and fear that engulfed me during that encounter.
I turn away, seeking some distance from the intensity of his stare. My back leans against the wall, providing a physical barrier between us. It's as if the cold surface of the wall shields me from the emotional turmoil threatening to engulf me.
"I suppose not everyone you've helped will feel grateful. Some might even hold grudges against you. You might even hold grudges against yourself. So, expecting unconditional love and appreciation from strangers would be delusional," he says, crossing his arms with a thoughtful expression.
I furrow my brows, puzzled by his sudden philosophical insight. "What do you mean?"
He uncrosses his arms, his anger replaced by wonder. "You wouldn't be a deserving psychiatrist if you can't keep yourself on track. How can you help others heal if you can't do it for yourself?"
His words strike a chord within me.
His piercing blue eyes intensify as if daring me to confront the inner struggles I've been trying to suppress.
Taken aback, I struggle to process his words, realizing that he's not just talking about the incident with the stranger but about a deeper aspect of my life.
Tears well up in my eyes, but I blink them away, refusing to show vulnerability. I have always been the one offering support to others, and now, as Jonathan challenges me, I find myself grappling with my own emotions and insecurities.
"It was harsh," I manage to say, my voice trembling with raw emotion. "I thought we were just bantering, but attacking something so personal was unnecessary. And for your information, I know how to keep myself on track."
His expression softens, and a flicker of regret crosses his face.
"I didn't mean to be so harsh," he apologizes, but the damage is already done. His words have left a painful mark on my heart that won't easily fade.
My jaw clenches as I respond firmly, trying to protect myself from further hurt. "You've said enough. I don't want to see you now."
"Sor –"
"Just go. Leave my sight," I interrupt, feeling hurt and angry. The distance between us now feels necessary, a boundary to shield me from further emotional turmoil.
"You know where to find me if you need something," he mutters, trying to get closer, but I step back, holding up my hand to stop him.
"Don't bother."
"Luv, I'm sorry," he insists, but I'm not ready to forgive him so easily.
The pain and confusion inside me need time to heal, and his presence only adds to the turmoil.
His apology can't erase the hurt he caused. I find myself struggling with conflicting emotions of needing his support and also feeling betrayed by his harsh words.
My voice shakes with emotion as I tell him, "I don't need you."
It's a defense mechanism to push him away, to protect myself from further hurt, but deep down, I know that the statement isn't entirely true.
"I know, but I still want to be by your side. I'm sorry again," saying that, he walks away, leaving me with my thoughts and emotions in disarray.
My mind feels like a foreign land, filled with silence after a tumultuous storm. Jonathan knows how to distract me from difficult situations, but this time, his actions have left a lasting impact.
◆◆◆
 
Lazily, I drag my legs to the kitchen, but they come to a halt the moment I catch sight of Aesira savoring chips like it's her first time trying them. Chuckling, I lean against the wall, eager to witness her reaction when she notices me. I love watching her reactions.
After dusting off the crumbs, she heads towards the exit but then gasps in astonishment as her eyes land on me.
My lips curl up in a smile as I wave at her.
She clutches her shirt as if afraid her heart might leap out.
"You scared me," she states, still clutching the cloth.
My lips quirk up. "So, how's your date?"
"It's hardly anything. We just talked, I returned the coat, and..." Aesira trails off, unintentionally laughing out loud, momentarily forgetting I am still present.
Shaking my head, I pull her into a bone-crushing hug.
"And...? Would you complete the sentence, or should I do the needful?"
I lightly jab my fingers into her waist, causing her to wince.
"We had a good time with each other," she shrugs.
I rest my arm loosely on her shoulder and tilt my head slightly. "I'm so happy you're finally coming out of your little bubble. You've only had me as your buddy since college when we accidentally exchanged bags during the feast."
I recall the time we became friends, and honestly, I never thought we would still be sticking together to this day.
"Now it's time to let more people into your life. Paint it brighter, or it will remain monotonous, leading you to think negatively. I don't want you to face that. I know I'm not qualified as an acceptable confidante, and I'm sorry," I apologize.
She quickly shakes her head, dismissing my assumptions. "No, Olivia, you're not. You always check in on me, ask if I've had lunch or dinner, or if I'm taking care of myself, even during your work. And I'm glad you do that."
"Someone had to do it. You always lock yourself up in that confined place."
"Everyone goes through hard times, and I am, or am still going through it. I never wished to burden you and decided to keep it to myself. And it was the worst decision I ever made. Maybe I'll talk about it some other day," she explains.
I know she's trying to make up for the time she was distant, but I understand her. I think I understand her better than she does herself.
And that's fine.
We all need that someone who gets us like no one else right when we need it the most – a friend through the highs and the lows. The person who provides a soul to rely on and a shoulder to cry on.
"Okay, so no more bitter talk. I want to hear about your date with this guy who popped out of nowhere and stole away my Aesira's heart," I exaggerate, placing a hand over her heart.
She chuckles, nodding.
I stroll towards the sink to grab a glass of water while she follows.
"Olivia, I'm sorry," she mutters, making me halt.
"Why are you apologizing?" I ask without turning back and take a sip from the cup.
"I'm sorry for ignoring you and pushing you away. I shouldn't have done it."
I swallow the emotion forming in my throat. Before I know it, I whirl around to peer at her with teary eyes. "You idiot. Aesira, come here and hug me. But this time, you're hugging me back."
Spreading my arms wide open, I welcome her, and she doesn't reject the offer. Wrapping her arms around me, I rest my face at the crook of her neck and heave a long breath.
"You made me cry. I didn't have any plans for a crying session today," I sniff dramatically, patting her back and chuckling.
"Sorry," she whispers.
"Stop saying sorry." I gently tap her arm before pulling away from the hug.
My face turns serious. "By the way, do you have a few minutes to spare?"
"Yeah, sure. I'm not burdened with work nowadays. Take all the time you want."
"Cool."
"Go on. I'm listening, " she urges.
"So…." I perch on the edge of the counter. "I have a co-worker whose cabin is just opposite mine."
A frown mars her features. "Is there anything wrong with it?"
"No," I deny too quickly. "The thing is, he's my enemy. I hate him with a passion. I want to kill him, but I hold back. He's just so aggravating."
I run my hands through my hair, tugging hard, before kicking my legs in the air.
"You're making a big deal out of it. It can't be that bad. You both might have started on the wrong foot." Her words make me throw a sharp glare at her.
"And the cherry on top? I can't even avoid him." I hiss through my teeth with annoyance and push myself down from the countertop. Spinning away, I pad to a cupboard, open it, and pull out a packet of chocolate chip cookies.
"What happened today? Did he do something?" I stop munching and start laughing hysterically, doubling over and holding the counter rim to support myself.
It's funny to even believe that I am acting like this because of the guy I hate. My hands slacken to the sides, and I scoff.
"Aesira... He said that I'm not a desirable psychologist."
She winces audibly and says, "Now, that's a problem. Prove that you're worthy of the title."
I tilt my head to the side, giving her a sad smile, and lift my arms to spread my palms upward in defeat. "I'm just so done with him always trying to provoke me."
"You're awesome, Olivia," she blurts out suddenly.
I slowly blink before my mouth lifts in a smile. "That means a lot coming from you. Thanks."
Raising my hip slightly, I dig into my skirt pocket and pull out a half-folded envelope.
"This came for you today," I say, wagging it before her and drawing it away as her fingers try to pinch and claim it, bursting into laughter every time she fails. I finally let go of the letter, and she grabs it before opening it.
Peeling my gaze from her, I look out of the window, letting my thoughts consume me. It's unlikely for Jonathan to be so harsh, but maybe it was the heat of the moment that made him say those things. I still have the clear picture imprinted in the back of my mind. The time when Jonathan barged right in and punched the guy's face. A muscle in his jaw was ticking, his features screamed anger, and his face was completely flushed red.
"Do you want to come with me?" Aesira suddenly asks, holding the tickets in front of me. My face immediately contorts from confusion to surprise.
I snatch the tickets from her hand and jump up and down, excited.
Two New York subway tickets!
I know it isn't very expensive, but I always use my car to make trips to the office and have never stepped foot inside the Subway. And as far as I knew, neither did Aesira.
"Oh, my God! Where did you get these?" I nibble on my bottom lip and hold the tickets to the light to check if they're real.
This makes us both burst into laughter that lasts so long that it makes my belly ache. Finally, we calm down, wiping the tears from our cheeks. "This has been on my bucket list for so long. Thank you so much for this, Aesira."
"I'm happy to help." She beams. "Now, let's get ready for this."




CHAPTER 12

"Secrets I have held in my heart

Are harder to hide than I thought
Maybe I just wanna be yours
I just wanna be yours"
- ARTIC MONKEYS





Iread the text I received before showing it to Aesira, and she looked as dumbfounded as me.


"I think you should go," she advises.
Avoiding her unwavering gaze, I look out the window, resting my forehead against the cool glass. With a reluctant sigh, I rise from my seat and grab my purse and coat before walking out of the house.
"Don’t forget to lock the door; I might arrive late at night," I yell, waving a hand to Aesira.
She nods vigorously, motioning for me to leave.
"It feels like I am getting kicked out of my own house," I whisper to myself, seeing her enthusiasm for driving me away from home.
"Bring him over if he’s in too bad condition," she shouts as I start the engine and press the gas pedal.
"Never in a million years," I mutter under my breath, steering towards my destination.
◆◆◆
 
Pulling up in front of the club, I lean against the backrest and take a deep breath, trying to brace myself for what lies ahead. The neon lights and pulsating music add to the electrifying atmosphere, making my heart beat a little faster. Retrieving the key, I toss it into my bag before stepping onto the road, the sounds of laughter and chatter filling the air.
My attention is immediately drawn to couples vaping at the side of the street, their hazy clouds of smoke making my nose scrunch in disapproval.
"They have no decency," I mutter, feeling a tad bit judgmental as I pass them.
Shaking my head, I push open the club door, greeted by the loud music, the smell of alcohol, and sweat. The lively energy surrounds me, and I can't help but cringe at the sight of people trying to dry hump in front of me.
Quickly, I navigate toward a more secluded route to the bar, hoping to avoid unwanted attention in the bustling crowd.
Upon reaching the table, I scan the crowd until my eyes land on the person I'm here for, Jonathan, fighting for another cup of alcohol.
My jaw unhinges when I see him get up from his seat, his movements slightly unsteady, as he walks over to a bald guy, and then comically tumbles over him. Stifling a laugh, I quickly pull out my phone and start recording him, thinking it might come in handy in the future, either as a memory to laugh about or as a reminder of his occasional recklessness.
Despite the harsh words he threw at me earlier, I can't help but worry about him. I keep an eye on him to prevent any reckless actions that might land him behind bars or in some other trouble.
With unsteady legs, he staggers back to the bar and points at a bottle, but the bartender quickly refuses his request, leaving him disheartened as he rests his head on his palms.
Stressing and obsessing about someone who is not Jonathan is extremely difficult. Even after all these years, he still manages to make me worry.
I walk over to him and tap his shoulder to get his attention, my concern evident in my eyes.
Jonathan turns his head to look at me, and immediately, his blue eyes light up with happiness while his lips curl into a huge smile. He gazes at me in silence for a moment as he takes a sip from his glass of brandy, the warm amber liquid reflecting the neon lights around us.
He's wearing a pair of jeans and a yellow shirt with the top buttons undone, hugging his body like a second skin. His hair is disheveled, and his flushed red face adds to his charm.
A fully dressed Jonathan is already enticing, but this slightly disheveled version is sinfully seductive.
I snatch the glass from his hand and place it on the counter, trying to be firm.
"Olivia," he calls out, attempting to grab me. "Join me for a drink."
I clear my throat, forcing a fake smile, trying not to let his charm sway me. "Um, I would rather die of thirst, but thanks."
"Don’t be so harsh on me, Luv," he says lazily, feigning a pained expression.
I pinch the bridge of my nose, annoyed yet still somewhat amused by his antics. Turning to the bartender, I wave him over, and he quickly responds.
Pointing to the drunk guy next to me, I ask, "How much did he drink?"
"I am not sure, but he has been drinking for about two hours. I felt like he had enough, so I tried to call a family member. There’s no one on his emergency contact list, so I texted the first person he last talked to."
"Oh," I say, feeling a pang of sadness. "Thank you. You can serve others now."
Settling myself on the stool, I rest my chin on my knuckles and observe Jonathan. It hurts to hear that he doesn’t have anyone on his emergency contact list. What about his family members? What about his brother? I've never heard a word about his family from him, and it makes me wonder what lies beneath the surface of his carefree demeanor.
He smiles wistfully at me, placing his hand on my shoulder as he leans closer. "You’re stunning."
Taken off guard by his words, I blink, "Real sweet, but I wish you were sober."
"I was so enraged about everything that happened with you today that I didn’t care about my words. I am sorry. I should have just knocked that guy out."
He closes his eyes and rests his head in the crook of my neck, and instinctively, my hand goes to his back to hold him in position.
I can faintly smell the brandy on his breath, which makes my head spin, the sharp scent mingling with the thumping music, and the pungent smell of alcohol in the club.
I shake my head slightly, hoping to clear my mind. I have no clue why Jonathan ended up being so drunk alone, but I believe it has something to do with what happened today, the incident that still lingers in my thoughts like a dark cloud.
"You seem distracted, luv. Is today’s incident still bothering you?" Jonathan whispers while nuzzling his nose against my skin, his voice soft and slurred.
"Well, I am just bummed. A huge part of being an adult is being bummed out," I say, gripping his shoulders to steady him. "People can be awful. They do things that can sometimes be hurtful."
I indirectly say those words for him to hear. He may not remember this night when he wakes up tomorrow morning, but I needed to release the weight settling on my chest to share my feelings without judgment.
He sways on his feet, his eyes half-closed, struggling to stay upright. His usual composed and charming demeanor has been replaced by a vulnerable and intoxicated version of himself.
Shaking his head, he says, "No, people are not awful. They want to be good. Something makes them bad; something breaks them down; something makes them snap. There are always signs and symbols before someone has a psychotic break."
I chuckle at his words of wisdom, a mixture of amusement and concern. Despite being drunk beyond his limit, he didn’t forget about his position as a psychiatrist, offering insights even in his inebriated state.
"Okay, let’s get you out of here."
"Can’t we stay here for a few more minutes? I was just starting to get used to you."
"Nope. We are leaving right now."
I help him down from the stool, making sure he doesn't stumble, and drape his arm around my shoulder, feeling the weight of his body leaning on me.
Damn, he is heavy.
I wrap my arm around his waist to support him and start dragging him away from all the ear-blasting noise, navigating through the crowd with difficulty.
"You know," he drunkenly says, "I knew you would come to me."
"And why is that?"
"Because you always found me."
I shouldn’t have choked on my breath, but I did anyway.
I stare at Jonathan warily, unable to figure out what he meant, feeling a mixture of surprise and confusion.
There’s that look in his eyes—the dark glint that makes my stomach somersault awkwardly. His head rolls sideways, and I fear he might wake up with a broken neck if he continues this way.
Suddenly, he tugs on my sleeves, making me stop. I glance at him from my peripheral vision, and my eyes widen when I see him puffing out his cheeks, an attempt at being silly despite his drunken state.
Jonathan takes a deep breath and tries to undo the rest of his buttons, but I quickly stop him, knowing that it won't lead to anything good. He pulls back his shoulder in a semblance of fake nonchalance.
"Don’t you dare puke on me," I warn him, but he pays no heed. He burps out loud, and I have to turn my head in the other direction to avoid getting nauseated, my patience wearing thin.
My whole body cringes in pure disgust when I feel him vomit all the contents, and I fight the urge to pull away. The sane part of me tells me to leave him and step away, but the other part tells me to stay by his side and tend to him, to be there for him in this vulnerable moment.
"I wish I never came here."
"I heard that," he mumbles coherently, his drunken state making him more honest than usual.
"You were supposed to."
Rolling my eyes, I turn to look at the mess he created, only to gasp when I witness that he just puked on an elderly man. The man grimaces at the sight of vomit on his attire and scrunches up his nose, looking both offended and disgusted.
He is wearing a black suit, a dark grey tie in place, and a glass of wine in his hand. His perfectly gelled hair is combed back from his head, accentuating the sharp, lethal features of his face. It seems like he belongs to a high-class society, leaving me wondering what he is doing here in this lively yet chaotic place.
He raises an immaculate brow as his gaze swivels from Jonathan to me, an air of haughty disapproval surrounding him.
"I am sorry," I begin, only for him to set down his wine glass on the counter with a loud clank, abruptly rising from his stool.
I blink when he stands closer to Jonathan and puts his finger under his chin to raise his face.
"Sir, I am sorry for what he did -
"He is my son, Jonathan Rodriguez," he cuts me off. "HOW.MANY.TIMES.DO.YOU.BROTHERS.HAVE.TO.DISAPPOINT.ME? " he says, gripping the back of Jonathan's neck before pushing me away.
He grits his teeth, lacing each word with venom.
Jonathan remains immobile in his spot, not answering his father's questions.
My hands clench at my sides. I steal a glance at the bystanders, and as usual, they have their phones up, recording the whole incident.
I scoff at them. His father's eyes narrow into slits at the sound of my voice. His grip on Jonathan's neck tightens, and he winces.
He shuts his eyes as if he is already submitting himself, unable to fight.
"Let him go." The icy command has his father’s head snapping in my direction.
Before I know it, red-hot anger seizes me, and I clasp my hand around his wrist, the same hand that is gripping Jonathan’s neck. I can see his temper flaring, and I feel the growing urge to grab his head and smash it against the wine bottles.
"Let go," I repeat calmly—a little too calmly.
I take a threatening step closer to him, my grip on his wrist tightening in retaliation.
"You’re hurting him."
"YOU DON’T GET TO TELL ME WHAT I DO WITH MY SON," he contorts in rage.
There’s a flash of remorse, but anger and ego overpower it. He lets him go with a hard shove, his legs hitting the stool before he steadies himself back on his feet again. I guess the whole incident sobered him up.
I glance at Jonathan for a fleeting moment to make sure he is all right before turning back to his father, my grasp still tight around his wrist. "Son? I don’t see you treating him as one."
And he loses it all. He tugs his wrist free from my hold so harshly that my nails scrape his skin, and I almost stagger from the force of the pull. He raises his hand with the pure intent of hitting me.
"Want to publicly assault a woman? I would like to see how you end up after this." I grin, gesturing my hand around.
His hand freezes in mid-air as he realizes the implications of his actions. The club falls silent, and all eyes are on us.
His face drains of color, embarrassment mixed with anger.
"Dad! Don’t hit her, please. Hit me all you want to but please leave her alone." The pleading voice of Jonathan hits my ears. Whisking around, I quickly walk to him and hold him up. Gently grabbing his face, I caress his chin.
I hate Jonathan with a passion, but what I hate more is watching him get tortured. I look straight into Father's eyes as if I might be ready to burn him with icy flames.
"Try raising your hand on Jonathan again, and I will forget about all the fucking laws."




CHAPTER 13

“ I gave you my love to borrow

But you just gave it away "
- MAROON 5



The silence stretches like the longest ellipsis, and my hands tighten on the steering wheel as I swivel into my neighborhood.
"Where are you taking me?" Jonathan finally breaks the ice; his tone surprises him. He glances outside the passenger seat window at the cozy houses with their little gardens lining both sides of the vacant road.
"So, he speaks," I comment sarcastically, keeping my gaze trained on the road. "Have you sobered up yet after what happened?"
From the corner of my eye, I see Jonathan's body turn sideways to face me. He blinks as if in wonder, his lips twitching in amusement. "Is that sarcasm I hear?"
I don't bother answering and turn the car into the alley. He sighs dramatically at my lack of response, and a fleeting smile lingers on his lips before he looks away at the scenery outside.
The smile is gone.
It bothers me.
He's remained uncharacteristically quiet the whole ride here. I don't expect him to cry, sulk, or throw a tantrum; heck, I even shut myself up whenever too much of my emotions threaten to leak out. But witnessing a quiet Jonathan is not settling well in the pit of my stomach.
I remember the way his father gripped his neck so hard; I know it was painful. If not that, the way Jonathan flinched every time his father's hold grew tighter, and yet he just stood there, not freeing himself from his father's deadly grip.
My hands tighten on the steering wheel, and the car comes to a halt in front of my building.
Jonathan straightens in his seat before getting out of the car robotically to come to my side of the door. He opens the door for me, only to find me scowling at him.
Unfazed by my scowl, he simply grabs my hand and pulls me out of the car's seat, shutting the door behind me.
A genuine smile touches his mouth. "Lead the way, Luv."
The second we step indoors, Jonathan makes his way to the plush couch and flops down. Throwing his head backward, he rests the back of his head on the couch and shuts his eyes. His hair frames his forehead. Shaking my head, I leave him be and turn sideways.
"There's a spare room. If you want, I can clean it up for you tonight."
"Olivia," Jonathan's voice is so soft for a moment that I am not sure whether he called me.
And Olivia? It feels foreign to hear his voice call me by my actual name. I am so used to him calling me love.
Rotating around, I peek at him. And there he is, no longer with his eyes shut and his head resting against the couch. He stares deeply at me, his eyes holding a horde of emotions.
I feel my throat dry up under his blazing gaze.
"What is it?" I ask, making my way over to the couch.
He continues staring for a minute longer before looking down at his lap, his fingers interlaced. "Thank you for what you did today."
By the time he is done with his words, I am standing in front of him, my arms crossed. "That doesn't sound genuine coming from you."
Jonathan looks up in surprise as if he didn't notice me approaching. He clears his throat. "I just... please don't try to be on my side next time. I don't want you to get tangled up in any messes concerning me."
My arms fall to my sides with clenched fists when a wave of annoyance envelops my veins. I take a step ahead, then another, until my knees touch his.
Leaning closer so that I'm at a face-to-face level with him sitting and me standing, I place a hand next to his frame on the couch's headboard and ask, "You know what?"
Shaking his head in a nod, he nervously attempts to scratch the back of his neck but stops short at the contact with a wince.
My free hand goes up to the collar of his white shirt before he can protest, and I tug at the material to get a view of the skin of his neck beneath. Bruised, red imprints of nails create crescent shapes on his skin.
One of Jonathan's hands covers mine, halting my inspection.
"Stop it, Olivia," he breathes.
"Exactly, Jonathan, stop it."
"What—"
I don't let him speak. There's a fury building within me. Without even a second thought, I push his back against the couch and straddle him, saying, "You have to stop your father from doing this to you. You can't just stand and endure. I know I have no right to meddle in your family matters, but I can't just be a bystander."
He starts shaking his head. "You don't understand."
I lift my hand and place it on his mouth to silence him.
When I am sure he isn't going to start interrupting again, I drop my hand and hesitantly let it linger on the side of his face, my thumb on his cheekbone.
Jonathan looks at me intently, and for a second, I reconsider meddling with his matters, but then my eye catches sight of his reddened neck, and I am like Screw it.
I gently hold his face between my palms and say, "You can't let people step on you, no matter who they are. Just because he is your father, it's not okay to just stay numb to his words."
He remains unmoving, peering at me with his blue eyes, silent as ever. Then slowly, very slowly, his lips pull up into a smile so bright that it hurts me to watch him. "I am not your patient."
Thus, the moment is ruined by his mere words.
Groaning, I attempt to get off him in feigned annoyance. "You enjoyed this, didn't you?"
Jonathan bursts into laughter as he grabs my wrist, pulling me back the moment I regain my footing. The sudden movement throws off my balance, and I end up falling onto him.
"Hey, hey."
He quickly wraps an arm around my waist, drawing me snugly against his body in an attempt to steady me on his lap. My arms instinctively clutch his shoulders, and my knees find support on the couch on either side of him, my face hovering at the crook of his neck.
Once I'm settled, I lean back a bit and look at him. Jonathan freezes, and it dawns on me how precarious our position is—me straddling his lap, his arms wrapped around me, and our bodies pressed close together.
My gaze roams over him, from the blue hue of his eyes to his straight nose, briefly pausing at his plump lips. I can feel his heartbeat matching mine, and I notice a light flush spreading across his defined cheekbones.
I tighten my grip on his shoulders as he gazes back at me through lowered lashes, making me feel like the most beautiful thing he's ever seen.
"Luv…" He doesn't just say the word; he breathes it as if I were the air he craves.
"Yeah?" My hands loosen their grip on his shoulders, sliding down his neck before gently moving up to caress his face.
"It's the first time I've ever seen you lose your cool." He tightens his embrace around me as one of my hands tangles in the softness of his hair.
I can't help but twist my lips in amusement at his remark. "Didn't know you were keeping tabs on that."
"I notice everything when it comes to you." He sighs, almost as if he's making a self-realization, and I inhale sharply.
"Oh," I say softly, feeling a bit puzzled.
He reaches and delicately tucks a lock of hair that has slipped free of its braid, curling it around his finger. "I suppose I can't blame a man for finding you attractive," he murmurs, the look in his blue eyes enigmatic.
He inches closer, and I don't make any effort to pull away. Instead, I tilt my face, allowing his lips to draw nearer to mine.
Just as the moment intensifies, a loud doorbell startles us apart. We hurriedly disentangle ourselves as if we were caught committing a crime.
Oh no! Have I lost my mind?
He's drunk, and he might not even remember what could have happened. That thought weighs heavily on my chest.
"I'll check." I hurriedly stand up, my cheeks flushed with an unfamiliar blush as I fuss with my hair and gesture toward the door.
He looks dazed, but there's amusement in his expression at my reaction. Despite the part of me that wants to scowl, another part wants to disappear from his sight.
When I return to answer the door, I find him slumbering on the couch, legs dangling down. He looks peaceful.
My shoulders slump as I let out a sigh. Composing myself, I walk towards him with a gentle step, not making a sound. Cradling his head, I lift it and adjust the pillow. Grabbing a blanket, I tuck him in properly.
When I'm about to leave, I feel his fingers gently wrap around my wrist. My gaze falls on his hold and then meets his sleeping face. His eyes are closed, deep in slumber.
"Stay with me," he mumbles. I settle beside him, trying to free my hand from his grip, but it only tightens. "If happy ever after did exist, I would still have been holding you like this."
His words stop me in my tracks. Tears start to well up at the brim of my eyes as I look at him. "Too bad, Jonathan. All those fairy tales and promises are full of sh*t."
◆◆◆
 
I would say that I sleep much less than the average person due to the frequency of my nightmares. Rarely do I wake up without the lingering memory of a bad dream that startles me prematurely from my slumber. Quietening my racing mind takes an eternity, and even when I manage to do so, my sleep is often short-lived. I'm usually awake with the birds, listening to their chirping and singing, a routine that has remained unchanged for the past decade.
Until now.
As I slowly open my eyes this time, I immediately sense that I have overslept. My body and mind feel unusually relaxed, and the bright, hot sun streaming through my glass doors confirms that it's already afternoon. A rough estimate suggests it's close to noon, which alarms me.
When was the last time I slept past seven in the morning? Maybe nine on fortunate days without appointments?
What's different this morning?
My answer comes moments later when I hear a deep groan that isn't mine. Then, I feel a strong, muscular presence attached to my back, and my eyes widen in realization.
Oh My God.
In my confusion, I had failed to realize that a large man is sprawled on top of me, clinging onto me as if I were a plush toy.
Jonathan's face is buried in my neck, and his arms tightly embrace my waist. Our legs are tangled together, and as I lie on my back staring at the ceiling, I wonder how this happened.
Damn it, Jonathan.
I knew this wasn't a good idea. The more time we spent together, the more I realized the undeniable sparks between us would make it impossible for us to remain just friends.
With a groggy demeanor, I rub my eyes and attempt to run my fingers through my hair, but it's too tangled to salvage. I take a slow breath and turn to look at him.
He looks disheveled. The urge to run my fingers through his blond hair is overwhelming, but I push the thought away.
Seeing him lying beside me, blond hair sprawling over my shoulders, and dark shadows under his eyes, a sense of concern takes hold of me, but he has never looked so beautiful.
What am I even thinking? I pinch myself to refocus my thoughts and shove him away, but in my attempt, I end up rolling down to the ground with a thud.
"Ow!" I groan, holding my back as I try to sit up. Jonathan continues sleeping, completely unfazed.
"Wake up, asshole," I call out, but there's no response. I lift my leg and tap it on his backside a few times, but still, he doesn't stir.
I grab the blanket and tug on it, but he pulls it back to himself, groaning. We engage in a silent tug-of-war until he suddenly rolls over and lands on top of me. His arms clamped around my waist, flipping me over so that I'm now on top of him.
I blink in surprise.
He opens his eyes and gazes at me. I bite my bottom lip, drawing his attention downward. His fingers spread across my back before pulling me closer, our faces inches apart with our bodies pressed together.
Then, his lips curl up in a mischievous smirk. "Do I look so handsome that you're desperate for some early morning action? I could reciprocate yesterday's chivalry if you'd like."
My jaw drops at his audacity.
"Let me go and laugh at that idea ." I stand up, grab a pillow, and squarely throw it at his face. "Screw you."




CHAPTER 14

" Don't ask me if I'm happy, you know I'm not"

- LANA DEL REY



Waking up every morning is always a hectic routine for me.
Little did I know that one day I would wake up to find someone who would motivate me to rise as soon as my eyes met theirs.
"Isn’t the weather perfect today?" Isabella exclaims loudly a few steps away from me.
Her cheerful voice breaks through the haze of my thoughts, and I turn around to see her beaming face. I raise a hand in greeting, taking a sip from my coffee mug as my gaze wanders across the busy hospital hallways.
"It’s hard to notice the weather inside the hospital, don’t you think?" I say with a slight smile, resting my arms on the railing. Isabella nudges her elbow into my ribcage, and I immediately cower at the sudden attack. "That hurts, girl."
"I cannot wait for the holidays to start. What are your plans for Christmas?" She asks with genuine excitement.
"Nothing yet," I reply with a dainty shrug, the weight of my usual routine heavy on my shoulders.
"You can join me and Alex if you want to hang out. It’s better than rotting in the confines of your bedroom." Isabella turns her head to look forward and then starts scowling a little. "Olivia, is that Jonathan?"
With a feeling of foreboding, I turn my head to look in the direction she pointed.
There he is, Jonathan, always making his presence known.
Can I never escape from him? Far be it from Jonathan to let me enjoy a pleasant break with a friend.
Waving a hand, Isabella shouts for Jonathan, who turns his head in our direction. His lips curl up in a gorgeous smile as he waves his hand back at her. Then his gaze meets mine, and he arches an amused eyebrow at me.
With a sigh, I raise my middle finger to show my irritation. Casually leaning on the wall, Jonathan pokes out his tongue and imitates licking.
A playful and unpredictable gesture.
I blink in surprise and turn my head away, feeling an unexpected warmth spreading through me. What was that all about?
"What the heck was that?" Isabella gasped in surprise, but the devilish grin on her mouth said otherwise. "Were you two flirting with each other?"
"As if. It’s his usual routine to tease me." I grit my teeth and grip harder on the coffee mug, trying to dismiss the unexpected emotions that stir within me whenever Jonathan is around.
"I would never understand what goes on between you guys. But what he did yesterday was brave of him."
I raise a questioning eyebrow. "What do you mean?"
"You don’t know what he did yesterday?"
"No?" My reply comes out more as a question. I have no idea what she is talking about.
"Yesterday, Jonathan personally went to the police station to file a complaint about harassment of a female worker and criminal intimidation of the guy who attacked you yesterday. He wanted to go alone, but Alex accompanied him. He even made a scene about how they were careless about their criminals."
The sentence is so unbelievable that I burst out laughing, making her lift her gaze to stare at me for a moment.
Stifling my laughter, I give her an incredulous look. "You are bad at jokes."
She sighs, looking straight ahead. "It was Jonathan who kept those medicines that day. I saw him coming out of your cabin just before you arrived."
My throat suddenly dries up, and my heart races.
I choke out, "What?"
What is today? The revelation of everything that Jonathan did behind my back for my safety? Why is he messing up everything for me?
I was so much better with him hating me and pranking me. Why the sudden change of attitude and behavior?
"You both need to sort out your mess. How long are you thinking of denying this attraction?"
Looking down at my heels, I frown, mulling over what she had just said. People didn’t talk to me about how I felt, and I never shared. That is how it has always been, and I bloody want to continue it that way.
It’s easier to handle that way.
"I am going back. Think about what I said earlier, okay? You wouldn’t want to regret it later," she says stiffly, patting my shoulder. There's a smile on her face when she strolls back to her cabin with a look of delight.
Later.
Five letters with two syllables.
It's a word so commonly used in a direct way, yet so vague. Isn’t it already too late to mend things?
I push away the thoughts. I am desperately in dire need of another cup of coffee. Puffing out my cheeks, I refill my cup with hot coffee and sigh at the smell of it.
Before I can take a sip, I notice Jonathan walking toward me. He exudes a certain confident grace that never fails to catch my attention. Strangely, the sight of him triggers a sudden fit of nervous hiccups, leaving me feeling utterly flustered. I desperately need time alone to sort out what he is up to.
"Are you okay?" he asks with genuine concern as he approaches.
I nod, avoiding direct eye contact and allowing my gaze to wander elsewhere.
Turning around, he leans against the counter, and the soft overhead light casts intriguing shadows on his chiseled features, making him even more captivating. We stand in silence for a moment.
"Thanks for your hospitality yesterday, and I also came to apologize," he says, his voice surprisingly gentle.
"I… you what?" I stare at him, caught off guard by his unexpected apology.
"I want to apologize to you," he repeats impatiently, though his eyes remain sincere. "I am sorry for being an asshole yesterday and bothering you."
I cock my head slightly to the side, studying his expression. "Are you going to die soon?"
"What... no," he grunts, but there is no mistaking the mischievous glint in his blue eyes. "Why would you make such an assumption?"
"I thought maybe you were trying to treat me well because you don’t end up in hell."
I can't help but smile a little at his disgruntled tone. He rarely apologizes, especially not to me.
"I see," he says slowly, his gaze thoughtful as if attempting to unravel the complexities of our interactions.
I groan inwardly.
This isn’t going particularly well.
Not that I ever should have expected it to.
"Stop drinking coffee. You have it too much," he suddenly commands, shifting the conversation to a more authoritative tone.
"You don’t tell me what to do," I retort, trying to maintain my composure.
"From now on, have only two cups a day and not five," he insists, snatching my drink from my hand before I can respond.
Raising it to his lips, he takes a huge sip and groans in satisfaction, leaving me no room for argument. He noticed that I have five cups of coffee every day.
I notice everything when it comes to you.
His drunken words from yesterday come rushing back to my mind, stirring a mix of emotions within me. I ruffle my hair in irritation, attempting to shake off the flustered feeling.
"Fuck you, Jonathan."
His eyes flash and he takes a step closer to me. "You should watch the way you talk to me."
I take a step closer too. "And you should realize who the hell you're messing with. If you think I'm going to bend for you like the way everyone does, then you have another thing coming."
He tilts his head slowly at my words, blinking for a moment. He stuffs his hand in his pockets and closes the rest of the distance between us. I hold my breath when he dips his head until he is at eye level with m, so close that our noses brush.
Why does he do this?
Get close to me, touch me, mess with me?
"If I wanted you bent for me, I'd put you in that position myself, Luv." His tone is almost gentle, but the hardness in his gaze doesn't fool me.
He lifts a finger and drags the back of it down my face.
"Meet you after my shift is over," he steps away, smiling.
I stretch my foot as he passes me, my mischievous side taking over.
As usual, he is so engrossed in sipping his coffee that he doesn’t notice my leg, causing him to stumble and fall flat on his face. The coffee spills over the place, splashing a few drops on his face and clothes. Thankfully, he isn’t wearing his glasses.
I wouldn’t have done it if he wasn’t smiling like that.
Serves him right.
◆◆◆
Summertime sadness blasts through my EarPods as I grip the steering wheel.
A distraction is what I need most for my anxious self.
And what could be a better option than listening to your favorite artist? Lana del Rey is my all-time healing artist.
I squeeze the brake pedal firmly with my feet and release it when my car reaches the metal gate.
The officer dressed in a navy blue uniform knocks on the window as I roll it down. Pulling out my ID proof, I hand it over for checking. With a crisp nod, he takes it and examines it. Closing my eyes, I rest my forehead against the steering wheel. I know I should have visited him earlier, but I couldn’t.
I was drowning in guilt, trying to sort out the situation and searching for anything that would help reduce the prison sentence.
Two knocks jolt me back to reality as he hands me back my ID. The metal gates open, and I start the ignition, pressing the foot brake. With a heavy heart, I drive my car inside the building.
Parking the car in the slot, I remove the safety belt. My mind tells me to step outside, but my body betrays me, urging me to follow its commands. My fingers curl into a fist as my gaze lands on the gate.
Auburn Correctional Facility written in bold letters. A shaky breath leaves my lips when, finally, I muster the courage to push open the door and step out.
Dragging my legs to the glass room, I hand over my purse for checking. A lady steps ahead with a metal detector and begins examining me. When they are done with the procedure, the lady escorts me to the visitor check-in area. She explains the rules and guidelines set by the correctional facility.
I don’t know if she has any idea, but I have been visiting here for years. I have become familiar with every single procedure. Handing me the visitation register, she stands by my side, keeping a keen eye on my movements.
Sometimes I feel like a criminal being watched over.
Signing the document, I place it on the desk and turn to her.
Pulling out the visitation appointment, I present it to the reception. They match the identification and do the necessary paperwork.
"Please escort her to the area," a robotic voice from the monitor beeps after completing the process. With pursed lips, I follow the lady inspector as she leads me to the designated area.
"You have fifteen minutes." She taps on the transparent window and leaves the room, closing the metal door behind her.
My fingers tap anxiously on my thigh while my legs bounce in worry.
The jingling of handcuffs catches my attention, and I quickly look up, my nerves gnawing in my stomach.
I gulp when I notice the inmate entering the other side of the room. Dressed in a khaki jumpsuit, he seats himself on the wooden chair.
A whimper escapes my lips when I place my finger on the transparent glass; the burning desire to break it and hug the person is overwhelming. Not because I feel pity for him, but because he is getting punished for reasons he never committed.
"Father," I mutter, and his lips tilt up in a diminutive smile.
"My precious daughter," he utters.
My lower lip quivers when I observe his poor grooming; his hair has been cut short, and it seems he hasn't washed it for weeks. Dirt and grease are all over his dress, and his face bears a few unhealed scars, hinting at the harshness of his confinement. Moving on to his hands, they look fragile; his fingernails aren't trimmed, and black dirt has accumulated under them.
Is this how they promised to take care of him?
"I am deeply sorry for everything," I say, shaking my head, unable to meet his gaze.
Throughout the years, I've despised him for committing such a hideous crime that led to my trauma and never-ending nightmares, becoming the dominant reason for pursuing a psychiatric degree to unravel the complexities of the human mind.
"Why are you sorry, dear? It should be the other way around," he replies, lifting his chained hand to rest on the desk.
I lift my head to look at him, tears filling my eyes.
If only she hadn't planned this, her selfish reasons wouldn't have ruined three lives and a beautiful family.
Nervously, I fiddle with my fingers as the nervousness builds up. "Did you know Mom was alive the whole time?"
"Yeah," he nods his head and then smiles. "I promised her that I would turn myself in if she promised to leave you guys."
"And you guys thought I shouldn't ever know about this crucial decision?" I scoff, all the sadness replaced with rage.
I would have preferred loneliness, darkness, and helplessness because that's what I felt when one died, and one was taken by the police exactly after her death.
"Do you even know how I lived each day after that? I stopped showing my emotions to everyone."
"Your mother came over to meet you," he declares. "She broke her promise; I am going to kill her."
"You are going to do no such thing," I grit out. "Do you want to rot the rest of your life in prison too? For real this time."
"But she-"
I cut him off, unable to suppress my anger any longer. "Do you know what I thought all this time? I thought you were responsible for my mother's death, but turns out she was never dead. She changed her identity and is living a life, maybe full of luxuries somewhere in this messed up world."
"I know. I know," he agrees while nodding his head. His teary eyes mirrored my own. "She came to meet me a few days ago."
"I still can't understand," I say, shaking my head. "Whose body did we bury if it wasn't our mother’s? What about that suicide letter? What happened that day, Father?"
He remains tight-lipped.
He wouldn’t say anything to me. It seems like I have to solve this mystery on my own.
"I'm sorry, I can’t tell. If I do, your mother won't spare me, nor will you guys."
"Want to redeem yourself? Do me a favor." I poke my cheek with my tongue as he straightens up in his seat.
"I would do anything to make myself useful. Just tell me."
"I don't want Felix to find out what kind of a cunning woman his mother currently is. I want him to remember the good memories, and I hope you will respect my opinion. However, in return, I would try all means to get you proof, even if I had to lie about you being innocent. Because for sure you had your share in the destruction of our family."
I stand up from my chair furiously, grab my bag, and trek out of the room without glancing back.
It was the longest conversation I ever had with him after he was imprisoned here.
There was no reason to see him when he was accused of such a veiled crime.
I can forgive him, but I will never forget.




CHAPTER 15

" You're a hard man to love and I'm a hard woman to keep track of "

- LANA DEL REY



With a miserable groan, I flop beside Aesira, who is busy solving sudokus in the magazines. My shoulder slumps down as a tired sigh escapes me. I never knew that having such a simple conversation with my father would tire me out this much.
Perhaps it's all because of the retraining of anger and sadness.
But then my gaze lands on the lavender towel dumped unceremoniously on the lavishly brocaded chair.
That's my favorite chair.
Massaging my forehead to release the tension, I say "Just tell me what you want to say. I can hear you breathing so laboriously out of unease. Even you are bouncing your leg so hard that the entire room is shaking."
I glance in her direction. Aesira immediately ducks her head, her eyes widening.
Letting out an awkward laugh, she composes herself. "Um... So, like, it's just not about me."
She points a finger at herself.
I arch an amused brow.
That's something new. And somehow, there's this gut feeling that I will enjoy this conversation. "Aesira, no need to get nervous. Just continue speaking. I am listening."
I close my eyes and rest my head on the headboard of the sofa.
"It's about my friend," she stutters out, catching my attention. I peek at her with one eye open.
Aesira has a new friend, and I'm not aware of that. It seems like she is getting out of her little bubble and socializing.
I feel proud of her.
"She's been telling me about these bizarre feelings she gets when she is with that guy."
And suddenly, that pride all drains away.
Seriously? I sit up straight and place a pillow on my lap, giving her my undivided attention. At least I can pretend that this situation involves her invisible friend.
"Go on," I urge.
"Well, she's been talking about wanting to spend more time with him, and she can't stop thinking about his eyes." She stumbles over her words, realizing too late that she might have just given herself away.
"You do realize you're talking about yourself, right?" I ask with a knowing smile on my lips.
"You're attracted to him, or maybe you have fallen in love with him," I announce with a shrug. "It's as simple as that."
She shakes her head, trying to process what I just said.
"No, it's just a crush," she insists.
I don’t buy it.
If that were the case, she wouldn't have consulted me for advice, and knowing her, she would rather bury her feelings than talk about them.
The newfound feelings she is currently facing—she never came across them, and she is unaware of how to deal with them.
"It can't be love already." She pushes herself into a straight seated position, her eyes flaring wide.
"Your face has been lighting up lately," I point out. "And you can't lie to me— you always stutter when you're nervous about something. It's obvious that you're head over heels for this guy."
"I never said anything," she protests weakly.
"But your body language did," I counter and grab her hand giving it a reassuring squeeze. "It's okay. You don't have to say anything if you don't want to. Just know that I'm here for you if you need me."
"I know."
"If you allow fear to dominate your life, it will increasingly paralyze you until you're unable to do anything. So, Aesira, live life to the fullest, have boyfriends, go on dates, and pursue everything you desire. You know I'll always be there for you, no matter what. If that guy tries to break your heart, I'll break all 206 bones in his body. Got it?"
My eyes narrow while I roll up her sleeves, flexing my arm. "This arm may look like a tree trunk, but it bears strength that no man can match," I proudly declare while she suppresses a chuckle.
"Now, what's his name?" I tease, causing her to break into a smile.
Oh, how much I missed watching her smile like that.
"Archer," Aesira replies.
For a moment, I felt the air squeezing out of my lungs. My mouth parts open and close, unable to speak any words.
Is Archer the same guy who is Jonathan's brother?
No way. It can't be like that.
"Before we dive into a deep discussion about him, could you please pick up that towel and hang it where it belongs?" I gesture towards the chair, and she quickly stands up, retrieves the towel, and hangs it on the dryer. With a sheepish smile, she returns to her seat.
I lean back on the sofa and say, "So, tell me more about him."
"Uh..." she begins. "He's a good guy?"
"Are you trying to imply that, or are you confused?"
She scratches her nape. "Maybe a little bit of both?"
"For how many days have you known him?"
"I don't know. I didn't keep count of the days, but we met in December."
"How did you meet him?"
"I... her mouth snaps shut. "Why are you asking me these sorts of questions?"
My face softens. "To know if the guy has some evil intentions towards you or not. Aesira, you never came close to any guy, let alone being friends and falling in love. I am just concerned about you, okay?"
"It's just that I don't know; we just met, and the more time I spend with him it feels like we have a connection. I'm not so sure about it."
A loud snicker escapes from my lips. "You're in the denial stage, which happens to almost everyone at some point. So, to get past this stage, follow a few simple steps."
She raises her shoulders in a half-shrug, not fully understanding my perspective. "Is that clear?"
"Crystal," she mockingly whispers, stifling a grin.
Right on cue, the doorbell cuts off our conversation in the middle. Both our heads turn to it, confusion clouding both our faces.
I raise my brows in a questioning manner while she shakes her head.
Who could be here at such an odd hour? Aesira stands up and goes to open the door.
The second she opens the door, a burly man appears out of nowhere and crushes her in a bone-crushing hug. My lips frown, unable to comprehend who the person is until his eyes meet mine.
That second, I feel my world stopping; I can’t breathe, and I can’t express the happiness bubbling inside my heart.
Those grey eyes, that tanned skin, and that dark chocolate hair only belong to one person, the person with whom I spent my childhood together. The person who flew away to another country to complete his degree as a lawyer. The only person who stayed with me through thick and thin, never leaving my side.
"FELIX!" I scream, unable to believe my own eyes.
With a Cheshire cat grin, he throws a wink in my direction.
"It's such a pleasant surprise, Felix. I didn't expect you to be here. God, there are no words left to express," Aesira says, stepping away from the hug.
I know you, Aesira; I can feel you.
Aesira and Felix, too, shared a great bond. There used to be a time when Felix had a crush on Aesira, but that was long ago when we were sophomores at our college.
After that, things just changed; he didn’t remain a notorious teenager. He became mature. Mature enough to understand that life won’t give us happiness if we don’t work hard.
His cheekbones are now defined rather than being chubby. His body is trained, showing that he regularly goes to the gym. He looks way hotter in person than in video calls.
But I would not admit it in front of him. Boost his ego?
Hell no.
He chuckles, "How can I forget my lovely Aesira?" he says, squishing her face with his hands. "You're still a sadist."
Aesira swats away his hands with a scoff. "As if you aren't."
"Hello there; I'm also here. I'm sure you didn't forget that you have a blood-related sister."
My disbelief is loud and clear throughout the room.
"Forgive me, my lord. I made a grave mistake by not counting your presence. Can I request a hug that I've been patiently waiting for years?" Felix counters with a quirk of his brow.
"Sure," I deadpan, "You're impractical, and you just boosted my workload by returning. But welcome back."
We both snort at my words before he practically runs his way to me and embraces me like we haven’t seen each other for decades.
Truth be told, we have never stayed apart.
This was the longest we ever did, and that did leave a different feeling of hollowness in me.
"So, are you guys ready for the best night of your lives?" He waggles his eyebrows in shenanigans, and I realize that what he has prepared is out of context.
"No," Aesira begins, but I immediately cut off.
"Yes," I say, joining him and tipping on my toes to smack the back of his head.
He is about six feet tall, whereas I am five feet four. Our height differences stink. "Let's do it."
Felix retrieves a bottle of red wine from his luggage and places it on the counter. Aesira excuses herself and goes to her room, giving us some personal space. I am sure she will come when we call her for a drink.
"So what’s this surprise visit about?" I put forward the question that was itching to get out of my system the second my gaze met his.
There’s no doubt something happened to him, or maybe I am just paranoid after everything.
Felix sighs, "There’s nothing you need to worry about, Liv. I am fine."
I nod my head, not pleased with his monotonous answer.
My phone suddenly starts ringing, cutting off the tense atmosphere. Pulling it out of my back pocket, I snort when Jonathan’s name pops up on the screen. Felix’s lips curl up in amusement. He surely noticed my reaction to the phone call.
Shaking my head, I quickly swipe up to answer the phone. "Don’t ever call me again at such an hour. We have no business together after working hours."
"But you picked up within minutes." The amusement lacing his voice sends a shiver down my spine.
"Yeah, maybe because I was waiting for a reveal that a drunken man is making a scene somewhere and needs someone to take him away."
He clicks his tongue.
Faint background noises suggest he's calling me while driving on the road. "Sorry to crush your dreams, but you have to go out tonight. Isabella arranged a surprise birthday party for Alex. She tried contacting you, but you didn’t pick up your calls or text back, so she requested that I pick you up."
"What do you mean?" I whisper yell and separate the phone from my ear to check the number of missed calls.
Why wasn’t I notified about the party?
It's Alex’s birthday party!
"You know that I should be presentable to go to a birthday party. Hell, I didn’t even buy a birthday gift. How the hell am I supposed to show up like that?"
"I have already prepared everything, luv. Just get dressed and come out of your house."
His voice is calm and gentle, leaving no room for me to turn him down. Cutting off the call, I turn to Felix, who gives a crisp nod of approval. "I am staying here for a long period. Go and enjoy yourself. But not too much."
He raises his thumb, making me chuckle.
I make a beeline to my room and quickly change into a royal blue dress with a pair of blue heels. I always prefer natural makeup, so I apply a thin layer of eyeliner and lip gloss. Leaving my hair open, I put my blue scrunchie on my wrist. With a final touch of a pair of turquoise studs, I grab my clutch and leave my house.
Felix is nowhere within my line of sight, so maybe he just went to one of the spare rooms to take a rest.
I shoot a message to Aesira about my sudden leave, and she quickly replies, saying she will take care of things here and update me if anything goes wrong.
The second I step onto my porch, my breath hitches.
There stands Jonathan, leaning his hip on his black car. His blonde hair is styled to the side with gel, and he is wearing a pair of black jeans and a turquoise silk full-sleeve shirt. The first two buttons of his shirt are undone, and he has his sleeves rolled up to his elbow, revealing his veiny arms on full display. There isn’t much he leaves to the imagination.
Unfortunately, my imagination regarding Jonathan is more than adequate. I think I am at a loss for words at his look.
He looks breathtaking.
"So you wanna come in or?" His voice is sharp and impatient.
Jonathan holds the car door open, holding it ajar for me. Staying quiet, I walk over and sit inside the car.
Closing the door on my side, he goes over to the other side and sits in front of the steering wheel. I gulp when I notice the way the shirt is clinging to his body.
Why can’t he wear something decent when he is in front of me?
"You look beautiful," he says, pulling me out of my train of thought.
"Flattery will get you everywhere except for going through me." I nod approvingly.
He grins, inexplicably pleased. I am sure he caught me devouring him with my eyes.
God, I am such an idiot.
"Good," he laughs, then leans in until he’s just a breath away from me. "Because I intend to get everywhere with you."
"Awesome," I breathe, and his low chuckle shakes my very core. I lean back when he comes closer to me, but the seat doesn’t seem to cooperate with me.
It doesn’t recline. It’s stuck in its position.
Grabbing the seat belt, he puts it over me before tucking in the retractor. Finally, he returns to his seat and starts the car. I release a breath I didn’t know I was holding.
"I could have done that by myself." I dryly point it out.
"It felt like you were in a daze, and I didn’t want to end up getting tangled up in any trouble, so I did you the favor. You're welcome."
Seeing the mischievous glint in his eyes, I sigh. "It looks like you are in dire need of sleep. I should give you a tip."
"Sure," he casually says. "Sleeping next to the person you like helps you sleep better and reduces depression."
"Then why aren’t you there every night?"
I stare straight ahead, lifting one shoulder in a dismissive shrug, and say, "You can find other amusements."
He chuckles, turning his head to grin at me. "Well, are you offering?"
Why did that sound so nasty coming from his mouth?
Fighting a blush, I mutter. "Just stop. I am in no mood for your teasing."
"For two people who hate each other, I think we make a pretty good team, huh?" He teases me, making me give him an annoyed look.
"Well, I don’t exactly hate you. I just believe you are pretentious and unlikable."
And with that, we remain silent for the rest of our journey to Isabella’s house.




CHAPTER 16

“I pick my poison and it’s you

Nothing could kill me as you do”
– RITA ORA



As soon as Alex enters the house, visibly anxious about the weird voicemail from Isabella, we all jump up from our hiding places, shouting "Happy Birthday!"
The lights flick on, causing the poor boy to flinch as he scans the room, trying to grasp the situation.
Finally, when his frantic eyes settle on Isabella, who stands in front of him with a huge birthday cake, he releases a sigh of relief.
A sheepish grin appears on his lips.
Coming closer to Isabella, he blows out the candles, and we all rejoice in the moment, clapping loudly. After Isabella sets the cake on the table, Alex playfully grabs her wrist, pulling her towards him for a kiss.
Although I'm not a fan of showing PDA, I can't help but have a girly moment at the swoon-worthy scene. Loud hoots and whistles ring out, causing them to pull away. Both of their faces flushed in the deepest shade of red.
Isabella flails her arms while running to me and uses me as a shield to hide her flushed face.
I chuckle, enjoying the playful moment.
Jonathan comes from behind and gives Alex a brotherly hug. "Happy birthday, dude."
"Thanks, man. But this shock wasn't necessary. It got a bit extreme when you guys dragged Isabella into it," Alex says, fist-bumping Jonathan.
"Oh, it was my idea," Isabella chimes in.
Alex visibly relaxes, offering us a grin that softens the hard planes of his stoic face.
Alex is smitten with Isabella.
I can't help but wonder when it will be my turn.
That's when I notice Jonathan and the smile on my face slips away. I blink a few times before my mouth turns into a distasteful frown. He winks at me, but his attempt at being charming falls flat.
"Happy Birthday, Alex." I turn to Alex and wrap my arms around him for a bear hug.
"Thank you so much, Olivia." He kisses my cheek, and I return the gesture.
"What about me?" Jonathan snorts, looking at me.
"Not happening." I snicker and try to walk past him, but he playfully blocks my way with his arms. I stare at him, perplexed. "You seriously want a kiss from me?"
"Just a friendly one. After all, you just kissed a friend. It shouldn't be a big deal since we've known each other for years. We can set aside our 'enemy' relationship for tonight," he says, wiggling his eyebrows and turning his cheek toward me.
My nose scrunches in clear reluctance before pecking his cheek quickly and shoving him away. Alex and Isabella burst out laughing.
"Just so you know, you made me do something I would have never approved of," I retort.
He raises an eyebrow, giving me a look that sends shivers down my spine. His gaze travels slowly from the top of my head down, leaving me feeling as if he's touching every inch of my body. My heart races faster at the intensity in his eyes.
"Woah! I'm feeling the suffocating effects of some serious sexual tension here. Don't you agree, babes?" Alex interjects, making me break our intense eye contact.
"Yes, I do," Isabella agrees.
My jaw drops open. Even she is taking sides and leaving me hanging.
"Well, we do have something. Isn't that love?" Jonathan's voice is filled with amusement.
I shoot him a deadly gaze, and he winces. "Don't listen to him. He's just being an ass."
I point my accusing finger at the couples, who immediately shrink back as if I could shoot lasers from my eyes.
They nod so solemnly that I have to cough behind my fist to hide a laugh. Isabella offers to get us drinks, and we all sit down on the floor, preparing for something fun.
"Why don't we play 'Never Have I Ever'? It's a great way to uncover some hidden secrets since we all work at the same place. It won't be awkward," Nathan suggests.
Isabella returns with our preferred choice of drinks from the kitchen.
"I think we'll need more than one drink," I say as I stand up to help her get the bottles. She jerks her chin towards her kitchen, and I grab three bottles of wine before coming back to settle down.
Jonathan is sitting right across me, and I roll my eyes.
"Here we go," Isabella mutters under her breath as she sidles up beside me. "I hope they don’t turn this into something else."
We exchange knowing glances. "You and me both, Chica."
"Okay," Alex begins, breaking the momentary silence with a mischievous glint in his eyes as he scans the group. "Never have I ever snuck out of my house as a teenager."
We all raise our glasses to take a sip, but Isabella refrains. Bewilderment spreads across our faces as she awkwardly laughs, trying to hide a grimace. "I used to be the ideal kid. So yeah, no parties and sneaking out."
"Wow," Alex interjects, playfully throwing his hands up. "I am dating a perfect girl."
The comment elicits snorts from all of us. It's cheesy, but it lightens the atmosphere, prompting friendly chuckles to fill the air.
Isabella then lifts her glass and says, "Never have I ever kissed anyone."
I snort and cough into my glass, accompanied by a smirk.
"Classy," I quip, teasingly.
Taking a sip of my drink, my gaze inadvertently lands on Jonathan. He maintains his usual blank expression, casually tapping his fingernails on the glass.
The group falls silent while I wait for Jonathan's response, but he remains still, not raising his glass.
"Wait, Jonathan, you never had your first kiss?" I blurt out, curiosity getting the better of me. My internal voice chides me for not thinking before speaking, causing a momentary awkward pause.
Arching an eyebrow, Jonathan locks his gaze onto mine, a hint of a smirk forming on his lips. "Are you afraid that I will kiss you?" he retorts, his tone laced with amusement.
"Well, I am shocked that you believed that I would kiss you back," I respond, trying to maintain a teasing tone, even though my heart quickens at the thought.
Suppressing a smile, I bite my inner cheek as his jaw seems to drop slightly in surprise at my retort. Our playful banter has become a familiar dance.
"Stop it, both of you. We all know the chemistry between you guys is palpable," Alex interjects with a sigh, breaking the tension and refocusing our attention on the group.
"Uh, is that a euphemism? I don’t even want to know," I quip, aiming to ease the awkwardness.
Undeterred, Jonathan smoothly takes his turn, rubbing his hands together and narrowing his eyes challengingly.
"Has your heart ever fluttered?" he asks, his intense gaze locked on mine as he takes a sip of his wine, never breaking eye contact.
Feeling a mix of excitement and nervousness, I sit up straighter in my seat. Memories of the moment Jonathan caged me between his arms at his promotion party flood my mind, and I suppress a shiver at the recollection.
Quickly averting my gaze, I nibble on my bottom lip and raise my glass, downing the entire drink in one go, needing the courage to answer.
As my gaze returns to Jonathan, my cheeks flush with warmth. His flashing eyes take on a dark note as he raises his glass for a toast. The intense gaze ignites feelings that shouldn’t surface during a playful game. It feels like an intimate secret shared between us, unnoticed by the rest of the group, and the tension brewing between us is both exhilarating and nerve-wracking.
The game goes on until we are all drunk beyond our limits. Since driving isn’t an option after this, we agree to stay the night. Thankfully, Isabella gives me a separate room, which isn’t really with the other gossip girls. Not in the slightest bit of morbid curiosity.
The door creaks open, and Isabella pokes her head in, glancing around. I wave to her. Nodding, she opens the door ajar, revealing the person I least wanted to see. I frown.
"I would have loved to share a room with you, Liv, but I think you can manage with Jonathan today because I don’t want to leave my boyfriend’s side. I hope you understand." Isabella apologizes and pushes Jonathan into the room.
I blink a few times. "Yeah… I mean, sure, yeah. I do. Good night," I finally manage to utter.
She bids goodnight to both of us before leaving. Jonathan and I stand rooted in our places with no words exchanged.
There’s nothing to talk about, and being alone with him was never on my bucket list.
Hell, this would not have been so awkward after the stunt he pulled at the game.
"I think it’s better if we adjust," Jonathan says as if he just read my mind.
"I don’t want this negative energy around me. It’s going to jinx me, so either you take the couch or sleep on the floor because you can see the situation is a tad bit..." I suck in a deep breath, spreading my arms to gesture at the single bed.
Yep, that’s right.
Even the bed seems to be mocking us at this point.
"You can sleep in any of the above choices you made because I think I am better off being inside a comfy bed. I am taking the left side."
Jonathan takes three long strides until he reaches the bed before throwing himself over. Grabbing the blanket, he drapes it over himself and closes his eyes.
"Are you suggesting that I..." I point to myself in disbelief, my hands resting on my hips. "A woman should sleep on the couch. I always thought a man gave up the whole bed for the girl."
He cracks one eye open to peep at me. "You are reading too many novels. Thanks for acknowledging me as a man, but when did I ever acknowledge you as a woman? I don’t recall. Moreover, why would I give up my bed for you?"
Ouch. That stings a little deeper.
"You act like a kid even if you are six feet two," I shake my head, a playful grin tugging at the corners of my lips.
"Oh yeah?" He says it without missing a beat, his voice suddenly breathless.
His eyes, the shade of a stormy sea, slowly trail up, up, up until I can see for myself how those blue irises swirl with emotion. They resemble a tempest, and I find myself entranced, wanting to swallow up that intensity, even if I don’t know where I will end up once it has passed.
I stop laughing when I notice how considerably silent it has gone. My smile morphs into a confused frown as I look up at Jonathan and wonder why he is so quiet. When I discover his electric gaze is pinned to my revealed skin, my breath catches, and a tingling warmth spreads across my cheeks.
There’s that look again.
The one that says he wants to ravish me. I have never lacked self-confidence, but there’s something about the way he looks at me that makes me feel absolutely beautiful, desired in a way I've never experienced before. It’s a feeling I know I can find myself becoming addicted to if I’m not already on that path.
"Distracted, luv?" The obvious smugness in his voice does nothing to stop this overwhelming desire. Instead, it just intensifies, sending a shiver down my spine.
Maybe it was all just in my head. Because yes, I lied that time. I would have kissed him back.
"You know what? We can both share the same bed. No one is sleeping on the couch or the floor." I throw my hands up in defeat, trying to mask the rapid fluttering of my heart.
Laying down on my back, I pull the blankets up to my chest and turn off the lamp. The moonlight streaming through the windows casts a soft glow on Jonathan's skin, making it look flawless and ethereal. The moment feels surreal, and I can't shake the feeling that something is about to happen.
"So, luv, do you suggest we fuck?" he asks. The explicit language catches me off guard, and I bite my lip.
"Well, that’s an enticing offer, but I think I do have to turn it down," I reply, trying to keep the tone light despite the turmoil of emotions swirling inside me.
He pushes himself up, using his elbows to support him as he leans over. His face hovers over mine, and the proximity makes my heart race even faster. "Maybe you can reconsider your decision," he murmurs. His breath caresses my skin, making me shiver.
It’s so intoxicating the way he looks at me through lowered eyelashes. The way his eyes keep gravitating to my mouth, and the way I am electrified when his warm breath feathers down on my exposed neck. The tension stretches and stretches like a rubber band being pulled and pulled, wanting to be released. I can almost feel the electricity in the air between us.
My eyes flutter shut the second his cold fingers touch my blazing skin. His index finger slowly glides up and down my cheekbone, making my chest heave up and down with each uneven breath. The touch is gentle, yet it sends a surge of desire coursing through my veins.
He first caresses my brow, then trails it to my nose, and then ends up lingering on my lips. My thighs clench together as I wait for him to do something, and he does. He tugs on my lower lip using his finger, and my eyes open slowly, meeting his smoldering gaze.
Jonathan’s sensual gaze locks on my lips and darkens. My blood pulses stronger in my veins, and my heart beats louder in my chest, echoing the chaotic symphony of emotions inside me.
This is pure torture, a tantalizing dance on the edge of temptation.
But why am I reacting like this? We are rivals, for heaven’s sake. I try to remind myself of the line that separates us, but it's blurred in this moment of vulnerability.
"I think I have got my answer after watching your reaction," he says, kissing my forehead, his lips leaving a trail of fire on my skin. Passing a conspiratory wink, he returns to his side, leaving me a tangled mess of emotions. "Good night, Luv."
I stay immobile, my heart still pounding, my thoughts spinning. I tilt my head to look at him. He has already turned his back on me, facing the other side, but his presence lingers, drawing me in like a magnet.
I scoff internally, trying to regain some composure. Way to mortify me in front of him, I scold myself, feeling both elated and bewildered by the intimacy we just shared. It's a dangerous path we're treading.
I think I need to get back to sleep, or else I might murder the person beside me.
The bittersweet ecstasy he got me into means I can’t sleep tonight. The temptation, the forbidden allure, leaves me restless, questioning whether I can resist this any longer.




CHAPTER 17

“There are just inches in between us

I want you to give in,
I want you to give in
There is tension between us I just wanna give in”
– CAMILA CABELLO



We navigate a world filled with those we like and those we dislike. It's an inescapable reality. Nonetheless, we make an effort to avoid the individuals we find displeasing. Unfortunately, that option seems absent from my life.
When I woke up, my first instinct was to search for him.
Jonathan was nowhere to be found. Isabella and Alex informed me he left early, supposedly to attend to some matters. I had doubts, though, especially after the incident he pulled last night; it made things awkward between us.
Avoiding Jonathan was my goal for today, but fate had other plans.
So here we are, standing face-to-face with each other.
My life is far from the cliché romance category; it resembles more of a horror thriller comedy—a genre I never cared for.
"What the heck? I thought that at least on weekends, I wouldn't have to endure your presence," I retorted, defensively squaring my shoulders and crossing my arms.
Aesira's lips twitch in amusement. "You guys know each other?"
"We work together."
"She's my co-worker."
We both replied simultaneously. A tense pause fills the air as we lock eyes, an unfamiliar emotion flickering in his gaze.
"You're pathetic when you try fishing for information," I drawl, to which Jonathan snickers.
"And you're transparent when you're deflecting," he shoots back.
Gritting my teeth, I turn my head away. Though he can easily embarrass me and say inappropriate things to annoy me, I find a strange sense of ease in his presence.
"Hey!" Aesira calls out to someone.
I follow her gaze, and when it lands on a guy, I turn back to her with a charming smile.
"Hey, Aesira." The guy waves at her before approaching us.
My lips thin when he stands before us.
It's Archer.
Jonathan's brother.
Maybe Aesira's lover?
I fear there might be something he hasn't informed Aesira about, something that could break her heart when she eventually learns the truth.
"It's nice to see you're finally moving on," I say while poking my fingernails into her arm.
"Shut it," she tries to communicate with me through our eye language.
"This is just the beginning," I respond.
Trying to hide her flushed cheeks, she pulls her leather jacket up. "He's that guy."
I clear my throat, and my voice turns sweet. "Hey, it's nice to meet you. I'm Olivia, Aesira's best friend and roommate. I swear I'm genuinely nice when you don't cross me."
Jonathan lets out a deep scoff, and I shoot him a death stare.
Archer was about to say something, but I shake my head. Confusion clouds his features, but as his gaze falls on Aesira, he finally understands why I don't want him to continue.
"It's nice meeting you too. I'm Archer Rodriguez, and the guy over there is my brother," he says, extending his hand for a peppy handshake.
Nice try, Archer. At least you're not as foolish as your brother.
Playing along, I clasp his hand and shake it vigorously.Aesira has to intervene to keep me from being overly enthusiastic.
"It's nice meeting you, Archer. I've heard a lot about you," I exaggerate, and I grab hold of Jonathan's shirt collar.
"LET.ME.GO." Jonathan shrieks, making me glare at him in return.
Aesira snorts while Archer shakes his head in amusement.
"I'm leaving Aesira under your security now. Have fun, but not too much. Goodbye!"
I wave dismissively and start dragging Jonathan to the other side of the road. Surprisingly, he doesn't attempt to get rid of my grip on his collar. When we reached the end of the market, I finally let go of his collar.
He remains quiet. Rubbing my arms, I look at him.
Jonathan has his hands shoved into his pockets, his blonde hair untamed. He is in a white silk shirt, his black breeches tucked into a pair of black boots. I swallow audibly.
The street bustles with people, but our conversation seems to create an isolated world of its own. The air crackles with unspoken tension, and I can't help but notice a faint flush on Jonathan's cheeks, adding to the intrigue.
"What should we do now that you dragged me from there? But wait, why did Archer and you pretend that you guys had never met before?" He asks huskily, his dark voice sending shivers down my spine.
I step away.
He is standing too close for my peace of mind. "Because I gestured for him to do so," I say stiffly, forcing my gaze to his face. "I'm sure you know the reason why."
I try moving further away, but it looks like he isn't in the mood to leave me alone.
He follows me, and when I bump into the wall behind me, he puts an arm on each side of my head to effectively trap me.
We aren't touching, but I can feel the heat emanating from his body, making me hyper-aware. He leans closer, and I instinctively try to move away, but the wall hinders any escape attempts. The situation feels eerily familiar—it almost sparks a memory of my heart fluttering.
"Jonathan, what are you doing?"
"I don't know," he admits. "I just don't want to let go of you yet. But do you want to go swimming to clear our heads? I'm in desperate need of it."
Taking a deep breath to settle my nerves, I nod lazily.
Maybe he's right. We both need to sort out our thoughts. Perhaps I can grab this opportunity to ask him about Archer.
I don't want Aesira to get hurt again.
◆◆◆
Jonathan gives me a curious look as I take off my shirt and skirt, leaving me only in a bikini before I dive into the swimming pool. The cool water envelops my body as I resurface, and I can't help but notice Jonathan's admiring gaze.
From my peripheral vision, I watch him undress, wearing only black boxers, before he jumps into the water with effortless grace.
His toned muscles glisten under the sunlight, and I find myself momentarily mesmerized.
"Jonathan," I call out his name, and immediately he turns to me. I remain in my spot as he swims towards me. When he finally reaches me, he whips his head out of the water, and a few drops splash on my face.
"If you want to talk about Archer, I am not giving you any information."
"You are not nice." I click my tongue, trying to hide the flutter of excitement in my chest.
His smile is slow and glorious, and the words rumble deep within his chest. "You don’t want it nice."
He suddenly reaches out, holding my wrist, and jerks me towards him. Inches separate us, and the heat from his body warms mine. His blue eyes dip to my lips, lingering there.
"Nice will only bore you. You want something dangerous, something that never ceases to surprise you."
He brings my wrist up to his mouth, and I freeze. My breath catches hard in my throat. Those lips ghosting over my inner wrist send my nerves sparking, and I gasp, which draws another smile from him.
A frown creases his forehead, and he chooses not to look at me, sending his line of sight somewhere over my shoulder as he asks softly, "Have you been trying to date guys?"
"Plenty," I whisper, my heart racing as his closeness becomes almost intoxicating.
I reply with a single word because suddenly speech evades me. How does he keep notes on where I go?
His gaze slowly slides back to mine. He tips his head to the side, studying me as if weighing how to say it. "It’s been easy for people to slink in because you are lonely."
I blink, a sudden rush of surprise mixed with hurt sweeping through my chest, dousing everything he had roused within me. I try tugging my arm free, but he won’t let me go. "People have been using you. I could sense it."
My brows furrow. "You could have it wrong."
"Prove me I am wrong then."
"You are right. I am lonely. And I don’t know what I have done for you to be so hateful. You didn’t like me when we first met at our internship, and you don’t like me now."
I open my eyes to find him staring at me like I am a strange creature he has never encountered before, one that slightly repulses him.
I sigh, running the fingertips of one hand along the upper side of my eyebrow. "It might have been nice just to spend those days talking and being friendly towards each other instead of you being an asshole to me. We could have been friends."
"I don’t want to be your friend," he snaps harshly, his emotions palpable in the charged atmosphere between us.
And right then, without realizing the walls I built around him, they crumble right there. I stand in the carnage as he wrecked me with those seven words, shocked that it hurts.
Shocked at myself that I didn’t realize he mattered.
Heat flares behind my eyes, and my nose prickles with the threat of tears. I stare at Jonathan in confusion for a long moment before rolling over, wanting to escape the vulnerability I feel.
I swim away, pressing a hand to my chest, not understanding why something aches deep inside.
What is this?
I couldn’t possibly care for Jonathan. It would be utterly reckless and undeniably irresponsible.
Dammit! I shouldn’t care.
I shouldn’t.
But I do.
"You don’t like me; I get it." I toss it over my shoulder. "So why don’t you just stay away and leave me in peace?"
"No. I don’t want to like you," he seethes, his emotions now a turbulent storm. "But I do. Why the fuck are you so likable?" He snarls as if it were the worst thing that ever happened.
Stunned, I turned back to find him with a sullen expression, his chin jutting out. He is not even looking at me.
Does he like me? Kind of? What the hell is he trying to say?
"Is that bad? Would your world implode just because you like me?" I don’t want my voice to quiver, but it does anyway, exposing the raw emotions I've been trying to suppress.
The air around us blankets both of us with thick tension. Jonathan gives me an odd look as if it were the truth. "I have strived so fucking hard to dislike you. You have no idea. I tried every means to stay away from your presence, but somehow you always broke that."
My nose scrunches up in confusion. Was I supposed to thank him for his hostility?
The afternoon sun casts a warm glow over the swimming pool as Jonathan merely rolls his eyes, seemingly exasperated, and turns away.
I can't help but feel like I'm dealing with a ten-year-old mischievous kid who can't quite figure out how to express his feelings.
"You like me?" I ask, my curiosity and defiance blending.
He jerks his head violently, still avoiding direct eye contact, and instead, his gaze drifts heavenward. His silence is loud, screaming that he doesn't want to be here and surely doesn't want to continue this conversation.
Determined to break through his facade, I command, "Tell me about the things you like about me." I refuse to let him off the hook; I want to see him squirm.
Jonathan's glow darkens, and his eyes narrow. "Go on!" I taunt him, challenging him to reveal his true feelings.
His mouth thins into a thin line as he rapidly rattles off his thoughts. "Kind. Loyal. Fearless. Passionate. Intelligent. Gorgeous," he says, each word sounding like an insult.
I wince, knowing that, in his way, this is probably the nicest thing he has ever said to me. Yet he looks as if he wants to take back his words or rip his tongue out.
He finally returns his gaze to me, scowling at my grimace. I squinted at him, puzzled by my fondness for teasing him.
"You wanted to know," he throws back at me, seemingly annoyed with my probing.
I give a half-shrug, not backing down. "Yeah, but it's pretty clear you'd rather bite off your tongue than admit the truth."
He blinks twice, his features slackening as he struggles to process my directness. "What?"
It's amusing to see him emotionally flustered, so I roll my eyes, dismissively waving at him.
"Why don't you just go back and leave me alone? Go on, get up." I kick off and start swimming away, hearing an exasperated, strangled breath from him behind me.
Though he grits his teeth, there's a slight softening in his voice this time. "You are the one denying everything," he says, acknowledging that we both have our walls up.
"Stubborn. So excruciatingly stubborn," he continues, and I find myself feeling a mix of irritation and affection.
The hurtful ache in my chest eases, and I twirl around in the water to face him. "I do enjoy it."
"Such a smartass," he says with a hint of a smile.
"You brought it on me," I retort, trying to maintain an air of nonchalance even though my heart is racing.
"Besides, you do like it," he says, seemingly amazed by the way I embrace my fiery temperament. "As kind-hearted as you are, your temper matches it. Such fire, luv. You would burn the world down over a slight."
I have to force back a smile because he's right.
When he bobs in the water with arms spread like wings, we lock eyes, and I feel the warmth of the sunlight on my skin. "And you would be the first person to have what I never gave to anyone."
His words hit me hard, and I swallow. When he touches his chest over his heart, I can't help but feel a wave of emotions rush over me.
"You must know... This one, right beneath the layers of muscle, pumping blood, has never been able to feel something this deep, not until you came into the picture."
He pauses, revealing a surprising vulnerability, and admits, "I would only date to get married. So yes, I am choosy with women."
His candid confession warms my heart, and I feel my blood running hotter as a smile threatens to break free.
As far as I know, he's never had a girlfriend, and this feels like the closest he's come to confessing how he might feel.
"I don't get the sudden interest you have in me."
His gaze returns. Honest. Open.
"It's never been sudden."
My heart stumbles. And we just stare at each other.
A truth hangs between us, raw and unspoken.




CHAPTER 18

Jonathan





Jealousy.
An emotion that arises due to the increase in plasma testosterone and cortisol concentration is envy, which can lead to feelings of envious resentment for various reasons, such as achievements, possessions, or perceived advantages.
However, for me, it was witnessing her smile at some stranger. She never laughs like that when she is with me.
Suddenly, she isn't just the girl whom I tease.
She is a woman—an attractive woman who ignites a fire within me. Whenever I am near her, I long to take her in my arms to see if my heart rate increases, and every single time, it does.
"Maybe you shouldn't glower so much," someone suggests next to me, and I tilt my head to see Archer standing there.
"What do you mean?" I ask.
He shrugs and says, "You are glowering at Aesira's roommate, your former enemy. Correct me if I am wrong."
"I wasn't glowering."
"Oh yes, you were," he says, giving me an amused look. "Are you jealous, Jonathan?"
I scoff. "Hardly. I've never been jealous in my life."
"One day has to be the first."
"Where is Aesira?" I ask, deciding to switch the subject. "She came here to meet you."
"She just went to the washroom." He turns around and waves to Aesira, who seems lost. Aesira waves back to him and smiles at me. I give a short nod in response.
Turning back to me, Archer rolls his eyes. "Stop denying everything, Jonathan. I am afraid that someday all these suppressed feelings will crush you."
"As if. I know I can handle everything." I run my fingers through my hair.
He pats my shoulder and returns to Aesira. I glance back at the dance floor and then curse.
"Are they insane? They are still dancing." How am I supposed to gauge the meaning behind this?
I would rather confront that scoundrel than let him take her somewhere else.
Gulping the boulder lodged in my throat, I curl my fingers into my palm, forming a fist. It is physically painful to watch her dance through the dance floor with some random guy. I tilt my head against the wall while my eyes scan the area to find anything that could distract them.
Or maybe I should take the initiative to go and snatch her away.
Exhaling a long breath, I reach for them and tap the guy's shoulder. They immediately stop dancing.
The younger man turns around, his eyes widening as he catches sight of me. "Yes?"
Olivia's face drains of color as if she has seen a ghost. I have to stop myself from smiling at her reaction.
"I am sort of, but do you think I can borrow my girlfriend?" My mouth sets in a hard line.
The guy's brows snap together as his gaze moves back and forth between us. Olivia tries to shake her head, but he blatantly ignores her.
"Sorry, I didn't mean to intrude." He quickly apologizes and weaves his way out through the crowd.
"Did you have to lie about our relationship just to ward off a guy I was dancing with?"
Focusing back on her, I smile a charming, mischievous smile.
I grab hold of Olivia's hand, tugging her along to the center of the dance floor, entwining her long fingers with mine. I love how they fit just right. I lift her hand to my lips to kiss her knuckles. Raising my gaze to hers, I ask softly, "Dance with me?"
"No. Thank you."
"Oh, come on. Just lower your standards a bit. I just did."
Olivia stares blandly, an immaculate brow raising a question. Almost rolling her eyes, she nods.
"If you're going to make a scene," she retorts. "Let's do it outside."
"I am sure my intentions are very pure."
The lights dim as the DJ starts playing a soft tune. Music hums along the speakers as the other couples come onto the dance floor. My arm goes around her waist, pulling her closer to my body as she rests her hands on my shoulder. Something tugs at my heartstrings the way she feels in my arms.
Olivia aligns her steps perfectly with mine, her arms going up from my shoulders to loop around my neck. She steps closer, and our bodies touch everywhere, the thick layer of clothes being the only barrier between us.
I wonder if my mind is playing tricks on me when she leans her face next to mine, her warm breath tickling my earlobe, and asks, "What kind of stunt are you trying to pull, Rodriguez?"
"You called me by my surname." The easy grin on my lips doesn’t take the least bit of effort. Still moving along with the music's rhythm, I slightly turn my head sideways.
She scoffs, "Don’t dodge away my question."
My nose touches hers, my hold on her waist tightening the slightest bit, my fingers gently digging into her hips.
"Why would you want to know?" I whisper, my lips a hair's breadth away from hers.
She stares, something flickering within those beautiful eyes. But before that sudden emotion can deepen, I have to step back for the sake of the dance's choreography and twirl her around.
When I draw her to me again, her back is to my front, and my hands are on top of hers and around her stomach. She looks at me over her shoulder, that borderline-lustrous glint still in her eyes. Her gaze flickers to my lips for a fleeting moment, and I can’t stop my own eyes from doing the same. Her lips look so inviting.
"Really, what do you want, Rodriguez?" she asks softly and seductively, every inch of her flush against mine.
I love the way she says my name, but I love even more the way she utters my surname. I could use that as my ringtone or alarm.
My new obsession.
I love the way she nibbles her lower lip and stares at me like I am a specimen she wishes to study. But I can also feel her slight tremble when my hand brushes against her exposed skin. Why the hell was she wearing such a revealing dress?
My hand slides up a few inches from her waist, winding around her ribcage, and holding her to me. "Pretending that what I said is true, luv."
"A man of words. Wow, Rodriguez, I never believed I would see this day."
I bring my mouth close to hers, my voice barely a whisper. "Call me like that again, and I won’t be responsible for the mistake I make."
I let my finger run down her exposed arm. I can feel goosebumps arising on her skin as she takes a shaky breath. "Who knows, I might enjoy the repercussions."
Fuck. This woman surely knows how to mess with my sanity.
"Hold on; I am going to lift you," I mutter. My lips gently graze the side of her neck as I speak.
Olivia shivers at the slightest touch, her hands falling to her sides as I spin her around so she's facing me.
I lift her from her feet by the waist, propelling her body above mine. Olivia's hair frames her face, and the long strands end up tickling my forehead and cheeks. As I lift her, with her arms around my neck, our gazes lock the moment I start twirling us.
Once her feet are on the ground, I wrap a hand around her hair. "Let's get out of here." The words tumble out of my mouth before I can stop them.
Olivia has better control than me, even if her eyes look dazed and her face is flushed. She nods, stepping back from me as I let go. Smoothing down the creases of her dress caused during the dance, she makes her way out of the club, and I quietly follow her.
The level of self-restraint I have to exercise around her is bordering on ridiculous.
I watch as she lifts her head and smiles at the stars twinkling in the azure night sky, the graceful line of her neck in relief against the light coming from the club. Her hair is swept up into a loose bun, but a few locks have escaped to caress her cheekbones.
I know I have been an asshole these past few days. To be honest, I can't shake off the day when we were sharing the same bed because, fuck, I couldn't even get a wink of sleep. All night I stayed away, facing the other side, because she shouldn’t have been able to see how she affected me.
And about the revelation I made at the swimming pool? That was borderline excruciating because it was hard to admit that after keeping it hidden for so long.
"What are you doing in Archer's club?"
"Oh, I am the matchmaker. Why did you bring me outside?" She asks, her eyes sparkling in the moonlight.
"Uh," I mutter, trying to remember why I brought her outside in the first place. I just have the devil of a time remembering what it is.
What is it with this woman that makes my mind go haywire?
She raises an amused brow and says, "If there's nothing, then I am taking my leave."
"No," the denial quickly falls from my lips. "You asked me about Archer's club because you wanted Aesira and Archer to meet, right?"
"Yes. I am sure you are not so hollow to notice that they like each other, unlike us. Moreover, I like your brother. He is a wonderful guy." I shouldn't be saying this, but for the first time in my life, I feel a pang of jealousy because of it.
But she is right—Archer is the kind of guy girls would want to settle down with.
"You heard my conversation with him that day, right?" I inquire.
"No. I only heard a few sentences and understood that it was a family matter. So, I didn't bother eavesdropping. I'm not as low as you think of me to be."
"Then tell me why you are avoiding me."
"I am not."
"Yes, you are," I repeat, my voice rising slightly.
"I mean, I have an inferiority complex towards you. You understand what I mean, right?" She says angrily and flails her arms to demonstrate. "I mean, I don't too... I must have freaking lost my mind after our last meeting."
I inhale a deep breath. "So, that's why you have been avoiding me."
She looks at me like I have lost my mind. Chuckling, she shakes her head, her fists clenched at her sides. It felt like she was about to whack me with those fists or smother me right then. It's easier to handle an angry Olivia. But I can't handle it when she ignores me.
"No," she whispers incredulously. "I am trying to sort out what you mean to me, and it's not clear yet. Jonathan, I hate you so much for this."
"That doesn't sound like my problem."
"As difficult as it must be for you to imagine, it is your problem. You are the one who caused this mess," she says it stiffly.
Unable to stop myself, I reach out and grab her wrist. With a light yank, I bring her up against me and hold her there with a hand at the small of her back. Leaning down until my face is a mere inch from hers, I feel satisfied to see her eyes flicker uncertainly.
She draws a shaky breath, and I have to close my eyes for a moment to hide my response to the simple movement of her chest against mine. I'm not the only one affected. She tenses in my grip, and her breathing has changed drastically.
This is madness. I should have let her go, but I can't.
"Jonathan, this isn't funny," she whispers, her eyes large and vulnerable.
"Do you see me laughing?" I say, my voice deceptively calm.
"No, but you always manipulate people with a straight face." She draws another shaky breath and wriggles under my grip.
"Is that what you think I'm doing?" I ask, catching her gaze and holding it. "Toying with you for amusement."
"It wouldn't be the first time, would it?" A wry smile touches her lips. "Ever since I stepped into the hospital, my life has never been normal again. You made my life a living hell; you know that too."
Leaning down further, I allow myself to burrow my nose in the soft hair by her temple for a moment. She jerks back, staring at me in surprise for a moment before she disentangles herself from my arms and steps away. Her face holds a distasteful expression.
"Leave me alone, Jonathan. At least give me time to think over your reversed actions," she says bitterly.
A thin sheen of tears gathers at the brim of her eyes, and immediately my hand goes to wipe them, but she bats it away.
"You can have it," I reply almost hesitantly.
"Thanks," she says, giving me a look of mixed anger and something I couldn't quite define.
Before I have the chance to reply, she turns on her heel and leaves, fleeing down the street. I stare at her as long as her silhouette is visible to my eyes until she fades away into the distance.
My jaw hardens as I lean against the wall and look heavenward.
It is so unfair.
Why should I be interested in the one woman I could never have? A woman I didn't even really want. I know full well that I am a terrible match for her.
If I were a clever man, I would not have messed with her after everything that happened. But apparently, I was not a clever man, because I couldn't bring myself to let her go.
I want to tell her a million little things that she has never known, but it all gets tangled up inside when her eyes meet mine. It's a strange thing because sometimes I don't understand her. Even so, those are the reasons that bring me back to her.
Maybe because there's more of her that I know.




CHAPTER 19

"I don't wanna say goodbye, 'cause this one means forever"

- Benson Boone



Iwas spared of Jonathan's company for the next few days as he deliberately avoided me.
I didn't mind it at all.
We only crossed paths during our break time, and during those moments, I made conscious efforts to ignore him. Sometimes, I felt his gaze on me, but whenever I looked over, he appeared to be looking elsewhere.
A week has passed since our argument, and tonight, as I lay down to sleep, it isn't the argument that vividly comes back to my mind, but rather the dance we had and his sudden confession that he never disliked me.
His way with words always affects me, and just thinking about it makes my heart race with excitement and nervousness.
It's like he has this power over me that I can't explain, and it frustrates me that he can always manage to get under my skin, triggering a rush of emotions and making me feel hot and flustered.
Tears well up in my eyes, a combination of confusion and irritation at my vulnerability.
Jonathan's behavior is incredibly irritating, and he seems to take pleasure in annoying others. On top of that, he is arrogant and selfish, seldom thinking of anyone but himself.
I know he isn't the right man for me, but unfortunately, my body doesn't seem to agree, and it's a constant battle between my heart and mind whenever I'm near him.
The tingling awareness whenever he's close only complicates matters further, leaving me torn and emotionally tangled. I desperately wish I could ignore my attraction to him, but no matter how hard I try, it feels impossible.
Every time I think I can resist him, he appears, playing with my emotions like a puppet master. My lack of imagination doesn't help in this situation either because I struggle to seek a way out of this emotional turmoil.
Groaning, I close my eyes, pulling the blanket up to my nose, hoping to find solace in sleep to escape these overwhelming feelings. However, before I can drift off, my phone vibrates, jolting me awake.
I reach for the phone on my desk and turn it on, frowning when I see a message from Aesira. I had left her sitting anxiously in the living room, but now she is in the hospital.
Panic grips my chest, and I can't understand why I haven't heard anything from downstairs, my mind racing with worry for her well-being.
Opening the text message, my eyes widen when I read the urgent request to come to the Presbyterian Hospital. Without wasting a second, I jump out of bed and hastily change into jeans and a blue blouse. My hands tremble as I slip on slippers, not bothering with sneakers, and grab the car keys before rushing out of the house.
The fear of something terrible happening to Aesira haunts me as I enter the bustling hospital. I am desperate to find her, calling her number repeatedly with no response. I ask the nurses and the receptionist about her, but there are no records of her presence. My dread elevates.
While busy typing on my phone, I collide with someone, and when I look up to apologize, my body freezes at the sight of Jonathan. Despite my usual reaction to him, a surge of concern overtakes me, and I can't help but grab his arm to stop him from walking past.
"Did you see Aesira?" I ask, my voice trembling with a mix of fear and hope.
"She's with Archer. In room 245," he replies, his voice unusually fragile, hinting at his emotional turmoil.
My heart aches to see him like this. Something is wrong, and my instincts tell me that I need to be there for him.
Trusting my gut, I grip and tip his chin up, gasping when I meet his red, teary eyes. I wipe away his tears gently.
"N-not now," he tries to pull away, but his strength seems to have withered, leaving him emotionally exposed.
Ignoring his resistance, I interlace our fingers, offering my support and understanding, and lead him away from the busy area to a more secluded spot. He remains silent throughout, and I can't bear to see him like this. My heart yearns to find a way to help him through whatever he's facing.
"I'll get you a bottle of water," I say, guiding him to an empty chair, determined to be there for him.
He complies and hangs his head, trying to hide his tears, and I can't help but feel a deep sense of connection and concern for this complicated man before me. Swiftly, I fetch a bottle and bring it to him, my heart racing with worry.
"Drink some water," I urge, but he shakes his head in refusal, and a pang of concern tugs at my chest.
Sighing, I kneel on the floor, feeling the weight of his pain mirrored in my emotions, and unscrew the bottle cap. Gently, I take his hands in mine and place them on his lap, the sight of his vulnerability bringing tears to my eyes.
It's painful to see Jonathan like this. When I lift the bottle to his mouth, he closes his eyes, and my fingers tremble slightly as I support him, hoping the small sips will help ease his distress. I stay in that position, holding him close until he finishes the whole bottle.
Despite his disheveled appearance, huge bags under his eyes, and almost colorless lips, I'm relieved to see a slight improvement. But my concern remains, and I can't help but wonder how many days have passed since he last had a proper meal and a good sleep.
I curse under my breath for not realizing sooner that something was wrong after our encounter at the club.
The tears continue to flow, and it breaks my heart to witness Jonathan like a statue, simply breathing and existing.
I gently cradle his head, resting it on my shoulder, my fingers tenderly running through his blonde hair, trying to offer comfort. His subtle shift closer to me gives me a glimmer of hope that my presence is helping him.
"What happened?" I whisper as I continue to stroke his hair, trying to create a sense of solace.
"I don’t know what to do." He sniffs, raising his head to look at me, his watery eyes piercing my soul with their raw emotion. "I am afraid of losing Archer too." His voice cracks on the last word, and he finally bursts into tears, the pain and tremors wracking his body.
My throat tightens while I hold back my tears, wanting to be strong for him.
"Hey, hey." My voice drops to a soothing whisper as I gently hold his face between my palms. "I am going to be here. I won't say it’s going to be okay because, of course, I know the pain you are going through. But I promise to stay right by your side. It's okay to cry when you are struggling."
He releases a strained breath, his vulnerability touching my soul, and he looks away, seemingly trying to regain some composure.
"Just why?" The way his voice cracks tugs at my heart, and I have to fight to control my emotions, wanting to be a pillar of strength for him in this moment of despair.
"I am here, I am here. I will be here. Calm down," I say, my arms encircling his torso and pulling him closer in a warm embrace, hoping my presence can provide some sense of comfort.
"It hurts so much." His voice trembles as he speaks, clutching the portion of cloth covering his chest. "It hurts to the point that I feel like I am losing control over myself, like all the oxygen is sucked out of my lungs, making it impossible to breathe properly."
Throughout my life, I have seen people break down in front of me while reminiscing about their past, and I have witnessed several encounters with death. But never before have I felt such a burning desire to protect someone or hold them this close to myself.
If there was a way I could change his fate, I would have done it already. It's terrifying, so terrifying, to watch him break down like this, feeling utterly helpless in the face of his pain.
Tears spill from his eyes, dampening my blouse, but that's the least of my concerns right now. I wipe away his tears using my thumb, my heart aching for him, wishing I could take away his suffering.
Jonathan finally lifts his head to look at me, his blue eyes dull and filled with fear. I try to manage a smile for his sake, my lips trembling slightly. He chuckles sadly and gently removes my arms from his body, seeming to want to shield me from his pain.
I watch him quietly as he straightens up in his seat, burying his face in his palms. My heart throbs painfully while watching him cry without restraint.
This is why humans resist life. Being alive means taking the biggest risk because it comes with many conditions, one of which is the grief we face when we lose our close ones. The depth of emotion at this moment makes me acutely aware of the fragility of life and how profound the impact of loss can be.
"I can take care of myself," he mutters, his voice breaking, but I refuse to let him carry this burden alone. "Sorry for bothering you."
"It's not a bother," I respond gently, my voice laced with compassion. "I'm here because I want to be. We can take care of each other, Jonathan. You don't have to face this alone."
He gruffly rubs his hands over his face, wiping away the tears that stream down. Tilting his head, he meets my gaze with a mixture of vulnerability and confusion, baring his soul at that moment.
"Why are you being so kind to me?" He cries out, his voice tinged with desperation. "I don't deserve kindness. People should hate me and throw insults my way. I've always seen myself as the antagonist in this story. What kind of person am I if I can't save both of my siblings?"
With utmost care, I brush away the strands of his hair that keep falling over his eyes. His lips quiver as he closes them, revealing the pain he's been carrying inside, like a heavy burden too much to bear. I realize his abrasive personality is merely a shield to protect himself from his inner turmoil, a defense mechanism to keep others from getting too close.
"Did they ever say that?" I ask quietly, my heart aching for him. He remains silent, staring blankly at me, trying to find solace in my understanding. "Misfortunes are like unwelcome guests; they show up unexpectedly. You can't control what happens. Stop blaming yourself for things beyond your control."
"Do you have any idea how suffocated I feel?" He breathlessly replies, tears flowing freely once more. His pained expression tears my heart, and I wish I could take away his anguish.
"Trust me, I understand how it feels." I nod slowly. "People may seem carefree, but we are all struggling to navigate through life. It's as if we're characters in a story already written in the stars—we can't change or stop what's destined to happen."
"Archer and Jude. I lost them. How can life be this cruel? Can they never comprehend the level of pain a person can endure?" He says this, trying to smile through his agony.
I purse my lips and lift my shoulders in a shrug, feeling the depth of his emotions.
Pain and life are intertwined; neither stops until we decide to end them. "You get so accustomed to the pain that you eventually become numb, and then you get used to the heartache. That's what life's about – accepting and moving on, but never forgetting."
His hands formed fists, his knuckles turning white. I place my hand over his fist and gently cradle it, urging him to relax and let go of the pent-up emotions.
"I pretended that everything was fine and held onto the hope that I'd get used to it. But pretending is far more difficult than it seems," I admit, still gripping his hand as if afraid he'll vanish into thin air.
Tears finally escape my eyes. I understand the pain of losing someone, but I can never fathom the burden of a troubled family and the death of two siblings.
Jonathan is bottling up his emotions, and I fear he might do something he'll regret if he doesn't find a way to release them.
One lesson life taught me is that we can't use the word 'forever' for something which is still happening. Loving someone forever is nearly impossible, but losing someone forever is possible. Yet we always live for things that don't last forever, holding onto hope even in despair.
Interlacing our fingers, I lift them to my lips and kiss his knuckles, offering a gesture of comfort and support.
"You need to share your burden to lighten it. I'm here for you." His body trembles under my grip, and then he manages a tight-lipped smile, a glimmer of hope amidst the darkness he's been dwelling in.
"Thank you for being here with me."
"You're too hard on yourself. From now on, reach out to someone when you're sick or suffering." I offer a wry smile, trying to lighten the weight of his self-imposed responsibility.
I feel like I've finally glimpsed a part of him, and I'm determined to help him heal. Jonathan seems like a person who has been hurt for so long that he has become numb to the pain, burying his true emotions deep within. He might cry and blame himself for not saving his siblings, but deep inside, he struggles to express his true emotions.
I want to be the one to help him find that release. Even though my heart breaks every time his eyes well up in tears. I can see him trying to restrain the pain. The sight tugs at my own emotions, and I wonder how long he has been enduring this kind of suffering.
Using my free hand, I gently run my fingers up and down his forearm, hoping to provide comfort, but I know he is far from being comforted.
The sudden turmoil in front of Archer’s room diverts both of our attention to it. My eyes widen with concern as I watch a doctor carry an unconscious Aesira out of the room.
I rush to her side, my heart racing. "What happened to her? How is she, Aes?" I barely manage to form a sentence as tears stream down my face.
I desperately try to hold her hand, but it slips out of my grip. The nurse pushes me away and gives a reassuring nod in my direction as she guides the stretcher to another room. I follow quietly, my mind racing with worry.
I breathe out a sigh of relief when I notice Aesira's chest heaving up and down. She is breathing. She is alive.
Aesira is fine. I lean against the wall, trying to collect myself from my disarrayed state.
"What happened?" I ask the nurse, my voice trembling, as she checks Aesira's pulse.
"She went unconscious due to extreme levels of stress and pressure. She is stable for now, but the patient she was with is no more. Are you her family member?" The nurse asks with concern.
Before I can answer her question, something inside me breaks.
Archer is no more. He is gone.
Shit, Jonathan.
I barely manage to make it to Archer’s room when the doctor leaves, his head hanging low. My heart aches for both Archer and Jonathan. Doctors are humans too, and they might not show how much witnessing deaths affect them, but I know they do.
I halted my steps immediately.
Half-heartedly, I take small strides to reach the door. Exhaling a shaky breath, I peer through the transparent window to look inside.
There they are: Archer lying on his bed, immobile, while Jonathan grips his hand and cries his heart out, begging him to come back. I cup my mouth to stifle the cry that escapes from my lips.
Turning on my heel, I step away from the door. My hands clench at my sides as I try to walk away, but my trembling legs betray me.
Even though I only got to know Archer a few days ago, I feel a pang of hurt in my chest. The weight of the situation weighs heavily on me. Something inside me broke when I saw his lifeless body lying on the bed. He was a great guy. He was someone who would have done anything to help others. He shouldn’t have left this world so early.
I take deep breaths to calm my throbbing heart. No panic attacks, please. I can’t risk a panic attack now. I need to take care of Aesira and Jonathan. I promised Archer that I would look after them.
I watch the door creak open, and Jonathan’s father enters. An elderly woman follows closely behind him. It must be his mother.
There is no sign of remorse on his father’s face, but his mother seems like she's about to throw a tantrum over losing her child. My shoulders slump down as I lean my fingers against the tiled wall to help myself stand straight.
Tugging on my hair, I sit down on the floor, hyperventilating. "It’s going to be okay. Everything will turn out fine. I believe so." I whisper to myself, hoping to find comfort amid the chaos and grief.
My heart aches for everyone involved, and I feel a mix of emotions swirling within me: sadness, anxiety, and a strong sense of responsibility to support those left behind.




CHAPTER 20

JONATHAN



Iam a mess. 


That idiot left me a few cassettes to hear. He knew I would drown myself in drinks to numb the pain, so he did this.
I can't even count the number of times I've replayed his voice on the tape recorder. It must have been over a hundred times.
The only time I can find solace is when I hear him sing a song on the tape—the same song we all used to sing together—Jude, Archer, and me. I miss them. I miss us.
The memories flood my mind, each note tugging at my heartstrings. I click on the play button, and Archer's voice comes alive.
It's as if he's right here with me, a warm presence in the room. The soft, crackling sound of the old tape adds a nostalgic touch to the moment, transporting me back to the days when life was simpler.
My nerves, which have been on edge, gradually calm down at the sound of his familiar voice, like a gentle hand reaching out to soothe my troubled soul.
"Don’t forget to eat my favorite cake on my birthday!" he yells, and I nod my head, a bittersweet chuckle escaping my lips in response.
The image of Archer's mischievous grin and twinkling eyes flashes in my mind, reminding me of the joy we shared.
How I wish we could share that cake again.
"And I wanted to see whom you marry," he groans. "Do you think it would be you, Olivia?"
"Hell, no, man. You are seriously delusional," I say, trying to hide the mixture of pain and affection his question stirs within me.
"But that doesn’t matter," Archer continues. I can picture him puffing out his cheeks and resting his hands over his hips—the gesture he made when he was deep in thought. "Whoever she is, or even if it’s a he, I want you to believe that they will love you. Like I did. Like Jude did."
My lips twitch into a sad smile as I tilt my head to rest against the wall, exhaling a shaky breath. My tears have already dried up, but the weight of his words lingers in my heart, like a bittersweet melody that I can't forget.
"By the way, I just finished watching 'Me Before You,' and I am bawling my eyes out just so that I can have this emotional conversation with you," he says, giving a loud, snot-sucking sniff that makes me flinch.
No matter how many times I hear this sound, it always makes me flinch. Maybe because it feels too real—a raw reminder of his absence.
I shake my head, trying to regain composure, and say, "You can never have an emotional conversation with me."
"Yes, you are right. Our thoughts match exactly. We are both brothers who can never take things seriously. Life has broken us in such a way that there's no possible route to escape it. But today I want to say something." He pauses, and I can hear the shuffling of papers reverberating, a gentle rustling that adds weight to his words.
Did he seriously write down what he wanted to say?
"I lost the paper where I wrote down the things I wanted to say to you. Well, that’s for the better, I guess. I can tell you from the core of my heart then," he says, clearing his throat, sniffling a few times, and then tapping on the mic.
The vulnerability in his voice breaks my heart, a raw openness that pierces through the distance between us.
"Jonathan, whatever life has given us since childhood, we have accepted it. You accepted that you would pursue being a doctor so that our father would stop burdening us with his wishes. But we should have known he would have never stopped."
"He stooped so low that even after his daughter died, he never budged away from desiring more and more," I whisper to myself, the pain of our shared past haunting me.
"I shouldn’t have moved away, leaving Jude and Archer alone in that cold household. Even now, when I step inside that house, it feels like something gruesome has happened, and, to be honest, it did. The house ruined our childhood," I admit, my voice trembling with regret.
The memories of our shared struggles and the scars they left resurface, heavy on my heart.
Archer sighs. "But now that you have become such a successful man, I wish you the best in your future endeavors. Please don’t be bound by the rules set by that house, because I don’t think there’s anything left to do. We were children back then. We did what we were told to do. We have no power now, but if you do, please don’t let yourself get sucked into the darkness. Please live your life to the fullest. Please keep smiling. Please stop hurting yourself by holding up your emotions. I am sure that out there is a person who cares about you and who is willing to help you out."
His words hit me like a tidal wave, washing over me with a mix of emotions—gratitude, sorrow, and a newfound determination to honor his memory and find my path in life.
Archer's presence may be gone, but his words and the love we shared remain etched in my heart, guiding me toward a brighter future.
The sudden knock at the door startles me, causing me to recoil in surprise. After a week of disappearing and cutting ties with everyone who cares about me, I finally muster the courage to open the door when someone knocks.
I spent the entire week trying to escape my past, desperately avoiding reminders of that life.
However, I can't just walk away.
There are things I need to confront and resolve. So, while I'm buying myself some time, I know it isn't truly over. The mere thoughts twist my gut painfully, and a familiar sensation of panic and fear washes over me like wildfire.
Clicking on the pause button, I lift myself from the floor and tiptoe to the door. Through the eyehole, I catch a glimpse of auburn hair, making me purse my lips before flinging the door open. As if destined, there she stands before me—Olivia.
On this meaningless day, I wish tomorrow wouldn't come. In my world, she shines like a dream.
At first, I thought I was dreaming until I saw her smiling at me.
Olivia is here, standing on the porch of the vacation house known only to my parents. How did she find me? Why did she find me? I don't want to go back.
"You shouldn't have vanished like that," she says, taking a few steps toward me. "You don't know how worried everyone is about you."
Something in me cracks, threatening to crumble at her feet. My grip on the door handle tightens, and tears threaten to spill out.
I'm tired of crying.
My fingers seek comfort in the beads twined around my wrist, a bracelet that reminds me to keep myself in check. Emotions wash over me in a tumultuous wave. Confusion, sadness, and relief battle for dominance as I face Olivia's presence.
I'm trying to escape my past and the pain it brings, but seeing her now brings it all rushing back.
"How did you find me?" I ask, my voice coming out as a shaky whisper. She purses her lips and walks past me, entering the house.
"You thought you could mourn here? The place filled with so many cherished memories? The vacation house? Seriously, Jonathan?"
With her entry, the temperature of the room suddenly warmed up. Before that, it felt like an icy blanket covered everything, shielding me from feeling the pain.
"Why are you here?"
"Because I want to talk with you."
"There's nothing to talk about with me." I close the door and head to the kitchen.
Olivia follows behind, humming a tune I recognize. Her voice cracks in the middle, making my lips curve up. She always knows how to lighten the atmosphere.
Emotions war within me, torn between wanting her to stay and wanting her to leave. Her presence both comforts and troubles me.
"Make my tea black," she orders, peeking over my shoulder. "
You are making tea for me, right? I hope I read your actions right." I roll my eyes and turn on the oven, filling the container with water and waiting for it to boil.
"Why are you here, Olivia?" I ask again, hoping for a real answer this time. But as usual, she dodges my question, walking over to the living room and plopping herself on the sofa.
"The house is really beautiful. You should have told me about it," she says, pointing to a painting on the wall.
"Isn't that drawn by Aesira?" My gaze shifts to the painting—a portrait of Archer that she made during one of their park hangouts.
I never fully knew the story behind it, but I heard bits and pieces about how Archer had clicked pictures of her sketches and sent them to someone who later selected her for an exhibition.
"Yes, it is," I say, leaning my hip against the counter and crossing my arms. "Archer said he wanted to frame it and put it over here."
Turning off the oven, I pour the boiling water into two cups and grab two tea bags, placing one in each cup before taking them to the living room.
Olivia raises her head a little and takes one cup from me.
"Sugar cubes?" she asks, and I jerk my chin toward the table. Her lips form an ‘o’ as she picks up and puts two cubes in her tea.
I never knew she had a sweet tooth. Emotions bubble up inside me as I watch her familiar gestures.
It's both comforting and heartbreaking to see her so at ease in my space.
"So..." she begins, twirling the spoon in her cup. "How have you been coping these days?"
"Who mentioned this place to you?" I raise a questioning brow. Olivia shrugs.
"I tracked you down. Now tell me." Her demanding voice catches me off guard. I take a sip from my cup and settle it down on the table.
"I had nowhere to go. It was painful. When you look at me, smile at me, and encourage me, knowing that I don't fully deserve it, it tore me apart."
I run my hand through my hair, tugging it hard. Shit. I'm still so paranoid around her.
She only asked how I was doing, and here I go blabbering about everything. Emotions tug at my heart as I struggle to find the right words to convey my feelings. The presence of Olivia stirs up a mix of emotions, making it difficult to hide the pain and vulnerability I've tried so hard to bury.
"You deserved that. If you keep everything locked up inside, buried inside, or immersed inside, it could explode," she says.
Her wry smile offers comfort, and I find myself drawn to her even more. My laugh is tinged with bitterness as I look down into my cup.
"It feels like the meaning of my name mocks my life. Jonathan is a gift of God." I shake my head lightly. "It can be better termed the curse of God."
"The terminology can also be explained as you attaining a psychiatrist degree and being in one of the highest paid positions at the hospital, helping people cure their demons."
Olivia's wisdom and insight surprise me, and I meet her gaze, acknowledging her understanding. I nod, grateful for her ability to shift perspectives and remind me of the positive impact I can have on others despite my struggles.
She has a way of making me see things differently, and it's both comforting and uplifting.
"Come back, Jonathan. People are worried sick about you. Your friends need you. I need you, or who else would pull my leg every day?" Her playful tone contrasts with the seriousness of the situation, but her sincerity is evident.
"To be honest, you're the only reason that helps me get up every morning."
Her words tug at my heartstrings, and a mix of emotions swirls within me. I can't help but smile, my heart somersaulting at the effect she has on me.
"Thanks for being the peace in this turmoil of my thoughts," I reply genuinely, grateful for her presence in my life. Her playful demeanor continues as she feigns writing in the air.
"Jonathan is thanking me. I should mark this day and celebrate." Her antics bring a chuckle from me, a brief moment of lightness amidst the heaviness of my emotions.
"So you are coming back with me. Pack your bags right now. And I am not hearing no as any answer." Olivia's determination leaves me with no choice but to agree, and deep down, I know it's the right decision.
I want to try living my life as a different person and being with her feels like the right step towards that. But my feelings for her are complicated, and I'm afraid that if I let them surface, she might run away, just like others have in the past. The fear of losing people I care about weighs heavily on my heart.
Olivia continues to talk about different interests that could pique my interest, and I find myself captivated by her words and her genuine enthusiasm.
But amidst all of it, I can't help but be drawn to her—the way her eyes shimmer when she talks about her favorite artist, Lana del Ray, and the subtle curve of her lips as she reminisces about everyone's concern for me.
It's like she's shining a light on the darkest parts of my soul, unlocking emotions I've kept hidden. I pretend to be indifferent, even forming a layer of hatred to protect myself, but it never works.
In reality, I'm all smitten, and I don't know how to deal with these feelings. I'm afraid that if I pull her closer, she might sense my vulnerability, and I can't afford to lose her or anyone else I care about anymore.
But for now, I'll embrace her presence and the comfort it brings, even if it means facing my demons along the way.




CHAPTER 21

"Cause I've got my mind on you

I've got my mind on you"
- LANA DEL REY



The moment I see him, I brace myself for the inevitable challenges he will bring, yet my heart can't help but swell with relief and warmth, knowing he is safe, alive, and breathing.
Amidst the professional facade I maintain, I can't ignore the underlying reasons for my concern. Perhaps it is the desire to take care of my colleague, or maybe the complicated history involving his brother and my best friend still lingers in my mind.
The excuses I concoct feel like a chaotic mess, but deep down, I know they are only part of the truth.
To my surprise, everything is going even better than I imagined. Instead of needing to go to great lengths to reconnect with Jonathan, a simple visit to his place and a heartfelt conversation suffice.
Everything seems orderly and professional until he makes an unexpected request.
"Can you stay over?" Jonathan asks, his blue eyes conveying an undefined emotion that stirs something inside me.
He is a puzzle as complex as a mathematical equation, yet I yearn to solve him. There is an odd intuition that whenever he occupies my thoughts, my heart flutters with excitement.
Healing proves to be a challenge as different parts of me seek conflicting desires: my inner child yearning for love, my teenage self seeking revenge, and my current self seeking peace.
Memories from the past resurface, momentarily transporting me back in time.
"I…" I hesitate, my words trailing as I struggle to respond to his request. "I will stay until you fall asleep."
His wariness mirrors my uncertainty, but I remain there, watching as he moves around the kitchen, preparing a meal. When he grabs the knife, I try to intervene, but his glare hinders me, and I realize he needs this, perhaps even more than I do.
"Olivia is chatting amiably with me. That's new," he comments, my eyes narrowing when I observe his behavior change.
"You tend to turn things that hurt you into humor. You should stop doing that," I say, concerned for his coping mechanisms.
"You are right; it feels better when I turn my tragedy into comedy," he chortles, his shoulders shaking slightly. "I am a man of many talents, Luv."
I snort in response, relieved to see the familiar snarky side of Jonathan resurface. "Jonathan, I know it’s difficult to be the best version of yourself all the time. But perhaps life isn't about that. You don’t have to always be in a good mood; you don't have to be productive. It’s about how much you try, even when it feels like life keeps flipping upside down."
I offer these words of wisdom, hoping they will resonate with him.
"I am listening to you, but I am just not paying attention," he says, throwing a wink in my direction, and I raise my hands in defeat.
I believe people spend most of their time being afraid of their mediocrity. The reality of humanity is that we are all average at a lot of things. Just because we are not prodigies at everything, we tend to downgrade and stop loving ourselves. Life is too short to be scared of being human.
"What are you thinking?" His sudden question pulls me out of my trance, and I realize that I am staring at him.
I quickly shake my head, feeling a foreign blush color my cheeks.
"I never knew that you cooked," I admit honestly, feeling somewhat in awe of his skills.
"I am glad that I could take you off guard with my cooking skills. Now, would you taste the pasta and tell me how it is?"
He settles down with a bowl of freshly cooked pasta in front of me, and the aroma already promises a delightful taste.
I try to take it, but he grips my wrist, leaving me confused.
"It’s hot," he says, blowing on the pasta a few times to cool it down. Releasing his grip, he jerks his chin, assuring me it is safe to have now.
My eyes widen, and I make a sound of satisfaction. The food is beyond delicious, and it's evident that he takes pride in his culinary creations.
"It’s good," I say, taking another spoonful.
It's so delicious that I can’t help myself from eating more and more.
He throws his head back in laughter, and the deep rumble of his voice seems to skitter across the room. My heart practically jumps out of my chest when I witness this, and I stop chewing, mesmerized by his laugh.
"I will cook for you then. Not everyone gets to taste it. You are the first and only girl." His words catch me off guard, and I choke on my food, caught between surprise and a sudden rush of emotions.
He rushes to offer me water, and the warmth of his concern sends butterflies fluttering in my stomach.
It's as if the walls between us are slowly crumbling.
Jonathan Rodriguez is warming up to me.
There's nothing more I would have wanted.
Stiffly nodding, I manage to finish the rest of the dish, but my mind is racing with thoughts and feelings. After we both finish dinner, I take the dishes to the dishwasher and wash them, finding comfort in the mundane task as I try to process everything that has transpired.
"Archer met with you before his death, right? He gave you the address of our vacation house," Jonathan says without hesitation.
He knows, and I can't deny it. Keeping it hidden or tracking him down would have been futile.
"Yes," I confess, knowing there's no point in lying. "He was worried about you, and he knew exactly where you would isolate yourself. So, he asked me to find you when you go off the radar."
"So, you came to find me because of a stupid promise you made to my brother?" His voice cracks at the end, and I flinch when he mentions, 'My brother.'
Dejected, I cast my gaze downward, realizing I may have reopened an unhealed wound. The weight of his words sinks in, and I feel a deep sense of regret for potentially stirring up painful memories.
I swallow audibly, not wanting to face him.
My heart beats erratically, torn between conflicting emotions. Anxiety intertwines with a glimmer of hope, making it hard to focus on anything else but the situation at hand. The weight of my feelings bears down on me, leaving me feeling vulnerable and exposed as if my emotions are laid bare for him to see.
I wanted to visit him sooner, but I thought it would have been better if he was given time alone.
Archer was sure that Jonathan wouldn’t be stupid enough to take his life; however, I couldn’t quite settle myself, knowing that out there he might expose himself to danger.
So, I did hire a guy to keep tabs on him and not even leave him out of sight. If he noticed anything out of line, he would always ring me up after checking.
The responsibility of looking out for him weighs heavily on my shoulders, adding to the mix of emotions swirling within me the burden of caring for him while fearing for his safety.
"I don’t want to talk about it."
There's a mix of frustration and sadness; I don't want to delve into the reasons behind my actions. It's as if I'm shielding myself from the vulnerability of my emotions, not ready to confront the complexities of my choices.
"Why can’t you just tell me the truth that you care about me? Is it that hard to admit?"
He runs his fingers through his hair as he steps closer to me.
My breath hitches when I feel his warm breath fanning my neck, sending shivers down my spine. His proximity evokes a sense of intimacy, causing my heart to flutter uncontrollably.
I can't help but be drawn to him, even as I try to resist the emotional pull, torn between wanting to embrace his feelings and worrying about the consequences.
"Jonathan," I whisper incredulously. "Step back." There's a hint of fear in my voice; I'm unsure of where this encounter is leading.
My emotions are in a tumultuous dance, and I'm uncertain of how to navigate this unexpected situation, afraid of what might unfold between us.
"I will show you," he says, determination glinting in his eyes.
There's a touch of challenge in his voice, leaving me wondering what he means to reveal. The intensity in his gaze sparks a mix of intrigue and trepidation, leaving me curious yet cautious.
"Show me what?" I ask, my heart pounding in anticipation and trepidation. The unknown possibilities send a rush of adrenaline through my veins.
When he bends his head toward me as if he is going to kiss me, panic surges through me, and I quickly place my hands on his chest to push him away. But the sensation of his hot skin against my fingers surprises me, and I don’t use as much force as I planned to.
He smiles a little, his mouth a mere breath away from mine. "Go ahead, touch me. I promise it will only make things better."
There's a teasing allure in his tone, and it leaves me both flustered and intrigued, torn between wanting to resist his advances and surrendering to the pull of his desire. The sensuality of his smile and the lazy look in his eyes makes me think I really might turn into a puddle on the floor.
What is happening?
And when his lips touch mine, all thoughts flee.
It is nothing more than the mere brush of his lips against mine, but it is enough for my insides to flip. When he pulls back, our breaths mingle, and I immediately ache for more.
I don't have to wait long for him to return.
With more fervor this time, he presses his lips to mine, and my body quickly surrenders to the rush of desire his kiss evokes. He gently nibbles on my lower lip while my hands grip his shirt in a desperate attempt to stay afloat in a sea of previously undiscovered sensations.
I'm completely captivated by the intensity of his touch, losing myself in the intoxicating moment.
Jonathan is kissing me. His first kiss belongs to me. I feel elated, but my mind is a whirlwind of emotions, unsure how to comprehend this moment.
Excitement and uncertainty blend into a heady mix, leaving me breathless and wanting more. It's as if time stands still and the world around us fades away, leaving only the two of us entangled at this moment, cherishing the profound connection we share.
"Open up to me," he whispers huskily. "Open your mouth, Luv."
His words send tingles down my spine, and I find myself unable to resist the magnetic pull between us.
A sense of surrender takes over as I let go of my inhibitions and allow myself to be swept away in the intensity of the moment, embracing the passion that has ignited between us and giving in to the desires of my heart.
Without thinking, I do what he asks, and his tongue immediately steals across my lips to invade the hot recess of my mouth. The deep kiss stokes the heat flowing through my limbs into flames, and I wrap my arms around his neck to stay standing as my knees feel too weak to hold my weight.
Moving his hands away from the wall, he slides them down on my back, pushing me closer.
They fit together perfectly, my curves against the hard, lean planes of his body. The proof of his desire pressed against my abdomen, and it surprised me that I had provoked that response in him.
How did we end up sharing a kiss?
Something similar must have flitted through his mind because he suddenly breaks off the kiss and stares down at me, his eyes a much darker blue than usual.
"Bloody hell," he whispers, his hot breath fanning my face.
The intensity of the moment leaves me breathless, and amidst the overwhelming rush of emotions, words elude me.
Still too overwhelmed to speak, I do nothing but stare back at him while trying to catch my breath and calm my racing heart. The charged silence between us carries unspoken thoughts and desires.
He takes a step back from me, and I feel oddly threatened by his retreat. My heart still races, and conflicting feelings whirl within my mind. Rooted in place, I continue looking at him, sensing his shock and confusion.
His gaze flickers, scanning me from top to toe, and then I realize my shirt straps have fallen from my shoulders.
When had he loosened it?
I never noticed. Neither had he, it seemed.
The sudden realization adds to the awkwardness of the situation.
"Bloody hell," he says louder this time, with a definite trace of anger.
Then he suddenly turns on his heel and stalks back towards his room, slamming the door behind him.
The raw emotions in his reaction leave me feeling exposed and confused, unsure of where we stand now. I stared at the closed door for a moment before sagging against the wall, unable to stay upright.
The kiss weighs heavily on my mind, and I'm torn between feeling taken advantage of and my active participation. The internal struggle with my emotions intensifies. Taking a deep breath, I push away from the wall and walk to the front door.
With a final look at the closed room, I leave, hoping to forget the kiss that left me hot and flustered.
"I can’t say hello to you and risk another goodbye, Jonathan. But you are leaving me no choice but to break my oath," I whisper.
My heart aches with the weight of the decision, unsure of what lies ahead for us.




CHAPTER 22

“ But if you hold me without hurting me

You’ll be the first one who ever did ”
- LANA DEL REY



For the past few days, Felix has been on a determined mission to find an apartment to rent.
Despite the availability of spare rooms in our apartment, he insists on not making two young girls feel uncomfortable with his overbearing presence - a reason that we find rather peculiar and somewhat endearing as he rejects our offer.
As we stand outside the building he has finally chosen, I look up at it in amazement. It's a surreal feeling to think that my brother is now a successful prosecutor.
"This is it," Felix confirms, beaming with a mix of excitement and nervousness. "Come on. I will give you a tour."
"I wish Aesira had tagged along with us," I sigh, stepping inside the house.
"Same here. I will invite her when I arrange my room, but she rarely comes out of her art studio. She spends all day painting," he explains fondly.
My jaw drops when I see the condition of the room.
Felix whistles at the sight of the disastrous state while making his way to the balcony. He opens the window, and I cough as dust particles fly around.
"Do you seriously need to move out? You are my brother, and you can stay at my place. Even Aesira considers you her brother, so what's the problem?" I prop my elbows on the desk and cup my cheeks, genuinely concerned.
He sighs, dropping the luggage on the floor. "I don’t want to bother you anymore."
Surprised, I gasp and playfully smack his arm. "When did my little brother get so thoughtful? I still remember the baby who used to run around naked in the house yelling..."
The rest of my words get muffled when he presses his hand over my mouth. He looks over my shoulder to the other side of the house and heaves out a long breath. Removing his hand, he steps back, shoving his hands in his pockets.
"Stop pestering me. And I am going to get a roommate soon, so you can’t go on talking about me being naked and all out of nowhere."
"Where did you get so stubborn?" I tease.
He gestures his hand to me, a playful smirk on his face.
"Asshole."
The house is not that huge, but it could be comfortable if tidied up properly. I want to lend a helping hand, but Felix has already hired movers and cleaners, and their part of the work is done.
"When are you getting a girlfriend?" I ask, popping some chewing gum in my mouth. I offer one to him, and he takes it, tossing it in his mouth.
"Says the one who is still single. You have Aesira to accompany you. Isn’t that enough?"
I groan, "I want to have a girl’s night with more than one girl. Aesira is my best friend, and I love her company. But I also want someone outgoing. Is it too much to ask?"
He rolls his eyes. "Yes, it is. Now help me sort out the furniture."
For an hour or so, we arrange the furniture at their respective places without conversing much. But all through that period, I am building up the courage to bring up that topic.
The topic that we both avoid talking about.
I wipe the sweat with the back of my hand and plop myself on the couch. Felix spreads his arms and throws himself over me, playfully teasing me.
I groan and push him away as the strong smell of sweat hits my nostrils. Scrunching up my nose, I throw my head back, laughing at my brother's playfulness. Despite the distraction, I gather my courage to ask the question that's been weighing on my mind.
"By the way, I want to ask you something," I say, trying to steady my voice. "How can you prove someone innocent after they've been sent behind bars for a crime they didn't commit?"
He stops in his tracks, pivoting on his heel to look at me. Nervousness builds in the pit of my stomach as I shift my weight from one leg to another. I can't reveal everything to him just yet; I need to gather proof first, especially considering how he might react when he learns the truth about our mother.
"Why do you ask?" he questions, leaning against the walls, arms folded across his chest.
"Just tell me, Felix."
He sighs, adopting a more serious demeanor as he explains, "In such cases, it's often considered a Miscarriage of Justice. Eyewitness misidentification, faulty forensic analysis, false confessions by vulnerable suspects, perjury, and even misconduct by the police, prosecutors, or judge can lead to wrongful convictions. One can appeal through an Innocence Project or explore other legal avenues to fight for the victim's innocence."
His authoritative aura commands my attention, but I choose not to elaborate further, leaving a heavy silence between us.
Felix smacks the table, impatient with my hesitance.
"Liv!" he demands, "You know I hate it when people beat around the bush. Just tell me already!"
"Fine," I relent, placing my hand flat on the table. Felix grabs a chair and sits, his gaze fixed on me. "How can we release our father if we plead not guilty?"
Instantly, his relaxed features harden, his jaw visibly tensing with contained anger. I knew I shouldn't have brought it up so directly.
"He killed our mother, Liv. Plead guilty? Over my dead fucking body."
"I know," I whisper, aware that our mother is still alive. But I can't reveal that truth to him just yet. The memory of the bloodied woman we saw that night still haunts my dreams.
"But just think about it, Felix. Did we ever have our DNA matched with our mother to check if it was her? We never got to see her face."
"Because her face was all smashed and bloodied," he retorts. "The cops didn’t want to scar us for life. We were kids back then, Liv."
Looking at his fuming state, I realize I have to keep this lead to myself for now. I hope he'll understand that I'm just trying to protect him.
◆◆◆
A suicide note.
How could such a note exist if my father had killed her? The very idea spins a whirlwind of conflicting emotions within me. Yet, if we dare entertain the possibility that he never killed her, then that note must have been written beforehand, giving rise to even more perplexing questions and uncertainties.
Why did Father never deny the charges pressed against him? It's a labyrinth of secrets, and I find myself entangled in its enigmatic web.
A hand, heavy and warm, settles on my shoulder, causing my breath to catch. Without turning around, I already know who it is; only one person can evoke such intense turmoil within me.
Jonathan – his mere presence dominating the space around me. I used to be immune to his charm, but over time, that resistance has crumbled, leaving me vulnerable to his influence.
"What are you doing?" His husky voice draws my attention to my trembling hands. My heart skips a beat as I gaze at the mess I've made.
The forgotten coffee machine overflowed, spilling its contents over the counter, soaking everything in its path. I curse inwardly at my carelessness.
"What’s up?" I attempt to muster a casual smile over my shoulder, pretending as though nothing is amiss.
His lips curl, seeing through my façade effortlessly, his gaze briefly lingering on my mouth – a gesture he's been doing more frequently lately. "You seem to be in a daze. Let me help you."
Taking a deep, uneven breath, I step aside, and Jonathan continues to steal side glances at me as I take slow, distracted sips of my coffee. The weight of the situation threatens to overwhelm me; I feel like I might have to spend an all-nighter trying to piece together the puzzling clues. My father, though not without faults, should not be burdened with the tag of a murderer if he is indeed innocent.
"Do you want to tell me what’s bothering you?" Jonathan's concern is evident in his question, but I shake my head in response.
There are some things I cannot bear to share.
"Did you eat?"
Again, I shake my head, and from the corner of my eye, I see his head jerk up, his features furrowing with deeper worry.
It seems my inner turmoil is evident to everyone today. The fact that I'm so transparently distressed frustrates me further.
Angry tears blur my vision, and I instinctively lower my head, biting my lower lip so hard that the taste of metallic blood fills my mouth.
Suddenly, I feel a gentle hand lifting my chin, and I blink in surprise. Jonathan's finger traces my bottom lip, causing a wince to escape from him. I turn away, finding his touch only intensifies my emotional turmoil.
"Come with me." His fingers wrap around my wrist tenderly as he leads me out of the canteen. Though aware of the curious gazes around us, my attention is solely fixated on his hand enveloping mine.
I feel like an outsider in this world, an enigmatic force that sets me apart from everyone else. At every turn, barriers seem to thwart my escape.
When someone accidentally bumps into me, Jonathan's firm grip pulls me aside, and he shoots the guy a narrowed stare. The apologetic stranger quickly backs away, but I assure Jonathan that it's no big deal, playfully elbowing him when he won't stop glaring.
"He didn't mean it," I say when the guy leaves. "Would you stop that?"
"Nope," he deadpans, steadfastly holding onto my waist, and I don't bother pointing it out. Upon reaching his cabin, he flings the door open and practically ushers me inside.
Clenching my fists, I observe as he locks the door and turns his attention back to me.
Taking a determined stride forward, he pulls me flush against his body, enfolding me in his strong embrace. A surprised squeak escapes my lips.
My futile attempts to push him away only reaffirm his resolve. His hand moves to the back of my neck, gently pressing my face against his chest.
"Stop!" I plead in a broken whisper. "Please."
"It seemed like you needed a hug. I know that I might be the last person you want to hug, but I want to be there for you at times like this," he says, his lips softly brushing against my hair.
"Thank you. Thank you. Thank... you-than..k," and before I can finish the sentence, I break.
Everything inside me shatters - my heart, my courage, my soul.
It all unravels in this intimate moment. I've hidden behind a façade of calm and composure, but perhaps it's time to let it go. I didn't want to succumb to a torrent of emotions, but then...
My knees give in, and my weak legs buckle, causing me to sag onto the floor. Jonathan stumbles back at the sudden movement, but he refuses to let go; instead, he kneels, holding me tightly.
Tears stream down my face as I cling to his shirt with all my strength. I press a hand over my mouth to muffle my sobs, letting the pain remain locked inside, as it always has.
I yearn to embrace peace, to release the fear I've held onto for so long, yet somehow, I can never fully relinquish it.
The person holding me now is the first to offer solace without causing hurt. But happiness remains unattainable, akin to a butterfly that always slips from my grasp into the light.
"I needed it," I rasp, trying to meet his gaze, but he gently keeps me where I am.
Our heartbeats echo in unison, a comforting rhythm that lulls me toward slumber. Exhaustion overtakes me, and I close my eyes. Even in sleep, I can hear the tender words Jonathan whispers into my ear.
"I know. We can stay like this as long as you want us to."




CHAPTER 23

"Give me back my girlhood.

It was mine first "
- TAYLOR SWIFT



My eyes fly open, and a horrifying scene stands before me, straight out of a nightmare. Nausea churns in the pit of my gut when the entire house becomes a chaotic swarm of cops and reporters, suffocating in their presence.
Stepping onto the porch, I hesitate to look inside the house—it's the same house where the tragedy unfolded, forever altering the course of my life and mercilessly tearing my family apart.
Doubt claws at my mind—is this all a twisted creation of my imagination? Another one of those haunting nightmares that plague my sleep? Or is this grim reality staring back at me?
"No," I mutter, trying to convince my frantic mind that I am not losing my grip on reality. "I can't be going crazy."
Yet I can't ignore the bizarre sensation of one hand clamping down on my shoulders from behind.
Is it Felix? Or the cops? Or is it just my mind playing cruel tricks, summoning phantoms in the darkness of my thoughts?
My heart pounds thunderously in my chest, each beat reverberating through my entire body. I blink rapidly, hoping to clear the blur from my vision. But then the lights go off, plunging me into a suffocating darkness.
A scream echoes through the void, chilling me to the core.
In this pitch-black abyss, my horror intensifies, and I strain my eyes to find even the faintest glimmer of light.
My breath comes in rapid, shallow gasps as if I am drowning in the darkness.
"Where did everyone go?" I call out, but my voice is swallowed by the heavy silence that envelops the house.
The deafening silence gnaws at my sanity. A presence seems to loom behind me, and I feel the urge to grip my shoulders tightly, almost painfully.
A sharp, visceral pain shoots down my arms, a cruel reminder of the nightmare that grips my mind. I struggle to contrast the boundaries between reality and illusion, between the horrors of the past and the terrors of my imagination.
Panic takes hold of me—a searing, white-hot fear that paralyzes my every movement. I fight against an invisible captor, my screams echoing through the hollow house, but my limbs betray me, refusing to respond to the desperate commands of my mind.
Then, out of sheer desperation and resolve, I summoned every ounce of strength left within me and kicked back, breaking free from the grasp.
I bolt forward, trying to flee blindly from the person that haunts my every step. But my escape is short-lived when I feel something sticky and warm under my shoe.
My trembling lips quiver with horror when I look down, only to be encountered by a pool of blood, a rough testament to the terror that unfolds here.
The oppressive silence is shattered by heavy, thumping footsteps, reverberating through the desolate rooms of the house.
A chilling breath brushes against my cheek, and I freeze in place.
"No!" I scream; my voice is hoarse and desperate, and my nails claw ferociously at the grip.
My mind screams for freedom, for release from this torturous nightmare, where faceless horrors claim to be the very people I love.
I feel a presence—someone holding me, speaking to me, or perhaps shaking me awake. But all I can perceive is my trembling form, a prisoner in the clutches of the surreal.
In this nightmarish void, suffocation takes hold of me, as if a thousand needles prick at the walls of my skull, tormenting me relentlessly. The boundary between reality and illusion blurs, and I am lost in the grip of a waking nightmare.
"Why are you doing this, Mother?" I yell, my voice cracking with emotion as tears stream down my cheeks. I can't understand what is happening, but something wet and warm trickles down my face.
When I look down at my hands, my heart sinks at the sight of blood covering my fingers and slowly dripping onto the floor.
When someone's arm wraps around me, pulling me against their hard chest, my mind races with paranoid thoughts, buzzing like a relentless bullet train.
The liquid on my cheek feels unstoppable now, and my breath quivers in my throat, making it hard for me to speak through the sobs. "Please come back."
"Snap out of it, Olivia!" comes a loud chastisement, accompanied by someone nudging me by my shoulders, jolts me out of my tumultuous thoughts.
As if a switch is flipped, the noise in my head abruptly ceases, and I become aware of the blaring brightness around me—lights.
I cling to the person's shirt, continuing to scream, my throat feeling dry and scratchy from the intensity.
Through my blurry vision, Jonathan's face comes into view. His brows furrow with concern as he cups my face tenderly, his thumb gently sliding along my cheek. I can sense pain in his eyes as he tries to comfort me.
"I am here, luv. No one's going to hurt you."
Amid my distress, I can't help but feel that fate is a curse upon me. My dreams are filled with evil, and the darkness seems to seep into every corner of my mind.
"You brought me home," I managed to say after a prolonged stretch of silence.
Jonathan nods, cradling me in his arms and rocking me back and forth.
"Aesira? Where is she?"
"She wanted to stay with you, but today is her submission for her exhibition, so I told her to go, and I will stay with you." Jonathan shows me a box of medication. "She explained about your medications. You strictly told me to watch you take them."
"Ok," I slur my response and take the tablets from his extended palm.
He quickly pours water into a glass and holds it to my lips.
"Do you want to tell me about it? Only if you want to," he asks gently, his warm and intense eyes locked on mine, seemingly capable of reading my every thought and feeling.
"Absolute darkness," I utter, still staring ahead, my gaze fixed on the wall clock. The incident has left an indelible mark on me, with the feeling of helplessness etched into my memory. "I can't see my hand in front of my face. It feels helpless."
He nods, his hand caressing mine as I hang my head low and let out a chuckle.
Just a few days ago, I was the one calming him down, and now he is doing the same for me.
"Have you ever felt regret?" I ask, looking at him intently. His lips curled up in a sad smile.
"Regret is the most painful thing a person can experience, and yes, I experienced it." His response encourages me to open up further, and I take a deep breath to steady myself.
This is nerve-wracking, and I know it will change a lot of things, but I can't keep pretending to be happy and burden-free.
"It's about my father," I whisper.
"Okay," he replies gently, nodding slowly as he tries to understand where I am going with this. "You don't have to tell me if you don't want to."
"No. I want to," I respond a little too quickly and a little too loudly.
His eyebrows lift, and he purses his lips, giving me the space to continue.
"He's in prison right now."
"Oh!" The surprise in his voice is evident. "I see. Why is that?"
I absentmindedly picked at my nails instead of answering, momentarily refusing to reply.
The feeling of dread intensifies when I finally say, "Because he killed my mother."
He freezes. A muscle pulses in his jaw, and he grinds his teeth to hold back the slew of questions that might have arisen. "I am sorry."
"He used to be a fairly decent man, but there were times when he would come home drunk and create a mess. He blamed my mother for how she ruined everything about his life and career. Truthfully, he was never an affectionate father, and we didn’t have a relationship at any point in my life. I guess they stayed together because they had to, not because they wanted to. I guess me and my brother were burdens." I shrug indifferently, but the crack in my voice says otherwise.
"Anyone who considers you a burden is out of their fucking mind!" He snaps, and I look over at him, taken aback by the harsh tone of his voice. "Hands down, Olivia, you are the most helpful, loving, fun, and kind-hearted soul I've ever come across."
My eyes widen, and I blink several times. I can’t believe what I just heard. "You know what I meant," he grumbles, looking away as if he's embarrassed to hold my gaze.
I stifle a snicker.
Rather moodily, he waves a hand at me. "Continue."
"Right," I say slowly. "That was nice of you to say."
He grunts in response but doesn’t bother saying anything. "For the record, I believe you are the same."
His back straightens, and his head whips toward me in surprise.
I shrug. "You know what I meant," I repeat the same sentence.
Shaking his head, he takes my hand and laces our fingers together. I inhaled deeply, feeling his strength.
A couple of silent beats pass before I resume my story: "One day, when I returned home, my whole world crumbled down. What I saw still haunts me in my dreams." His grip tightens as if he is telling me he is there with me. I sniffle and continue, "I saw my mother lying on the floor in a pool of blood, dead. Cops and ambulance vans were parked outside my house. Felix was sitting numb on the porch; his eyes looked as if they had lost his soul. I-i. I think I might have passed out too."
"Nobody deserves that. I think I can relate to it," he whispers. "I lost both of my siblings. I understand the pain." He drops my hand and stands up. He is on the brink of losing his composure, and I can tell from his expression. He runs a hand through his hair, and I notice his finger quivering. He is resisting the urge to punch something.
"Do I even want to know what you’re about to say?"
"Probably not." Reluctance laces my voice. "But I want you to listen to me."
"I am," he says jerkily.
"I haven’t even scratched the surface yet, and you are already losing control. Can you believe how I went through all of this for years?"
My desperation works its magic on him, and he snaps out of his agitated state. "I am sorry."
"The cops said that he killed my mother. There was even a confession letter stating that my father had beaten her so badly that she sought the only way out of the pain was suicide."
There’s a beat of silence.
"I have sometimes been a part of it too. Slaps, punches, and hair-pulling only happened when I came between their fights."
"Goodness," Jonathan's words escape, and I have to avert my gaze, feeling my emotions threaten to spill once more.
He sits beside me, clasping our hands together. I wonder if I will ever find the language to express the things that haunt me the most. "I know you might wonder why I've been silent about this. I guess I've been dense. But you know, being assaulted was terrifying, and not being able to escape was even worse."
"Well, that’s life. The place where all of us pretend to be normal by wearing masks It's fine to fake it until you make it true."
"I will try." A sob escapes my throat, and tears stream down my face.
He gently wipes them away with his thumb, as if trying to take away my pain.
"Just remember, everyone is capable of being toxic," he says, releasing a dry laugh. "Has been, and may be at times. Some have the desire to learn and do better, while others ignore their accountability and continue acting the same way."
"How does it feel when they are your parents?"
I suppose that’s something we can both ponder. Both of our families have a toxic side. We have nothing to lose, nothing to gain, and nothing we desire anymore except to make our lives a work of art.
But I want to live, not merely survive.
"Whatever happens, I would never want to become a replica of my parents," he sighs, sadness swirling in his gaze.
"Me neither."
"Now, tell me everything you love." His expression turns serious, but I notice a softness when he looks at me.
The way he gazes at me is different from how he looks at everyone else. We may be each other’s raging storms, but we are undeniably each other's tranquility.
I tilt my head. "Why do you want to know?"
"So that I don’t waste my time focusing on other things and can focus on you," he replies with a lopsided smile.
I sit with his words. No other words come to me.
When Jonathan was unpleasant to me, I struggled between wanting him and hating him. But this new version of him is captivating.
His sweet words make my heart flutter with excitement while my pulse races with anticipation. He doesn’t have a girlfriend, but if he did, I would be jealous of her. What’s worse is that he is single because he is so attractive, and that hurts. With his ocean-blue eyes locked with mine, I feel like I might sink, drown, and die.
"Are you sure?" The insecure part of me can’t help but ask.
"Sure about this?" He kisses my cheek, and I close my eyes, my heart doing a series of flips at his touch. "I am ten thousand percent sure."
Emotion tightens my chest.
I don’t think anyone has ever said that to me before and meant it. I don’t think anyone has ever wanted me in their life as much as Jonathan does, and I feel overwhelmed.
I settle my hands on his forearms, which are still wrapped around me, and hold on tight.
"Hey, Jonathan?"
"Yes, Luv?"
There’s that word again. A smile forms on my lips, and butterflies swarm through my body. "Can you stay with me until I fall asleep?"
I can feel his heart thudding against my back, and the knowledge that he’s just as nervous as me right now is comforting.
He sighs deeply into my ear and shifts us so that we’re lying on our sides, with one of his arms still wrapped around my breasts and stomach and the other arm snaking under my head as a pillow. He throws one leg over mine, his knee nudging the underside of my own, and he whispers, "Though you would never ask. Good night, Luv."
And suddenly, the monster in me falls silent as I rest my head in his warm embrace.




CHAPTER 24

"Losing control, body and soul

Mind too for sure, I'm already yours "
- Pamungkas



They say when you know, you just know. Well, I don't experience that certainty—at least not initially.
Then, one day, the comfort of familiarity starts breaking through the walls of my little heaven. It sneaks in through the back door of my mind, and I realize that 'knowing' isn't enough to describe what I truly feel for him. I find myself enveloped in hope, marking the beginning of everything.
But it feels futile. I sigh.
No matter how hard I try, my thoughts always wander back to Jonathan.
It was a relief that he wasn't awake when I woke up in the morning. I left him sleeping and came downstairs, where I encountered Aesira, exhaustion evident on her face. She made breakfast for me early morning and then retired to her room for a catnap. During the brief time we spent together, she shared how her art is flourishing, thanks in part to Archer's support.
I feel proud of her progress, though I know I have to prepare myself for the unavoidable questions about Jonathan and me. Our relationship is bound to undergo a sudden upgrade, and I need to be ready with answers.
At that moment, reading seems like the perfect escape. I grab my copy of Pride and Prejudice and head out to the decking area.
The sun's gentle rays cast a warm glow on the concrete, making it a pleasant spot to sit. The cool breeze from the swimming pool makes the environment even more inviting for reading.
Spreading my skirt, I settle down on the ground, leaning my back against the wall, and delve into my all-time favorite romance book. After a couple of chapters, I pause when I hear some shuffling sounds from behind.
I discreetly look around to see if Jonathan has woken up. A sigh of relief escapes my lips when he remains out of sight.
"I didn't know you had a swimming pool." Warm breath fans my neck, and I shriek in surprise, instinctively clutching the cloth covering my chest. I turn to find a grinning Jonathan, taking delight in having startled me.
My sudden jump causes me to drop the book.
"What are you reading?" he inquires, glancing at the book.
"A book," I reply, feeling a little flustered.
"Okay," his lips twitch with amusement.
"Never mind," I say, dismissively waving my hand, trying to hide my embarrassment.
"I believe so, Luv," he chuckles again, settling down in front of me without an invitation. Picking up the book, he casually flips through a few pages before placing it back down. "I never thought you were a fan of romance novels."
"If you woke up early just to begin a—"
"I must keep making appearances, mustn't I?" he grins, gesturing playfully towards the pool."You do have adorable feet."
"Oh, I... I didn't expect this sudden change in our conversation." His gaze fixates on my left foot, peeking out from under the hem of my gown. Before I can hide it, he reaches out and takes it into his hands.
"What on earth are you doing?" I squeak, trying to ignore the warm tingling sensations his firm touch brings.
"Do your feet ache?" he asks, gently massaging my sole with his thumbs. I blink a few times.
"I... umm... no... well?" His foot massage feels strangely intimate and surprisingly pleasant, making it difficult to gather my thoughts. "I simply enjoy walking barefoot."
"I see." He reaches underneath my skirt to tend to my other foot. Feeling dazed, I don't resist, allowing him to straighten my leg and give my other foot the same treatment.
It feels surreal, especially considering how our relationship has evolved over the past few weeks despite various obstacles.
Suddenly, I regain my senses and snatch my feet back. "I don't think you should do that," I admonish.
"I probably shouldn't," he agrees with ease. "But when have I ever been one to follow these?"
"Why are you suddenly being so kind to me?" I ask suspiciously as I stand up, brushing some grass off my skirt. He stands up as well, though I secretly wish he'd remained seated.
"Do I need an ulterior motive to be kind to you?" he asks, raising an eyebrow.
"Well, you haven't exactly been friendly to me since our first encounter, have you?" I point out. "You can't blame me for finding it odd that you've suddenly changed your tune."
"I have been pleasant to you for the past few weeks," he mutters, crossing his arms over his chest and adopting a superior air that's quite annoying. "We've had several enjoyable conversations."
"I can count them on one hand."
"Even so."
We lock eyes for a moment until his gaze drifts from my eyes to my lips, and his expression softens. Instinctively, I take a step backward.
This is madness. He glances behind me.
"Luv," he says, a hint of concern in his voice. "Watch out."
But it's too late.
Taking another step backward, I trip over the rock he noticed earlier and fall into the water. Fortunately, it's not too deep, and I quickly stand up again, sputtering water. After a moment, probably realizing I'm unharmed, he bursts into laughter.
"It's not amusing," I snap, slapping the water's surface with my hands, showering him with droplets.
"Oh, yes, it is," he replies, his eyes filled with mirth.
The water feels surprisingly pleasant, and I long to go for a swim. But with him standing there, that's not an option.
Glowering at him, I notice his laughter has subsided, and his eyes have widened slightly.
"Er... Luv?" He gestures toward my dress.
Looking down, I realize that the white fabric has turned noticeably transparent when damp. With a gasp, I try to cover myself with my arms. Jonathan stares at me with an unreadable expression on his face.
"Stop gawking and do something to help me," I bite out.
His eyes snap back to mine, and they seem darker than usual—intense, like the way they look after our kiss back at the house. I swallow, suddenly feeling exposed under his scrutiny.
"Jonathan?" I ask tentatively.
"Wait," he mutters before wading towards me in the water.
"What are you doing?"
He stops in front of me, his attention fully on me. For a moment, I almost think he will kiss me again, but then he removes his jacket and drapes it over my shoulders.
"Here," he says gruffly. "Cover yourself."
"Thank you," I mumble, sliding my arms into the sleeves and pulling the jacket a little tighter around myself.
Goosebumps spread over my arms, and it's not solely due to the cool water. Walking towards the edge of the pool to distance myself from his unsettling presence, I'm surprised when he suddenly reaches out and grabs my arm.
"Oh, bloody hell," he murmurs under his breath. Before I have time to react, he pulls me back towards him, and his mouth covers mine.
The moment our lips meet, my world ignites with a fire burning deep inside me, and I eagerly respond to the kiss. My arms wrap around his shoulders, and my fingers find their way into his blonde hair. His hair is soft against my bare hands, slightly damp from the water. When his fingers touch my chin and he deepens the kiss, I have to suppress a moan as a spear of pleasure shoots through me.
He kisses me with skill and intensity as if I am a necessity, not just a desire.
Compared to my chilled skin, his touch is like a furnace, creating an electrifying contrast between us. Unable to get close enough, I press myself against him, chasing the new sensations.
"God, you feel good," he groans, sliding his hands down to my waist and pulling me closer. As his warm hand cups my breast, I can't hold back the moan. It's pure torture, and his touch sets me on fire. His thumb caresses my nipple through the fabric of the dress, intensifying the heat that spreads through me.
Suddenly, he pulls back, still holding me in his arms as if he never wants to let go. With his eyes closed, I get the impression he doesn't want me to see what he's feeling.
A rush of coldness overcomes me, and I struggle to get away from him, but he holds me tight.
"I'm sorry. I shouldn't have kissed you," he admits after a few moments of silence.
"What?" I say, exasperated. My heart thumps in my chest as I try to wrap my mind around his words.
Jonathan opens his eyes and looks coldly at me. "I am a messed-up person, luv, and I don't want you to get dragged down with me."
We are incompatible. He and I are strikingly different. That's what he believes.
For a moment, I can do nothing but stare at him. His words cut deep. Jonathan must notice the flicker of hurt flashing in my eyes, but he doesn't let his gaze waver.
I resent myself for not being able to hide how much he hurts me, but I resent him even more for inflicting it. Another moment passes before I react.
I push him away.
This time, he easily lets go of me. Surfacing the other side of the pool, I shake my head to get the dripping hair out of my face.
Fuming with anger and hurt, I get up and head inside the house. I hear footsteps following me from behind.
He doesn’t get to always kiss me and then dismiss it as a mistake or make up an excuse.
I am well aware that he knows how my body responds to his kisses. Sometimes, I believe he takes advantage of me, but I also believe that he can't control his self-restraint around me. Just like I can't.
There is a sudden crashing sound resonating across the tranquil living room. My head jerks upwards to find the source of the sound, and my eyes widen.
Aesira is staring at me, her jaw opening wide. Behind her, Felix has his eyebrows raised, questioning my sanity.
I purse my lips and gulp.
When Jonathan finally stands beside me, dripping just like me, both of their gazes divert to him. One is surprised, while the other is confused. Aesira is probably wondering what he is still doing here, and Felix—I have no idea what he is thinking.
"Why are both of you wet? You will catch a cold. Let me grab you some towels," Aesira rushes to her room to get some spare towels while Felix makes his way to us, his arms crossed over his chest, his brows furrowed.
"What a surprise!" He exclaims, weirdly eyeing Jonathan.
I smack his arm to stop him from weirding Jonathan, but he only glares at me.
Even though I am the older one, he has always been very protective of me. He has always observed closely the people I end up dating because he never wants my heart to be broken. He had once witnessed me balling my eyes out for a boy, and he vowed to take revenge if he ever came across him.
Who would say that the boy for whom I cried once is the one standing beside me?
"I am Felix," he says, extending a hand to Jonathan.
Jonathan joins his hand with his and shakes it firmly. "I am Jonathan."
Felix beams a huge smile and wraps his arm around Jonathan's neck in a friendly manner. Jonathan's jaw drops at the sudden action, and I nibble on my bottom lip to hold back a snicker.
Now it's going to get interesting.




CHAPTER 25

JONATHAN



Iache for Olivia. Every part of me hurts for her, and it’s overwhelming.
I swear I can’t breathe.
Last night, watching her quiver with fear and scream so loudly, I felt my heart crash. The last time I felt this angry seeing my loved one in so much pain was when I caught Archer smoking. The first time was when I found out Jude had committed suicide.
Knowing that she had no support system twists my gut.
A fresh round of guilt slammed into me after she falls asleep in my arms.
All through the night, I lay awake beside her, constantly checking if she was in pain.
What she told me was all kinds of messed up, and the last thing I want to do is further complicate her life. No doubt, she'll be hurt somehow if she's with me.
I am the problem, and I can't seem to fix myself.
I never knew when I closed my eyes and fell asleep, because the next second I opened them, Olivia was gone.
She was nowhere in the room.
The panic that seized me almost made it hard to breathe. I went downstairs to search for her, and I found her sitting by the swimming pool, reading a book and resting it on her lap.
Leaning against the doorframe, I watched her.
The way she gracefully tucked the loose strands of hair that left her bun behind her ear, the puckering of her forehead when she's too engrossed, the way a small smile slowly grazes over her lips like a moonrise, and a blush adorns her cheeks when I guess she's reading something cute or romantic?
What happened after is still hazy.
I don't know how I ended up sharing a kiss with her after I made up my mind to maintain a distance.
In desperation to make her leave, I had to anger her. It wasn't the smoothest way to do it, but it was certainly the quickest.
Because I couldn't stop myself from kissing her over and over again.
It's getting addictive.
I should have more self-control than this. Yet something about her seems to vaporize my self-restraint quicker than a drop of water in a hot pan.
The clearing of a voice snaps me out of my thoughts, and I realize I've been staring into space, lost in my muddle of thoughts.
Felix, I guess, is the person who has been shooting lasers into my skull since the moment I walked in with Olivia all drenched.
Aesira, on the other hand, has a surprised expression, probably wondering what I'm still doing there.
"Dry up your hair." Aesira offers me a towel, which I take, regarding her with a wry smile. She acknowledges it with her own.
The other person who was devastated after Archer’s death was Aesira. I have seen the way she went numb when she was released from the hospital. Even at Archer’s funeral, she stood at the farthest distance from the burial ground.
Later on, after everyone went away, I saw her sitting beside his grave and crying.
It broke my heart to see that. I would always accept the fact that Aesira had been the best influence in his life. If only she had come before in his life, maybe we wouldn’t lose him so soon like this.
"So are you the one who my sister complains about?"
Complains about? What? Am I a kid?
I stop drying my hair and look at him. Now that I notice it, there’s something familiar in both of them.
Their facial features have something in common—maybe the structure of the nose? Or it might be the way they both go straight to the point without beating around the bush.
"Sorry?" I reply, questioning, my eyes moving back and forth between the sister and her brother.
"What were you doing with my sister?" Felix changes the subject and goes straight to the point. My eyebrows raised in surprise, a little taken aback by his authoritative tone.
"I stayed with her because she was experiencing nightmares," I reply.
Felix squares his shoulders in defiance and turns his head to look at Olivia. She ducks her head low to avoid any sort of eye contact.
Okay…. So Felix doesn’t know about her nightmares.
Well, Fuck.
"I think I will get going. I have some work to finish," I escuse myself, handing the towel back to Aesira.
Felix and Olivia remain silent as if they are having a battle of their own. Felix gives a dismissive wave of his hand, which I take as a signal to go away.
He doesn’t like me.
With hastened steps, I reach the door and open it. I hated wearing shoes with wet feet, but I am left with no choice. I can’t stay here any longer. I shouldn’t have picked it up. But they are family; he should have known about it.
Even Aesira knows.
"I would have invited you to stay for lunch, but I guess it’s not the right time."
My ears perk up at the voice, and I turn around, my eyes falling on Aesira. No wonder Archer fell for her. She is a great girl, from what I have noticed.
"It’s okay. We can have a meal some other day. But can I ask you something?"
Her eyebrows furrow in confusion, but she nods nonetheless. "Sure."
"Does Olivia frequently experience nightmares, or are they triggered when something from her past resurfaces in her present?"
"Oh, that." She clears her throat, "She rarely gets a good night's sleep because of these nightmares, so she started taking sleep pills. And when something related to her past triggers her, she experiences panic attacks. It's not as frequent now, and she has made progress in dealing with it. However, the nightmares still pose a significant challenge for her, and I'm unsure how I can be of help to her."
"I understand," I reply, letting out a long sigh.
Something inside me breaks at this revelation. But I am determined to find a way to help her. It's the least I can do after witnessing the hardships she has endured. Yet, there's still something she hasn't shared with me. Perhaps I should try reaching out to Felix.
"Sometimes all we can do is stay beside them and witness their pain. There's no guaranteed way to help, but I believe that with effort, we can always find something."
"I believe so too. I've been too preoccupied with my problems for so long that I didn't even try to understand Olivia's pain."
"That's not true," I quickly deny. "You've always been a great friend to Olivia. If something happens to her, I'm certain you would be the first person to come to her rescue, alongside her brother."
And I hope that I can be a part of it too. The thought lingers at the tip of my tongue.
"Can you give me Felix's contact number or any other way I can reach him?"
Pure confusion and shock appear on her face.
She glances over her shoulder into the house, sighs, and then looks back at me. Retrieving her phone from her back pocket, she turns it on and forwards the number.
"There you go. Just don't tell him that I gave you his number." She points a threatening finger at me, and I raise my hands in surrender.
I pretend to zip my lips. "Not a word."
Olivia's brother might not like me, but he wouldn't turn me down if his sister needed help.
Just as I wouldn't have hesitated when it came to Archer or Jude. I may have failed to be a good brother, but I won't fail to try to be a good human.
"I guess it's goodbye for now. Thank you for being with her yesterday. Please go home and change your clothes; you might catch a cold in this weather. Drive safely. See you later." She smiles and closes the door after I wave.
Looking heavenward, I close my eyes, shoving my clenched fists deep into my jeans pocket.
It's then that a sudden realization dawns on me. Olivia is still wearing my jacket.




CHAPTER 26

"I know you, you're like this

When shit don't go your way you needed me to fix it"
- TATE MCRAE



The back of my eyes burns so intensely that I reluctantly give up, closing the journals.
Every page I flip becomes more gruesome, making it practically impossible for me to continue with the entries.
I have been doing nothing but rubbernecking at them for the past hour, digesting everything written and trying to decipher the enigmas underneath the traumas.
Sometimes, I wonder, What if I preferred a different topic to study? Would that make a difference to the person I am today? Or would it have been a better choice?
A sigh escapes my lips as I close my eyes. Nevertheless, my decision to be a psychiatrist was the best I ever made. Helping people gives me the satisfaction of rescuing a deteriorating soul.
My gaze swivels to the jacket at my closest, and my thoughts fill with Jonathan again. I need to divert my attention away from him. The incident that occurred two days ago is still fresh in my mind.
I took the jacket to return it to Jonathan, but he always avoided me. He didn’t even glance in my direction once.
The ding of my phone goes off, averting my attention from it. With a heavy sigh, I pick it up and scroll through my email appointments. They are nothing but spam emails piling up with different projects, exclusive offers, and free merchandise from firms I never knew.
My brows rise in amusement before I snort loudly. Individuals get fooled just enough to fall into this trap. I have been there and experienced it harshly. Shaking my head to stop reminiscing about those times, I continue scrolling through the emails.
I might get a two-day rest if I shift some of them onto my schedule. That's when I see a familiar name under thousands of unread email stacks. My eyebrows immediately crash down as I click it open and gasp.
The phone slips through my jittery fingers as I grasp the message.
"It’s over. Nothing can be done anymore. You should have listened to me when I reached out to you." – LP.
I look at the date on the email again as if it's going to change because I'm silently willing it to.
No such luck.
It was sent back in September. It is November now.
That nauseous feeling that’s been building up since I opened that email slams into me with full force, and I sprint to the bathroom.
Barely opening the lid of the toilet seat, I hurl myself into it. Acid burns my throat, and I start throwing up so violently. I believe I might see one of my internal organs come out of me.
I cough and attempt to get everything out of my system because the squeamishness still hasn’t gone away. Not in the least. I burp and curl my fingers inside my palm to resist letting any tears roll down my cheeks. I tug my bottom lip between my teeth. Hard.
"Olivia!" I hear Aesira's frantic voice calling out to me. I want to answer her, but as soon as I try, more vomit projects out of me. My hands quiver painfully, making it impossible to hold myself upright while I wait for this to pass.
"Oh, my god." I faintly register a cool hand on my back, and my body hones into the sensation. She quickly collects my hair sprawled over the seat and holds it above my head, gently patting my back. "You’re burning up. Here."
She gently pats my back as I try to calm down, finding solace in her cool embrace. Tears blur my vision from the excessive amount of pain I am handling.
The sound of the shower being turned on greets my ears, but it becomes more of a background noise than anything.
My pulse throbs in my ears, and everything around me sounds muffled. Sweat trickles from my forehead and into the toilet bowl as I breathe hard, thankful that the hurling is over. I attempt to reach up to flush, but Aesira does it for me and then uses a soaked blue towel to dab my mouth.
Her arms wrap around my underarms, helping me pick myself off the floor so we can limp to the sink. There is already a toothbrush with some toothpaste on it, and she gently grabs my jaw to open my mouth and starts brushing my teeth for me.
I try to take over, but she ushers my hands away and finishes the task. After a couple of minutes, she motions for me to spit, and I comply, already feeling a little better from the minty taste in my mouth.
"Thank you," I say gratefully for her presence. My voice sounds scratchy from all the vomiting. I should be taking care of her after all the shit that happened to her, but here she is, taking care of me.
"Take your clothes off," she advises softly, reaching out for the hem of my t-shirt and dragging it over my head.
Any other time I would make a dirty joke or remark, but all I can do is what she tells me to. I am not in the mood to do anything else. I take off my jeans before she disposes of them in a laundry hamper.
She gives my back a gentle shove towards the shower, and I take her cue, stepping in under the streaming water.
The water running down is freezing, but it feels good as hell on my hot skin. Still, in my underwear, I bow my head and allow the water to cool me off; it also clears some of the steam fogging up my head.
"If you need anything, just knock on the door. I will be staying right behind it."
I hear her walking out of the bathroom as I rest my back on the tiled wall.
Guilt and shame ambush me so violently that, before I know it, I sink to the floor and release a strangled cry. Loud and painful sobs rack my entire body until I am a shaking mess.
The water feels too frigid now.
My teeth chatter, and I hug myself tightly, crying fiercely. I wonder briefly if it will ever stop.
I am frustrated. Angry.
In deep realization, I believe that I might be out of my element here.
I thought I could endure it when it came to light, but now I am not so sure. Because it shouldn’t be too long now, and if I see the pieces click in front of me anytime soon, I will burn the fucking world down. I will watch it turn to ashes and burn with it, so I won’t have to feel the pain of it at all.
I feel like I'm barely anything, with memories idly repeating and turning vicious.
Sometimes, I can’t even recall what I wanted so badly because I trust that I will be genuinely happy someday, but now all those seem like distant memories. To face all the prejudice and misunderstandings, I ground myself on my two feet, unable to talk but still speaking in my silent screams.
After taking a bath and dressing in a new pair of sweats that Aesira left at the front door, I descend the stairs only to find dinner already prepared and served on the table.
Aesira is waiting for me, engrossed in sketching in her notebook.
"Hey," I call out, and her head jerks up.
"Hey. Liv! Come on, let’s have dinner." She gestures for me to come as she pulls out a chair for me to sit in.
God, I feel so blessed to have her as my best friend.
"I wish you could tell me what’s wrong," she says while serving. I hang my head low, and my legs bounce up and down as the words from the email come rushing back into my mind.
"You haven't been yourself for days." Aesira continues when I say nothing, "I am worried about you."
"I am sorry. I don't know where to start telling you."
Or how to tell you.
Sitting curled up in the chair, I desperately need a moment to think. I always like to keep my weaknesses to myself. Someone else’s perspective might be helpful, though. And it would feel good to share my turbulent thoughts.
"Olivia," she pleads. "I wish you would confide in me." She reaches out and puts her hand on my knee. "I know something is troubling you. Perhaps I can be of some help."
I laugh but stop quickly, surprised by the bitter tone. "I fear this situation isn't something easily solved."
"Tell me."
"My mother is alive."
Silence. Complete silence.
Only the sound of the clock ticking, the water dripping from the tap of the kitchen basin, and the sounds of motorcycles or cars passing by the roads were the only sounds disturbing the silence.
"What?" Her question allows me to take a lungful of oxygen.
When my lungs finally expand, allowing me to breathe properly again, I crane my neck to look at her. Aesira takes the chair by my side with lips pursed while her eyebrows furrowed. All the colors drain off her face as if she were just hit by a piece of information she never thought she would hear about.
"How is that possible?" She barely manages to speak.
"She visited me at the hospital. She told me how she forged her death so she could get rid of us and live a life free of any burden," my jaw clenches hard when I recall the talk we had in my office. The audacity of that woman to appear and destroy the peaceful life I've molded for myself. Even after my warning, she didn’t hesitate to contact Felix.
I hate this woman with my whole damn life.
"WHAT THE FUCK?"
She curses out loud, making me flinch. Aesira never curses. This is the first time I have ever seen her cursing out loud in the open.
My eyes widen when she thumps the table with clenched fists, making the whole table quiver under her strength.
I think this version of Aesira is pretty scary. I am a little on edge too.
"Give me the address of your mother. I should have a face-to-face chat with her." She narrows her eyes as if she is as ready as ever, but then she might have sensed something that makes her turn to me wide-eyed. "But then if she isn't dead, then who was the one they found dead at your home? The suicide letter? And your father was the guilty one? There are so many questions unanswered."
I shrug my shoulders, my heart pounding in my chest, "I wanted to ask her how she faked her death and planned everything about it. But her breathing figure and that sardonic smile were enough to trigger a panic attack. The revelation was too much to take in."
"Oh, my god. This is so messed up," Aesira takes my hand in hers, and her touch brings a sense of comfort, reassuring me that she is there with me.
"Now I know why Felix came back. Mother reached out to him. I need to talk to him." I stand up and turn around, but my wrist is held in a tight grip, stopping me.
Frowning, I look down at Aesira, who shakes her head. "If he wants to talk about it willingly, he will. You shouldn't go and just start the conversation. What if she's just trying to scare you?"
"No." I shake my head, my voice tinged with determination. "She isn't scaring anyone anymore. I won’t let that happen. She has done enough damage playing her little games on our once-happy family, and I won't let her ruin the lives we've made for ourselves."
"You know you haven't talked with Felix about your nightmares either. That day, you just ran back to your room and closed the door in his face. I was the one who had to answer him." She loosens her grip around my wrist, and I pull my hand away, stepping back, feeling a mix of guilt and sorrow.
"I know. I'm sorry. I didn't know how to face him. I've seen the hurt on his face, and that's why I never wanted him to worry about me."
Aesira props her left elbow on the table, pressing her palm against her cheek, wearing a thoughtful expression.
I know exactly what's going on in her mind because she did the same thing when she was going through hardships.
She didn't inform Emily or me.
The difference is that I concealed it with a smile, and she isolated herself from the whole world.
"What are you planning to do now? I didn't explain your nightmares to him. I was in no position to do so."
I suck in a ragged and uneven breath, my emotions in turmoil, and say, "I don't know. Felix might not want to meet me now, but I need to at least try."
"Try calling him. If he picks up, you can go to his home and spend the night talking and clearing things out. That's what I would suggest." She grabs my phone from the table and hands it to me.
I take it and dial his number, my fingers trembling slightly. It rings for a few seconds and goes to voicemail.
My shoulders slump dejectedly, and tears well up in my eyes.
I look at Aesira, who shares a similar expression. She jerks her chin, encouraging me to try again, and I do, but it goes straight to voicemail once more.
A tear rolls down my cheek.
That’s my last resort to hold myself up, and it feels like a crushing blow. Aesira is quick enough to run to me and pull me into a bear hug.
Nuzzling my face in the crook of her neck, I wrap my arms around her waist, seeking solace and support in her embrace. "Thank you for being here with me."
"Anytime. What are friends for?" She pulls away and smiles, using her fingers to brush my hair from my forehead, her eyes filled with compassion. "Let’s have dinner first, okay? I cooked with all my love. We can't dismiss my love like that."
I chuckle through my tears and nod, feeling grateful for her unwavering friendship. Making my way to the dining table, I try to let go of some of the heavy emotions weighing on me.
Throughout our meal, we share embarrassing moments from our college days, our laughter lighting up the environment and helping me forget about my problems, at least for the night.
Aesira doesn't need to make an effort to make me feel better because her presence is always enough to brighten someone's spirits.
That's the radiance she carries around, and it's what keeps me going during these challenging times.




CHAPTER 27

"I don't wanna know what it's like when you're gone for good

You're slipping through my fingertips"
- SHAWN MENDES



Cold water splashes onto my face, jolting me awake, and a shiver runs down my spine.
I quickly run my damp hands through my hair and neck, seeking a refreshing feeling to shake off the morning grogginess.
Raising my head, I confront the mirror and catch a glimpse of the hollow look in my eyes, a gateway to my soul, and a sense of weariness envelops me.
Gripping the basin's edge, I take deep breaths to compose myself, trying to dispel the overwhelming emotions that threaten to surface.
The front door creaks open, and I listen attentively, my heart rate quickening with anticipation.
Hastily, I wipe my face with my shirt's sleeve and step out to see who's entered, a mix of worry and curiosity bubbling within me.
It's Felix, walking in with bruises marring his face, and concern washes over me like a wave.
"What the heck, Felix? Why didn't you answer your phone? Do you have any idea how worried I was? And what happened to your face?" I reach out to touch the bruises, but he swats my hand away, leaving me feeling frustrated.
Felix grumbles in annoyance, muttering some curses under his breath, and I can sense his bottled-up emotions.
Without a word, he brushes past me, and the force makes me stagger back, a mix of shock and hurt coursing through me.
I flinch as he slams the guest room door shut, familiar anger rising within me at my brother's recurring temperamental outbursts, and I wish I could do more to help him.
When another set of footsteps stops behind me, I turn around, raising my eyebrows in surprise.
"Jonathan? Why were you with him?" I notice his split lip and darkening bruise, similar to Felix's but more severe, and worry for both consumes me. "Did you two get into a fight?"
I inquire, trying to keep my emotions in check, but concern for their well-being weighs heavily on my heart.
Jonathan smirks at first but quickly hides it when he sees my expression, and I sense a mixture of guilt and defiance in his demeanor.
"What?" He pretends innocence, and I raise an eyebrow, feeling a mixture of irritation and confusion at his evasive response.
"Why did you fight? Felix wouldn't start a fight. So, I'm guessing it was you. Tell me the reason behind this nonsense."
My lips twitch, genuinely curious about his motivations but also worried about the implications of their conflict.
Even a drunk Jonathan wouldn't do this, let alone a sober one.
He's been on his best behavior with me for months, and I refuse to believe he fought my brother without a valid reason.
Perhaps the whole thing involves me. That thought alone makes my anxiety spike.
"Was it because of me? About what happened..." My voice wavers as I bring up the sensitive topic, my heart pounding against my chest while I brace for his response.
"Stop being so self-absorbed. It's none of your business," he retorts, and a mix of hurt and frustration wells up inside me at his harsh words.
"Really?" I try to control my emotions, but my voice trembles. "Why are you being so rude?"
I can't help but feel a sense of betrayal at his sudden change.
"Because I want you to hate me."
His words are sharp and direct, and the raw vulnerability in his confession catches me off guard, leaving me feeling a confusing swirl of emotions. I struggle to maintain a composed expression, my mind racing to understand his motives.
I'm sure I look as puzzled as I feel.
With determination, I square my shoulders and say, "And why do you want me to hate you? It'll take a lot more for me to start hating you again, I said, a mix of defiance and hurt lacing my words.
"Because the people who care about me, the people I care about, always leave me, and I don't want you to suffer the same fate. So, tell me, Olivia, what should I do for you to hate me?"
His request catches me off guard, and all I can do is stare, feeling a deep sadness for the pain he carries within him. Confusion knits my brows, and an unexpected pang of hurt fills my chest.
He didn't call me "Luv."
He used my full name, Olivia, as a sign of seriousness, and I don't like where this conversation is heading.
Uncertainty and concern swirl within me as I grasp his actions and emotions. "Why are you so desperate about this? I thought we had moved past the stage of hating each other. Did we ever truly hate each other? Even for a moment?"
His silence speaks volumes, and I feel frustration and vulnerability, desperately seeking answers that seem to evade me.
"I can handle you hating me, Olivia, because that way you won't get hurt when I leave," he mutters, the coldness in his eyes making my stomach churn with a pang of hurt.
It's as if he's closing himself off, and I struggle to hold back the tears that threaten to surface, feeling a sense of rejection.
"Where are you going?" I ask, trying to understand his sudden change in demeanor, feeling a surge of worry and fear for what he might do.
He grumbles, his ears turning red, and I sense his inner turmoil, which only adds to my confusion. "None of your business. Just tell me what I should do for you to hate me."
His words strike me with a mix of confusion and sadness. I wonder why he's pushing me away like this, feeling a stab of pain at the thought of him wanting to be hated.
"Stop fixating on the idea of hate," I pleaded, reaching out to hold his arms, feeling a surge of frustration and desperation to keep him close.
"I don't understand," I say hesitantly. "One moment we're joking and kissing, and the next, you're pushing me away."
A whirlwind of emotions swirls within me, feeling lost and hurt on this emotional rollercoaster.
Jonathan shakes his head and groans before taking my hands in his.
"You don't understand. I don't want to lose you too," his voice cracks slightly, revealing his vulnerability, and my heart aches, wanting to protect him from whatever demons are haunting him.
"You won't lose me; just let me be by your side." I try to speak, my voice strained by emotion, feeling a mix of determination and heartache.
It's becoming suffocating to see him like this, and I want to be there for him to ease his burden.
Jonathan cradles my face between his palms, and I can see the desperation in his eyes.
"Luv, please don't make this harder for me than it already is," he implores, and my heart tightens with love and uncertainty.
The endearment feels bittersweet, knowing it might be the last time he calls me that, and feeling a profound sense of loss.
"We'll get through this together, I promise," I say to myself, though doubt lingers in my heart. "We've faced much worse; we can endure this too," I reassure myself, trying to find strength amidst the turmoil.
"Damn it!" He roars, running his hands angrily through his hair, and I can feel his frustration and helplessness, which mirror my own. "You can't understand. I've already caused a lifetime of damage," he admits, and I can sense his guilt and regret, making me ache for his pain.
"Oh?" I retort, my emotions flaring with anger and pain, not wanting him to shut me out like this and feeling a need to break down the barriers he's pitching.
"You see?" A muscle in his jaw twitches. "I'm already hurting you," he admits.
"Stop projecting your opinions on how I should feel," I seethe, my anger escalating at his assumptions. "You don't get to decide that I'll be fine after you leave. You don't get to dictate my reaction to your actions. You said I'm self-absorbed, right? Well, it seems like you're doing all this so that, in the end, it'll help you live with yourself," I accuse, wanting him to understand the impact of his choices on me.
The bitterness of my words hangs heavy in the air, and I can see a flicker of realization in his eyes.
Jonathan pales slightly, the corner of his mouth twitching, and I can sense his conflict and remorse.
He's running away instead of facing the problem, and it's tearing me apart inside.
"I'm sorry... It's not your fault that I ruin everything, and it's not your fault that I can't be what you need," he says, shaking his head. "I'm sorry."
He gently clasps my hands before letting them go, and the coldness of his touch amplifies the hurt inside me, leaving me feeling a sense of rejection and abandonment.
The distance between us feels unbearable, and my heart sinks as I watch him pivot on his heel and start walking away from me.
"You walked the same way when we were in high school," I cry out, my voice trembling with emotion, causing him to halt his steps. Sniffling, I break into more sobs. "You ran away when people started bullying you. You changed schools, and you never tried to contact me again. Are you planning to run away this time too?" He turns to peer at me when I point to myself.
"Do you even know how much guilt I carried because of it? Because I couldn’t help you that time?"
"I know." His voice drops a few octaves.
If it weren't for the eerie silence lingering in the house, I might not have heard his words.
"Then try, dammit. Try to stay this time. With me." My desperation and love for him seep through my plea, hoping he'll see reason and understand how much I want him to be a part of my life.
He blanches a little and takes a step back.
"I have been trying for years," he explodes. "I am stuck in my hell hole, and I refuse to drag you with me. If that means you hate me, then so be it. I can live with that. But I won’t be able to live if something happens to you."
I turn away, feeling as if I've been slapped, burdened by the weight of his fears and the pain he carries.
A tense silence stretches between us, filled with realization. I understand his fears, his reluctance, and the deep care he has for my well-being. He's trying to protect me, but it's breaking my heart.
"Why can’t you just not run away this time and let someone help you?" My voice pleads, and my heart yearns for him to see that together we can face anything that life throws our way.
Before I know it, I feel his lips on mine in a fervent kiss. He wanted to end this conversation. He kisses me hard and rough, and I kiss him back with equal desperation.
We share the same passion but have different intentions. He kisses me as if to ensure that I will never forget about him, and I kiss him, hoping to make him realize that he should be with me and that we can face whatever challenges come our way together.
When he releases my lips, a cry escapes me, and I wrap my arms around his neck, desperately trying to keep him close.
I hate this moment, this time slipping away from me, afraid of what it might mean for us.
"I need you to stop caring about me," he whispers as he drops his forehead to touch mine, attempting to distance himself emotionally.
A hiccup escapes past my lips when I open my eyes, staring into his closed ones.
He's afraid that if I look into his eyes, he might give away the depths of his emotions.
"Why does it feel like you are s-saying Goo-," I hiccup, - goodbye?" My voice wavers, filled with fear and heartache, fearing that he's slipping away from me.
"Stop it." He croaks, barely holding back his tears and trying to tug my arms away, struggling with his own emotions and inner turmoil.
"Stop?" I shove him away and scoot back to the side of the couch, feeling a mixture of hurt and anger. Finally, he opens his eyes, and for the first time, I can read the emotions flickering across those blue irises.
Afraid, confused, angry, and hurt.
I see the internal struggle he's going through, and it breaks my heart even more, knowing that he's torn between his love for me and his need to protect me from his demons.
A humorless laugh escapes my lips as I wipe my tears.
"You left no traces, and so I stopped finding you. And again, when we met after years, you pushed me away like I was some kind of nuisance. You act cold-hearted; you act like you never knew me. How am I supposed to forget those?"
"Because, dammit, I fucking loved you," Jonathan shouts, throwing his hands up.
His words make me freeze, my heart pounding in my chest. He clenches and unclenches his fist, and his face morphs into pure shock at the revelation he made himself.
I guess he, too, didn’t expect that he would say something like that.
I take a sharp breath, willing myself to breathe again, trying to process his confession.
"What?" I choke on my tears, barely managing a whisper, overwhelmed by a whirlwind of emotions.
His bottom lip quivers: "Because I loved you, Olivia. I have loved you madly, insanely, and overwhelmingly since the moment I met you in the school corridors."
"Do you still love me?" My voice trembles with hope and fear, uncertain of what his answer might be.
"I don’t know," he trails off, leaving me with a sense of disappointment, but I try not to show it. "I don’t know... I need to go. I need to."
He stumbles on his feet as he tries to back away, and my hand shoots out to grab him, but he shakes his head. Tears stream down his face like a waterfall, mirroring my own.
Turning back, he continues his steps to walk away from me again, and it's breaking my heart.
Grabbing a pillow from the sofa, I hurl it towards him. It softly clashes with his head, and he momentarily stops and looks over his shoulder.
"I am sorry."
And with that, he disappears.
"STOP RUNNING AWAY FROM ME!" I scream at his retreating figure. My voice filled with anguish and desperation as I fall to my knees, crying out loud.
I hate this.
"You and I are always, almost again and again, on the verge of something. Never nothing and never something," I whisper to myself and sniffle, feeling a mixture of sadness and determination.
Burying my head in my sweaty palms, I shake my head, choking on my tears as I try to breathe.
I won’t give up on him now. Not after I found him again after years of searching for him.
He didn’t say goodbye, and a part of me believes that means he will be coming back.
But after how long? How long do I have to wait again? How many nights do I have to endure to see him?
The uncertainty and longing gnaw at my heart, but I can't help but hold on to the hope that someday he'll return to me.
I draw my knees up to my chest and drop my head on them, overcome with a sense of heaviness and nostalgia.
Back when we were teenagers, we attended the same high school. He was a fairly decent kid, excelling in his studies, admired by many girls, and respected for his ethics.
But suddenly, one day, everything changed.
I didn't know what triggered him, but he got into a fight with a few boys. One of the boys ended up in the hospital, and Jonathan got suspended for two weeks.
After he came back, he faced relentless bullying, yet he never stood up for himself. I tried to stay by his side, but as always, he pushed me away. We were friends. Good friends.
Only we know how many precious memories we shared during that time. But life has a way of disrupting even the most beautiful bonds.
Maybe I grew up with a question mark in my mind, which is why I've been fighting all through my life without rest.
I don't feel like myself at this moment.
Yet, just the thought of Jonathan still holds a strong grip on me. I held onto the hope that if he would call to meet me, I would drop everything and be there in an instant. However, I always failed to learn that he wasn’t mine to lose.
Never was.
Never will be.
Maybe we often chase something that was never meant for us. Perhaps we choose the only love that, deep down, we know we won't accept.
Or maybe we take all these risks for something real because, in the end, the greatest love of all is beyond what the eyes can see.




CHAPTER 28

JONATHAN





If I were a better man, I would hold onto my sense of decorum and refrain from provoking her.
But I never claim to be good.
Flashback –
My fingers hover over the call button, nerves gnawing at the pit of my stomach. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes before pressing the dial button. Restlessly tapping my foot on the floor, I wait for the other line to pick up.
"Hello?" A hoarse voice replies, and my breath hitches.
He picked up. What did I call him for? What is the reason? I am suddenly out of excuses.
"Hello… Felix. This is Jonathan," I say, and there is a moment of silence on the other side.
"Where did you get my number from?" He speaks coldly.
Fidgeting in my car seat, I reply, "Well, I got it somewhere. Can I meet you? I need to talk to you about Olivia."
There is no way he won't agree to meet.
"Okay," he sighs after a few beats. "I am texting you my address."
I twist the ignition key, grip my free hand on the steering wheel, and smile. "Already on my way."
His house wasn’t that hard to find.
Throughout the ride, I practiced what I should say to him and how I should convince him to agree to my proposal.
Somewhere, I was afraid too. I feared that he wouldn’t agree to it because it involved me hurting his sister’s feelings.
No brother, willingly or unwillingly, would let their sister get hurt in any way.
After what happened that day, I avoided Olivia as much as possible. I tried to get used to the fact that she wouldn’t be there for me anymore. She doesn’t know how much of a freak I am, and I am happy to keep it that way.
When Felix opened the door, he had more of an amused look than a surprised one on his face.
Scratching the back of my neck, I enter the room as he steps away. The apartment isn’t too big, but it’s cozy and comfortable. There are a few empty boxes scattered here and there, indicating that he moved in recently.
"If you came here to tell me that I should start talking with Olivia after she kept me in the dark about her nightmares, I am not listening to you." Felix throws himself on the sofa and gestures his hand to me to take the chair. "She would rather tell a stranger about it than her brother."
The disappointment in his voice is evident.
I stay silent and take the chair.
"Well, I want you to help me," I state.
He raises a brow. "And why should I help you?"
"Because I know everything about your family, and your mother is still alive."
That seems to work because the next second, he stands up on his feet, gripping the collar of my shirt, and threatens me with a punch. "What the hell do you want?"
A vein ticks in his jaw, his eyes blazing with anger.
I sigh, "I mean no harm. I just want to help."
My hands raise above my head in surrender, and I try to maintain a calm face, but I am freaking out inside.
Frowning, he lets go of my shirt and returns to his seat.
Interlacing his fingers together, he rests them over his lap. His right leg bounces up and down, and I am forced to recall that Olivia does the same habit when she is nervous.
"What do you know about my family? How do you even know?"
I clear my throat and smooth down the creases that his grip caused on my shirt.
"Olivia told me a few details about how your father killed your mother. She also said that he is currently serving his time behind bars. But I felt something was off. Something wasn’t fitting in the puzzle because when she was having nightmares, she asked, 'Why did you do this, mother?'"
Felix remains impassive, and I take it as a sign to continue my theory.
"You might say that I am just assuming things, but why would Olivia say something like, 'Why did you do this, mother? if her mother was killed? Her sentence should have been directed to her father, but it was to her mother."
My gaze swivels to the ground when I remember the conversation from yesterday. "So, I went to meet your father to get a better grip on the situation. My friend has connections, so I easily got information about him."
"You know, under the provisions of the Privacy Act, I can sue you for obtaining records concerning an individual under pretenses? It can result in a fine of up to $5000 -
"I am ready to get punished by the law if it means I can help Olivia." I cut him off.
His jaw unhinged at my words, but I stand by what I said. Felix can threaten me, sue me, and throw me behind bars for all I care because my priority is Olivia.
She is the only person left in my life, and I won’t stand back without helping her.
"I am amazed by your courage and willingness to help. So, tell me, what did our dear father say to you?"
"He said you already know about it. You know that your mother is alive because she met with you before meeting your sister. He told me that he was framed and that the body was someone else's. Your whole reason for coming back here is to solve the mystery of what happened that day. So, why are you keeping it away from Olivia? She deserves to know everything."
"Because she has already suffered so much," he sighs, throwing his head back to rest on the headboard of the sofa. "I am pretending not to know about our mother’s fake death only because she wants me to remain unaware. She thinks that if I know about it, then I will break, and she can’t face that." His voice quivers while his lips form a sad smile.
"It hurts to see her always take care of others and never of herself."
"So, have you solved it yet?"
"What do you think?" he asks, raising a curious brow.
And then the sudden realization hits you like a truck that you have been a complete idiot, underestimating the powers of a prosecutor; it feels like you have miscalculated everything from the beginning.
"You already have solved it, but either you don’t want your father out of prison or you don’t have the proofs."
Felix shrugs. "I already found the loopholes a while ago, but it’s getting difficult to collect shreds of evidence. But also, I want that guy to get punished for hurting Olivia."
Running his hands through his hair, he stares firmly at me. "You know that I shouldn’t be trusting you, but somehow you have captured my attention since the day I saw you drenched with her. I am not a fool for not understanding what happened at the pool. I am a man too, you know."
I try to remain nonchalant, but the sly smile that appears on my face destroys my mask. "You can trust me. My sole reason is to help."
"What’s the catch in all of these? Why are you doing this?"
A crease appears between his brows as he adopts a more serious expression. I should have seen this question coming from a mile away.
I swipe my tongue over my parched lips, wetting them. "Because I care for her."
"Well then," he nods. "I don’t know if there’s anything you could help me with, but I hope you can keep this away from Olivia until I solve it and collect the evidence. I came to know Olivia is also searching for clues."
"Why don’t you two just talk to each other about it? You know both of you together would be of much greater help than handling it alone."
"It’s just... I don’t know how to bring it up to her."
"I have a plan."
Felix cocks his head to the side, confusion lacing his features. "What?"
"This might sound ridiculous, but I want to break things off with Olivia. Like whatever we have, because I have problems, and I don’t want to drag her with me. Maybe after our fight and everything, she will need you. You both can talk at that time. If you say you already know about this thing, she might feel relieved and better...." I trail off, not wanting to continue the sentence.
My whole plan is to make Olivia hate me over again so she can find a better man and overcome the nightmares her past has caused. I am not worth her tears.
Yes, I admit I would be the worst guy out there, but I don't care.
"So, would you stay with her after everything that might happen?" The plea in my voice doesn't go unnoticed by him.
He hesitates, his gaze moving back and forth between me and his interlaced hands. "Well, the plan seems so bad that I kind of want to punch you right now, but you are right; it does provide a way for us to talk about our parents."
"Thank you."
Felix stands up and strolls over to me. Gripping my shoulders, he pulls me up to stand. "I might not be the good brother now, but this," he punches me straight in the nose, making me stumble backward, " You deserve it because you will be hurting my sister. Even though it might be for good reasons, I don't care. She will shed tears because of you."
"Yes," I agree, and I touch my nose, feeling warm blood spilling out.
Looking back at Felix I point my finger at my cheeks. "Can you give me some more punches?"
End of Flashback
All at once, everything was too much. For all the years, I fought back a smile when Olivia laughed or resisted the temptation to gaze at her lips.
All those times when I acted as her support when she was too drunk at our business parties, and every single day I eagerly waited for her arrival through the door—all the waiting and restraining were completely obliterated.
She obliterated all of it.
Today was a blast.
After the sudden revelation, she stared at me, surprised. I saw the hurt in her eyes. Her eyes were the window to her soul.
"Give me another," I rasp, slamming my now-empty shot glass down on the counter.
My brain is swimming with too many thoughts that I don't want to recall, and this alcohol has yet to do its job of taking them away.
"Maybe you should slow down." Alex frowns at me and takes away the glass.
I scowl at him but immediately wince when a shot of pain jolts up straight from the cut on my lips. He may not be my favorite person right now, but generally, I do love his company.
I wanted to be alone and get drunk. But much to my dismay, Alex was already there, chatting away with Eden.
"Who are you to say? Eden, give me another shot." I try grabbing the glass.
"Eden, don't you dare." Alex points a threatening finger at him. The poor guy looks torn between serving me the drink or following his brother's order.
But in the end, he obliges, takes the glass from Alex's hand, and goes over to the other side to serve other customers.
I grunted, threading my fingers roughly through my hair. "I am paying him to do so. Why did you scare him away?"
Alex audibly sighs and leans his forearms on the counter. "I didn't scare him away, Jonathan. He might be my younger brother, but he is also doing his job here. He would have served you if I hadn't told him not to. He is still too shy."
He gives a sideways glance at Eden, who is smiling and rejecting all the girls asking for his number.
I sit up straighter. "Have you ever felt split between wishing you had never met someone and wishing you could meet the person again and start all over differently?" I whisper, frowning at the lack of emotion in my voice.
"Yes, with Isabella," he nods. "I wouldn't have waited so long to ask her to be my girlfriend. Now I can't even imagine the prospect of living without her."
I shake my head, chuckling. "You are such a whipped man."
"Yes. Isabella whipped like you are Olivia whipped. It's just that you don't accept it. We both know she means the world to you."
"I am already in a bad mood, Alex. I don't want you to start again." I wave my hand dismissively, trying not to dwell on my actions. I know what I did to her.
It was all planned and well executed.
It's just that I didn't think it would hurt her and break me more than I had imagined.
"Anything I can help with?" His question surprises me.
It's a surprise that he's even friends with a freak like me.
The monster who should have died when both of his siblings died. The idea of not having Alex in my life hurts me more than I thought it would.
Damn, he is all I have left.
I am done fighting my best friend.
"Olivia and I fought pretty bad," I admit, my throat closing at the memories I am forced to recall. It's been only a few hours since I left her house. "I told her she should hate me because I am not the right guy for her."
The hit with her pillow at the back of my head was my last resort to turn back and hold her in my arms, but I didn't turn to her. I just walked away, her scream falling deaf to my ears.
For two hours, I circled my car aimlessly around the streets before stopping at the bar.
"Shit." The surprise is evident in his voice. "Here, I thought you guys were progressing in your relationship."
"I know," I say softly. "She is already tangled in her issues, Alex. I can't be selfish enough to burden her with mine too."
Losing her, after knowing what it's like to have something so good, so pure, so mine... well, I don't think I can survive something like that. But I can't keep that up. I can't hide what my life was like from her and expect a relationship with her at the same time.
Relationships are built on trust, honesty, and communication. And I am still quite sensitive when it comes to talking about Jude and Archer. The way they were mistreated, and I wasn't there when they needed me the most. Because I blame myself every day.
A huge part of me will always be responsible for their deaths.
Only if I took keen observation over them.
"I want to help you, but I can't with the limited knowledge I have."
"You can't help." I sigh, feeling aggravated and dejected. Even my best friend can't offer assistance.
I feel so lost.
"Okay," Alex says quietly, and I nod, giving my silent approval.
It'll be okay. Everything has to be okay.
I can't help myself from punching the bottle in front of me. It falls to the ground, and by some miracle, it doesn't break. It does make a clattering noise, though, and I wince when Alex glares at me.
Without a word, Eden quietly walks over to me and picks up the bottle. I give him an apologetic look, and he merely shakes his head. God, I am giving him a headache today.
"But you know this pain you are feeling or have experienced won't last forever."
I scoff, "Don't promise me forever. I've been so deep in pain that I realized forever was just a myth we built to console ourselves. It never really existed."
Before I knew it, I was telling Alex that I was going to try therapy.
"Maybe I will go to therapy."
WHAT. THE. FUCK?
It sort of slipped out, but I realize what I said isn't a mistake.
Saying it doesn't feel as ridiculous as I thought it might. And I mean it too.
Holy shit, I really do mean it.
Within seconds, I experienced one of those bizarre moments where everything clicked into place because I realized how wrong I was about something.
Alex looks at me, stunned by my sudden revelation. I smile at him and stand up, pulling him in for a quick hug.
"Thank you for being here with me today."
When I pull away, all he does is bat his eyelashes, confusion clouding his features. No longer wanting to waste time, I dash out of the bar after grabbing my car keys.
I was wrong.
Wrong about treating Olivia the way I did, wrong about ignoring her willingness to help, wrong about thinking I could never be the better man.
All this time, my life felt like swimming during a rising tide. No matter how much I tried, I couldn't move forward, and I even tried to let myself drown. It felt so cruel that I lived in resentment.
For a long time, I lived in regret and thought about what could have been if I had been there with my siblings.
But now that she has come into my life—no, she has always been there—I promise to swim against the tides with all my might.
At the end of my despair, she is the last reason for me to be standing at the edge of the cliff.
On days I hate being myself, and days I want to disappear forever, Olivia always finds her way to me and brightens my day.
I still love her with all of my heart. I admit that I am afraid.
I fear that if something worse happens to her, I could never forgive myself.
With these thoughts, I can never make her happy.
I'm going to become better for her so that when I get myself together, her place in it is guaranteed.
And I won't stray from her path of love.




CHAPTER 29

2 months later

"But mostly I hate the way I don't hate you, not even a little bit, not even at all."

- TEN THINGS I HATE ABOUT YOU





My heart pounds violently when my car stops in one of the last remaining parking spaces. I try not to dwell on what or who awaits me there.
    I feel like I'll miss him forever like the stars miss the sun in the morning. It's been two long months since I last saw Jonathan.
Two months of slow, painful, confusing, awful, and overwhelming days have passed since he walked out on me without sparing a glance as I crumbled to the floor, completely broken by his words and his decisions that didn't include me in the future.
In a way, it was good that he chose to leave because, as desperate as I'd been to make things work between us, I now realize how hopeless it would have been.
I wanted nothing more than to keep Jonathan by my side, to protect him, and to show him that there was still good out there and that we could make it.
But he was right.
I'm not sure that the two of us have what it takes to push past everything we've been through. We have both seen the darkest and ugliest parts of life and despite our efforts to keep our spirits intact, there are still so many parts of us that are completely broken.
I can't say if we have what it takes to overcome this damage. Our hypothetical relationship would have taken a toll.
Even though Jonathan reasoned that he had no idea if he still loved me, I knew it. He didn't even have to agree for me to know. It was the look in his eyes and the passion they held that made me believe without a doubt how this man felt about me—the same way I felt about him.
But love isn't always enough, no matter how badly we hope it might be. The distance between him and me never seemed to disappear. If, by chance, we meet again, and if he changes a little bit, maybe for his sake, would he try to meet me? If I open my eyes, will he be standing there?
I snap out of my thoughts.
Today's my birthday, July 24, but I don't feel like celebrating it.
Aesira and Felix have planned a surprise for me, and I have no clue what it might be. I had hoped that this birthday I would have held hands with Jonathan, but now's probably the time to get out of the delusion I am swimming in.
He won't come back, Olivia.
It's been over two months.
Thankfully, Felix was by my side the whole time I bawled my eyes out that night. He calmed me down and whispered words into my ear like a lullaby, but nothing seemed to work. However, something unexpected did happen after I stopped crying.
We both talked about the situation involving the fact that our real mother is still alive out there. The burden I had been carrying for the past few months suddenly decreased.
That night Felix didn't leave me alone for a second as we talked about how everything would have turned out better if only she had taken a stand for herself and if only our father had been a little more considerate of us and had never hit her.
Never hit me.
On the spur of the moment, I realized that many people will come and go in my life, but the only constant will be Felix.
I shouldn't keep things away from him, believing it might hurt him. Rather, if I shared everything, he would feel much better knowing I could confide in him.
All that night, we lay beside each other, talking about our childhood memories, making me forget what happened with Jonathan. After checking my makeup, I grab my purse and step out of the car.
Aesira is already waiting for me at the entrance, and when our eyes meet, she gives me one of her biggest smiles.
Smiling, I wave at her.
"Happiest birthday, Liv! May you live many years and grow old with me." She snakes her arms around my body, pulling me into a hug.
Chuckling, I hug her back. I missed this sunshine, Aesira, the one whose smile could light up the worlds of others.
"So, my sister is finally going to be 27 years old. I can't believe it!"
The dramatic gasp, accompanied by a thunderclap, makes me roll my eyes.
Separating from Aesira, I throw a sharp glare at Felix.
"Do you need to announce it to the whole world? Where’s your consciousness?" I playfully try to smack him with my purse, and every single time he dodges it away. Aesira laughs at our cat-and-mouse fight.
"This can be considered harassment. I can sue you for this," he teases.
My eyes narrowed. "How dare you threaten me on my birthday?"
"That’s right. I agree with her," Aesira adds.
I blow a kiss to her, which she catches and keeps inside her pocket.
"Okay. I am sorry," Felix tells me, putting one hand on his chest. "Your best friends are a duo, seriously. But apart from everything, I wish you a very Happy birthday, my dear sister. I hope you live a long life."
"That’s more like it." A proud grin appears on my lips.
"So, before everything, we have planned a surprise for you," Aesira chimes in. "But for that, I have to blindfold you."
"Er... is that necessary?" I eye the cloth in her palm warily, glancing at it quizzically.
"It is." Aesira steps behind me and gently ties the black cloth over my eyes.
Someone interlaces their fingers with mine, and noticing its softness, I realize it’s probably Aesira as she leads the way, guiding me inside.
I follow her, occasionally turning my head to get a hunch about the place I am being taken to. We stop after a few minutes, and someone unties the knot of the blindfold.
When the cloth drops to my neck, I open my eyes only to find my vision still blurry. Rubbing the heels of my palms over my eyes, I flutter my eyelashes a few times to get a better picture. It takes several seconds for my eyes to adjust, but once I do, I can't help but gasp.
Suddenly, a chorus of "Happy Birthday" echoes through the air, and a wave of surprise floods over me, causing an involuntary jerk.
My jaw drops when I spot Isabella, Alex, Felix, and Aesira hiding something with mischievous expressions. When they step aside, my gaze fixates on the painting before me, and tears well up in my eyes.
With trembling steps, I approach the artwork, my hand reaching out to touch it gently.
"You painted a picture of all of us—me, you, and Felix," I murmur, turning to Aesira. She responds with a casual shrug, but the glimmer in her eyes betrays her pride in the masterpiece.
The painting is breathtaking, rendering me speechless with its beauty.
Each of our faces is portrayed in exquisite detail: Aesira's freckles, the scar that stretches from my cheekbones to my forehead, and Felix's trademark crooked smile. It captures our essence perfectly, embracing not just our strengths but also our flaws, turning them into something beautiful and accepting.
"I can't... It's just..." Emotions overwhelm me, leaving me struggling to find the right words. "It's so precious. Oh, my god."
I press my palms against my cheeks, trying to hold back tears. My face flushes red as I attempt to suppress my emotions, tears of happiness flowing for having such an incredible friend in my life.
"I know I haven't been around lately. The reason is that I was busy creating this," Aesira explains.
"Thank you, Aesira. It's the most wonderful gift I've ever received," I confess sincerely.
"I got you a Chanel makeup set. It's all I could afford," Felix chimes in, presenting me with a wrapped box. "
"Thank you for your generous gift," I teasingly reply, to which he waves his hand dismissively.
"Happy Birthday, Olivia!" Isabella wishes, and we share a quick hug. Alex offers his well-wishes next.
I hadn't expected them to be here for my birthday; perhaps Felix had invited them.
But then my eyes land on a particular person, and my smile quickly falls off my lips.
Everything around me seems to fade into oblivion, leaving only him and me.
Jonathan Rodriguez.
The person whose whereabouts had become a mystery.
The one who abruptly cut ties with everyone in his life.
He turns around, smiling.
How can he still smile like this after what he did to me?
My lips twitch, and I clutch my purse, trying to control my breathing. Inhaling a deep breath, I loosened the grip, realizing how tightly I was holding it; my knuckles were almost white.
It was easier when I convinced myself that he was just another playboy who toyed with my feelings for the thrill of the chase, not because he cared about me.
But that isn't true.
I painted an image of him as a heartbreaker to distance myself from these feelings and him. However, life rarely unfolds the way we want it to. A small, bitter laugh escapes me.
And the thing I feared most became a reality—his gaze locked with mine. All the walls I painstakingly built around myself now crumble, and the intensity in his eyes sends a shiver down my spine. My frozen words remain trapped behind my lips, while my concealed heart threatens to race. My calm demeanor hides the happiness I feel within.
Jonathan weaves his way through the crowd to reach me.
"Happy Birthday, Luv. I—
Before I can fully grasp my actions and thoughts, my palm collides with his cheek.
I slapped him hard, something I never thought I would do.
The impact is fierce, turning his cheek a red shade as his face whips sideways.
I gritted my teeth, struggling to control my anger. Tears well up in my eyes as I raise my hand to hit him again, but someone catches my wrist, halting me midway.
"Stop it, Liv!" Aesira says softly.
"Why is he here?" I snarled, looking over my shoulder at Aesira.
Her expression falls as her lips curl into a sad smile. "We called him."
"We?" My brows furrow. "Felix and you? How could you both do this to me? On my birthday?"
My disbelief is evident in my voice. She releases her grip on my wrist, confident that I won't strike him again.
Anxiously, she glances at someone else. Following her gaze, I find Felix.
"I wasn't ready for him to reemerge during your birthday bash, but Felix insisted that you'd want to see him. So, I agreed. I'm sorry," she apologizes.
Resting my hands on my hips, I sigh before bursting into a fit of laughter. Everyone watches me with shocked faces, but that doesn't deter me.
Can my life get any more laughable?
When I finally calm down, tears are already rolling down my cheeks. I suppose my strong laughter triggered my emotional response. Isabella and Aesira stand by my side, patting my back in the hopes of comforting me.
From my peripheral vision, I notice Jonathan staring at me with concern. He can go to hell with his concern.
I don't want to cry on my birthday, and I won't.
So, when a fresh wave of tears gathers, I quickly wipe them away. Enough of crying over someone who never cared about me in his life. I don't deserve this.
I deserve better.
I deserve to be treated better.
"I am sorry for ruining your day like this but I also wanted to apologize for everything I did to hurt you. Tell me Olivia what I should do to make you forgive me? Kneel down?" Jonathan voice quivers.
"Yes." I grunt. "Kneel."
Surprised gasps roll down the room while he stares at me with widened eyes. I raise a brow, tapping my foot on the ground while waiting for him to do it.
Jonathan nods and slowly crouches down. I stop him before he gets down on his knees.
"You know what?" I cross my arms over my chest and turn around. "Welcome to my birthday party, Jonathan. Please enjoy yourself."
I gesture my hand around and walk away, making sure to graze his shoulder deliberately as I pass. I need to stand on my guard and not let my desires take the best of me.
I won't let Jonathan toy with my feelings.
Again.




CHAPTER 30

“I will love you through the pain

Cause you’ll love me just the same
Doesn’t matter where we are”
- KLANG



New beginnings are always exciting. It's like a clock needle chasing time beyond the lines drawn. I don't want to lose myself again because I have put in my all.
And, of course, I wouldn't let a guy who bailed on me two months ago ruin any of my plans.
But the question is, can I endure it? He has been constantly hot on my heels, wherever I am going.
"It's okay," I assure myself, running my fingers through my messy hair and ignoring the way they are shaking. "He will eventually get tired of it."
Groaning, I scrub my face with my hands, frustrated by how wildly my heart beats whenever he is near me.
A cup of coffee enters my line of vision, and I automatically grab it. I'm so out of it that I don't register the person who offered me the drink. All I know is that I need caffeine, and I need it now, so I take a large gulp, sighing contentedly at the comforting taste of caffeine.
Just how I like it.
Just how I like it?
I stare at the cup in confusion as I pull it away from my mouth and wonder how in the hell it contains my usual.
"Iced Caramel Macchiato," the deep voice kickstarts my heart in a unique way that only Jonathan is capable of doing.
I look up, and my breath hitches when I meet a pair of blue eyes. They bore into me and gripped me with a fierceness that wouldn't allow me to look away.
So I stare back.
And I take my time admiring this beautiful man that I have missed so much, even though I shouldn't have. His hair is mangled and wild, his eyes are sunken, and his shoulders are heavy with a burden of pain. When my gaze drifts down and I notice the blood on his knuckles, I feel my face pale with fear, and I'm on my feet in an instant.
"What is this? Are you hurt?" My free hand grips his wrist, trying to locate the source of the bleeding. My franticness takes a momentary pause when I'm distracted by his harsh intake of breath.
He stares at me with so much bewilderment that I can't help but ask, "What?"
"You don't hate me," he simply says, and I should have understood where he was going with this.
"Not that I know of, no. I make it a point not to hate people whom I have known since I was a teenager."
I might have imagined the relief in his eyes.
"But after how I left things, I assumed..."
"Thanks for the coffee. I'll have to cut our conversation short," I say, passing him a sarcastic smile. "See you around?"
"Yeah, sure," he replies, both shocked and baffled by my lack of emotion.
His face softens as I walk away without sparing him another glance. While passing the canteen, I observe him kicking the air and ruffling his hair through the glass wall.
A pinch of guilt for ignoring him arises in my heart, but I press it down.
He has to do a lot more to make me feel better.
◆◆◆
"So, how was your day?" I asked the man sitting opposite me.
Clicking my pen, I point the tip at the paper, ready to jot down the points when he describes his problem, but all he does is remain quiet. I purse my lips and close the notepad.
I need to engage him in casual conversation to get him to open up to me. "So," I begin, and his gaze shoots up to connect with mine. "Tell me something you love to do."
"Uh..." he makes a thinking face while fiddling with his fingers. His legs bounced up and down, indicating his nervousness.
I know it’s hard for people to open up to strangers, but ultimately, we are the ones who can help them. I believe that sometimes we are the only people they can rely upon, so I always try my best to be at their level and provide them with a suitable environment.
"You can tell me whatever you feel comfortable with. There’s no pressure. Consider me your friend." I smile, hoping to put him at ease.
And it works because he stops bouncing his legs and nods.
I remove the cover and pass the glass to him. He throws a small smile before grabbing it and gulping it down in one go. When he settles the glass, he takes hold of my table clock, looking up at me for permission.
"Go on," I urge him.
My eyebrows furrow as his index finger adjusts the hour hand from four to twelve, and the minute hand goes somewhere between fifty and fifty-five.
For a minute or two, he stares blankly at the time, his face void of any emotion, before he puts the clock back in its place.
"It was at that time when she broke up with me," he finally says, and instant relief floods over me.
Most of the cases during that time were related to sexual assault, and I thought he might fall into the same category, but it seems like my perspective has been wrong.
"Can you tell me the reason she broke up with you?"
"Because she thinks I would be better off without her," a lone tear rolls down from his eyes.
A pang hits my chest, and I gulp, suddenly thrown back to the day when Jonathan and I fought.
The situation feels too close to home.
"Do you think she is right?" I ask, my voice shaking.
He too must have noticed it because he suddenly squared his shoulders, looking at me with concern. I am not at all good at concealing my emotions.
Shit.
Why the hell am I mixing up my personal life with my professional life?
This person should have sought help from a psychologist instead of coming to me. How can I prescribe medicine when he doesn't have any mental issues? He should have made an appointment with Isabella, who specializes in counseling and support. I am skilled at identifying disorders and providing medications, just like Jonathan.
"No," he says, abruptly standing up and catching me off guard with his sudden movement. "She is wrong to think that I would be better off without her. I can't even bear the thought. It hurts too much."
I blink, dumbfounded.
Why do his words resonate so deeply with me?
"Please, have a seat." I motion towards the chair. He gives me a sheepish smile before sitting down. "So, what do you want to do now?"
"She recently called me, saying she wants to meet and give us a chance," he confesses.
My breath catches.
Is this some plan to make me relive everything that happened between me and Jonathan? It certainly feels that way.
"Tell me what I should do," he pleads.
I swallow, trying to push down the emotions welling up inside me. Jonathan's return has been challenging for me, and my patient's words force me to confront reality.
Right now, all I want is to walk away from him. "Do what you feel is right. If you want to meet her, then go for it. If you don't want to, then don't. I understand that life throws difficult choices at us, but you need to prioritize yourself. You owe that much to yourself, at least. Don't let your older self question the choices you made for your younger self."
That was a good response. I should have prepared this speech earlier.
"Thanks… That was kind of you to say," he says with an embarrassed laugh.
"So, are you going to meet her?" I ask, shifting uncomfortably in my chair, both curious and afraid of his answer.
Somehow, his decision might influence mine too, and I'm certain of that. I notice the corner of his lips twitch before curling into a smile as he tries to contain his excitement.
"That's a yes."
"Great," I whisper, lowering my head.
Does that mean I should talk with Jonathan too?
Perhaps I can't change my fate, but what if I can help someone else find love? At least I can find solace in knowing that someone out there is living their life because of my assistance.
When I raise my head, I find that he's already gone. When did he leave? Was I so lost in my thoughts that I didn't hear the door open and close? What's wrong with me?
Furrowing my eyebrows, I stand up and walk out of my cabin, only to come to a stop when I see Jonathan leaning against the wall, talking with the boy who was sitting in front of me just a few minutes ago.
My hand instinctively covers my mouth in realization.
The moment Jonathan's eyes meet mine, he freezes. His hand, which was about to high-five the boy, falls to his side.
Pushing himself up, he clears his throat.
"Now you need to do—
Jonathan interrupts, his voice cutting through the air with a hint of urgency.
"So, Olivia helped you, right? I knew she could help you," Jonathan exaggerates, his arm casually resting over the boy's shoulder, displaying a sense of company.
Just as quickly, though, the excitement in the boy's voice is replaced with confusion. "But I thought... what about—
"You are going to meet her, right?" Jonathan cuts him off, playfully nudging his elbow against the boy's ribcage, trying to steer the conversation.
Something like understanding passes over the boy's face when he looks at me and nods his head fervently. "Yes, thanks for telling me who would give me the perfect solution."
"I should have known it." I grit my teeth and turn on my heel to leave, my emotions swirling inside me like a turbulent storm.
I shouldn't have listened to my heart, but damn it, every time, it wins.
Every time I listen to my heart, I end up getting badly hurt.
What's so wrong with the decisions that my heart makes?
Please, just ease all of this pain. I am getting tired of this emotional rollercoaster.
A pair of footsteps run after me, then slow down when they reach my side, matching my pace. The sound of Jonathan catching up is both reassuring and irritating.
I stop in my tracks, my heart aching as I struggle to hold back tears. Resting my hands on my hips, I look heavenward, seeking strength to maintain my composure.
Blowing out a breath, I nod to myself, trying to summon the determination not to give in. He has more of me than he would ever know. And I plan not to tell him, ever.
Clenching my fists, I begin, "I need you to—"
"See, you need me," he grins, cutting me off with a flash of mischief in his eyes.
I swear I can see his whole set of pearly white teeth on display. Only if I had the power to break that perfection.
"Well, the department needs you because you are the one -
"I am the one?"
I throw my arms up in exasperation, feeling the weight of uncertainty pressing down on me. I should try to figure out how to get Jonathan off my back because I can no longer stay with him.
What's wrong with everyone? How can he come back to work after leaving for two months? Where the hell does work ethic go in this place?
Groaning, I pinch the bridge of my nose, feeling a mix of irritation and attraction toward him as I try to fend off his advances. "Go back home, Jonathan."
His eyes twinkle when he smiles before he boldly steps in front of me, wrapping his arms around my waist and pulling me towards him.
Instinctively, my hands rest on his chest to steady myself, and I curse silently at how close this brings our bodies together.
I tip my head back to look at him and swallow another gasp when I see the way he's looking at me.
I've never been looked at this way.
My stomach somersaults.
When Jonathan gazes at me with such desire, warmth, and love, I don't question my worth for a second. I want nothing more than to make sure he never stops looking at me. I am nowhere near uncomfortable. If anything, I flourish.
And that's so wrong.
Because every time Jonathan looks at me like this, my knees go weak.
"What are you doing? I told you to go back to your home." I repeat myself with an exasperated sigh, trying to regain control.
My heart stutters when his gaze falls on my lips, and I am hyper-aware of how his hold on me tightens as he stares at them.
The corner of his lips tips up before his eyes lift to meet mine. "I came back home, Luv. You are my home."
And in that moment, the world around me ceases to exist.




CHAPTER 31

"Flying in a dream, stars by the pocketful

You wanting me tonight feels impossible"
- TAYLOR SWIFT, LANA DEL REY



Opening my diary, I stick the pink note.
Day 144 of saying sorry :) ~ P.S.
Your Jonathan.
Every day when I step out of my house, I notice Jonathan waiting inside his car. As always, I choose to ignore him and go about my day. Back at the hospital, my cold coffee awaits me on the table, accompanied by a sticky note.
Every weekend, I receive chocolate parcels along with a lovely rose bouquet.
My diary is filling up with countless handwritten sorry notes from him. I know I've been giving him a hard time, but he hurt me deeply.
After my birthday party, I confronted Felix, and he revealed everything—how Jonathan sought his help to come between us, planned to get rid of me, and made Felix accompany him so that I'd have someone to lean on after the devastation.
Maybe it's time for me to stop being so stubborn.
Today, I'll finally hear his side of the story. I'm giving us another chance.
Sighing, I grab my phone and open the chat with Jonathan. My fingers hover over the keyboard as I swallow hard, rethinking my decision.
It's enough now.
I can't remain ignorant of his feelings any longer. Most other men would have given up by now, but not Jonathan. He always smiles at me, even when I respond with a glare. As I stare at the phone numbers, uncertain of what to do, I contemplate asking him out for dinner to call a truce between us.
Will he come?
I scroll through the numerous messages he sent me—the good morning and good night wishes, his apologies for hurting me, and even the arrangement for a date.
Wait, what?
My eyes widen in surprise as I read the message and check the date.
Jonathan: I know you will not come, but I still want to say I arranged a small candlelight dinner for us at 7:00 p.m. I would have picked you up, but you wouldn't like the idea. So, if you ever come here, you will find me waiting.
The message was sent early in the morning. It is already past 8:00 p.m now.
Over an hour passed, and I didn't go.
He probably wouldn't be still waiting for me. Right?
I shift uncomfortably in my chair before rushing to my room to get dressed.
◆◆◆
When I park my car in front of the restaurant, I notice the waiter flipping the "Closed" sign. Frustration hits me, and I accidentally honk the horn, drawing unwanted attention.
Embarrassed, I lower my head, wondering where Jonathan is and if the restaurant is closed.
A knock on my car window startles me, and I see a waitress standing there.
I roll down the window and ask, "Is anyone waiting inside right now?"
"No, Ma'am. Sorry, but you can't stop your car here in front of the restaurant," she says with a smile.
"Oh, right, sorry," I apologize, starting my ignition. "But wait... is there somewhere nearby worth going on a date?"
"Yes, just go straight ahead and turn right, and you'll find a road leading to the beach."
My lips curl into a smile as I say, "Thank you."
I poke my cheek with my tongue, swivel the steering wheel, and head toward the beach.
So, the beach it is, then.
◆◆◆
No one is at the beach.
Just great.
I know I should have called Jonathan and asked about his whereabouts, but I don't know what's wrong with me. Calling him would have been an easier option than roaming around and worrying about him.
I should understand that he is a grown man and perfectly capable of taking care of himself, but I can't help but still care about him.
Bending over, I rest my palms on my knees, catching my breath. The short run from the road to the beach in this cold weather wasn't a good idea.
"You came."
My breath hitches as I recognize the familiar voice, and my stomach churns with mixed emotions.
Jonathan is here.
Turning around, I come face-to-face with Jonathan. His hair is disheveled as if he has been running his fingers through it repeatedly. He shoves his hand in his pockets and smiles down at me. Gritting my teeth, I clench my fist and playfully nudge his forearm. He raised his eyebrows in surprise, stumbling back and holding his arm where I touched him.
"Why did you do that?" He asks, rubbing his arm.
I scoff. I didn't nudge him that hard. "You deserved it. Why the heck are you here in this cold weather? You know you look silly waiting for a girl to stand you up. Do you have a death wish? Do you want to catch a cold? Have you seen—
My speech is interrupted when he bursts out laughing. Doubled over, he puts an arm over his stomach, still laughing.
Crossing my arms in front of my chest, I ask, "What's so funny, Jonathan?"
"You," he starts laughing again. I roll my eyes, waiting for his laughter to subside. "I'm just glad you came. I knew there was a high chance you wouldn't, but still, I wanted to wait for you."
"Oh," my hands fall to my side as I shift my weight on my feet. "But still, it's ridiculous. What would have happened if I didn't come?"
"But you are here now. That's what matters."
This guy is so irritating.
Pursing my lips, I gaze ahead, watching the waves crash against each other.
There's a strange peace in observing those waves; their sounds are so serene. I always wanted to visit a beach, but my hectic life never gave me a chance. And yet, here I am, admiring the sea at night with a guy I never thought I would.
"So why didn't you go to the hospital after the fight we had? You didn't come for two months?" I ask, looking down at my shoes.
"You know I can't keep working as a psychiatrist when I need therapy myself."
I didn't know what answer I was expecting, but it wasn't this.
I turn to him, wide-eyed. "What?"
"I did it because when I return to you, I won’t find any more excuses to push you away," Jonathan explains, winking at me.
I am sure I would have turned into a puddle if it weren't for this chilly weather. I press my lips together, trying to contain the smile that threatens to spread across my face.
I guess it’s the right time to reveal everything.
I can't keep it inside me anymore. I need to express it, and now is the perfect moment. I've gathered enough courage over the years.
So I reach out and take his hand.
This sudden action causes him to whip his head in my direction, his curious eyes searching mine. I duck my head down, avoiding his gaze. My words would jumble together if I stared into those eyes.
"There’s something I need to tell you too."
"Is everything okay?" he asks, his voice filled with concern.
"I can’t tell you how long I have been fighting the truth, but... I am so deeply in love with you." I feel him freeze under my hold, but that doesn’t stop me from continuing. "It just happened somehow. Somehow, I always knew that you would be the one to make my emotions go beyond imaginable. My mask of pretense would crumple and fall away when you touched me, and I would surrender myself to you, vulnerable."
I chuckle, realizing that a few months ago I promised myself never to let him know the effect he has on me, but here I am standing and confessing the love I have always felt for him. He might break my heart after all of this, but at least I wouldn't regret keeping all of this to myself.
"I know it took time for me to realize it, but..." I nibble on my bottom lip and look up at him, smiling. "I admit that I am in love with you, Jonathan Rodriguez."
The moments I've been waiting for.
The confession that I've endured It's obvious how long I kept denying it. I have always been anxious about saying I love you.
My hands are shaking as I just laid myself bare.
He stands there without saying anything. He must have seen the hurt in my eyes, but his gaze doesn’t flicker.
I resent myself for not being able to hide how much he hurt me. With slow steps, I back away and then turn on my heel, ready to flee.
Maybe I shouldn’t have told him about my feelings. And before I can take another step, a pair of arms wrap around my torso and pull me backward. My back collides with his front, and a startled gasp leaves my lips.
I squirm under his hold to break free, but his grip only grows tighter as he rests his face in the crook of my neck.
"Stop squirming."
I gulp and do exactly as he says. He turns me around.
At that moment, time seems to stand still as we remain locked in a silent gaze, the world around us fading into a blur.
Our hearts beat in sync, and the air between us crackles with an unspoken understanding. There's a deep connection in those wordless moments as if we can communicate more with our eyes than with words.
I open my mouth to break the silence, ready to express the thoughts swirling within me, but before I can utter a word, tiny crystals of snow begin to fall gently between us. It's as if nature itself has intervened, bestowing its enchanting magic upon our meeting.
An inaudible gasp escapes my lips, and my eyes widen in awe as I look heavenward.
The world transforms before us as the snowflakes descend gracefully from the heavens, each unique in its delicate design.
The surroundings turn into a winter wonderland, and the soft, powdery flakes coat the ground in a pristine white blanket. The chilly air tingles on my skin, and I can see the faint mist of our breath in the freezing atmosphere.
A sense of childlike wonder fills my heart as I witness the first snow of the season.
It's a sight that never fails to ignite a spark of joy within me. The corners of my lips curl up in a smile, mirroring the delight which is painted across Jonathan’s face as well.
I stretch out my hand, and a snowflake lands gently on my palm. I can't help but feel a sense of awe at the intricate patterns etched on these tiny frozen gems. The snowflakes seem to whisper secrets of the universe, and for a moment, I'm lost in the profound simplicity of it all.
Still, no words are exchanged, but we both know that this shared experience is something special.
The first snowfall of the season has created an almost ethereal ambiance, enveloping us in its silent symphony. The world seems hushed as if holding its breath in reverence for this fleeting moment of beauty.
As the snowflakes continue to descend, I finally break the silence, my voice barely a whisper, not wanting to disturb the delicate dance of nature.
"It's magical, isn't it?" I say, my eyes meeting his once again, and I see a reflection of wonder and happiness in his gaze.
With a nod, he replies softly, staring intently at me, "Absolutely magical."
And in that shared affirmation, we know this moment will be etched in our memories forever.
"Olivia..." he trails off, making me look back at him.
My heart flutters in my chest, anticipation building as I wait for him to continue. "Yes?"
"You are the reason for my existence. I tried so hard to find my purpose in life, but when I met you, I realized why I was unable to find it. You are my reason to fight in the battle of Fate and Time. It’s totally fine if you don’t accept me, but let me stay by your side. If you are not the sole reason for my existence, then there’s no point in living it."
He leans in, connecting his forehead with mine.
It's as if our souls are touching, and our emotions become intertwined. I can feel his warmth against my skin and the gesture speaks volumes more than any words ever could.
There is a sense of serenity in this closeness, and it's as if the world around us has faded away, leaving just the two of us.
He confessed.
Jonathan confessed to being in love with me.
My mouth gapes open, and my heart thuds loudly in my chest as if trying to break free. It's a rush of emotions I can barely contain, and I find myself struggling to catch my breath.
Jonathan's vulnerability and honesty have laid bare his heart, and I'm overwhelmed by the intimacy of the moment.
"Do you even have any idea how long I have waited to hear this confession from you?" I question breathlessly. His sudden confession sucked all the air out of my lungs.
"I-I know," he stumbles over his words. "I promise I will never leave you alone again. I will always look into your eyes and whisper just how beautiful you are and how wrecked I am because of you."
"Then why did you deny that day that you don’t know if you still love me or not?"
"I had to because I couldn’t hurt you with my problems; you had your burden. I can’t envision you being with some other guy, and I was a problem of my own because of everything that happened in my life, so I wanted to make myself better. A better person whom you deserve." He takes a loose strand of my hair and tucks it behind my ear. "If you ever cease to believe the fact that I don’t love you, then you should accept the fact that I am no longer me. Because as long as I am sane and breathing, I am all yours."
Jonathan's lips press gently against my forehead, and a rush of emotions floods through me. It's a tender gesture that conveys so much more than words ever could. In that fleeting moment, I felt cherished, protected, and loved. His kiss leaves an indelible mark on my heart, and I can't help but close my eyes, savoring the warmth of his touch.
But when he pulls away, a pang of sadness tugs at my heartstrings. It's as if the warmth he bestowed upon me was suddenly taken away, leaving a void in its place.
My heart sinks, heavy with the weight of the sudden loss of his presence. Though it was just a brief kiss on my forehead, it held a world of emotions and left me yearning for more. It's a bittersweet feeling, as I wish that moment could last forever.
"We are not in warm clothes, and it’s snowing, so let’s go," he says, grinning as he swivels on his heel.
We can't walk away from a moment like this.
"Hey!" I yell.
Halting in his steps, he looks at me over his shoulder.
I stomp my feet, pointing my finger at my lips. "How much distance did you see between my lips and my forehead? Was it so difficult for you to come down to my lips? Is that distance so long? What do you want to do -
Before I can finish my sentence, I see him take two long strides toward me before his lips are covering mine in a heated kiss.
His soft hands cup my cheeks while he nibbles on my bottom lip. My eyes widen, but when the realization strikes, I close my eyes and part my lips, allowing his tongue to take dominion.
He kisses me with all the power he can muster, making up for all the months, moons, weeks, days, minutes, and seconds our chapped lips hadn't touched.
Finally, it feels like the world is no longer mourning in sadness around me. His face and body, his voice and touch, and the way his smile moves so slowly across his face like a moonrise show just how much he missed this and how overjoyed he is to have it back—to have me back.
His lips leave mine, making me whine.
God, his kisses are so addictive.
"If you want, break my heart as I did yours. Shatter it into a million pieces. I was, am, and will be yours, no matter what happens to me or us."
My smile is as if I've won a contest. My fingers caress the stubble on his jaw as I wrap my free arm around his neck. A chuckle escapes me when he rubs his nose against mine.
There's that look in his eyes again.
I know I won't be easy to hold onto because my heart is scattered with thorns. Some nights, I'll be quiet, and he won't know how to pull me up from my weeded mind. Other nights, I’ll forget what he sees in me and lose my balance. There will be times when I trip over my own feet and apologize for the mess I've made. But on those nights, the one thing that will drag me out of my labyrinth is that look.
Unknowingly, tears cascade down my cheeks, and I only notice them when he softly brushes them away using the heel of his palm. Sniffling, I chuckle while wiping away his tears.
I guess we both got overwhelmed by emotions after sharing this kiss.
In the end, despite everything, we found our way back to each other. I am not a perfect girl, and he is not the perfect guy, but we always find our way to each other.




CHAPTER 32

JONATHAN





Itear my gaze away from my phone as the sound of the closing door reaches my ear. And that quickens my breath.
There she is—Olivia—standing before me, a vision that never fails to leave me in awe.
My Olivia.
Just being around her makes it hard for me to breathe, as if her very presence consumes all the air around us. It's both thrilling and surreal to believe Olivia is mine now, and the mere thought soothes my soul, filling gaps in my heart that I never knew existed.
Pushing myself away from the car, I stand straight.
The therapy sessions have been eye-opening, helping me see the truth of the situation and understand the mistakes I've made all this time. At one point, the pain of being without her almost made me leave the session and rush back to her side.
With each step she takes toward me, my heart's rhythm quickens, matching the intensity of my emotions. And then she smiles—a smile that has the power to disarm me completely.
I can't fathom a life without her; she is the essence of my existence, and nothing matters more to me than she does. Above all, I love her like a love song—an everlasting melody that echoes in my heart.
"So, where are we going?" Olivia asks the moment she stops in front of me. Her captivating eyes roam up and down my body, and a soft blush starts to grace her cheekbones, adding to her allure.
Admiring her, I can't help but wear a silly smile that reflects the joy she brings me.
She's more than just beautiful; she possesses captivating magic, and her every movement seems to be accompanied by a lyrical charm that has me completely under her spell.
It's clear to me now—I am deeply in love with her. Smiling, I reach for her hand and intertwine our fingers, a simple gesture that feels profoundly meaningful.
She quirks a brow playfully, her lips curving into an endearing smile. "It's still unbelievable to me that we're in a relationship after everything we've gone through."
"And I'm not letting you go anywhere." I lift our intertwined fingers to my mouth and place a tender kiss on her knuckles, savoring the sweetness of the moment.
"We'll see about that," she replies teasingly.
As I open the car door, I can't help but smile at the sight of her amusement. Instinctively, my hand reaches over the car roof to ensure she won't bump her head. It's become a reflex, a protective habit that has formed since the day she first sat in my car.
Once she settles inside, I gently close the door and hurriedly make my way to the other side, eager to be near her again. Settling behind the steering wheel, I grab her hand, intertwining our fingers again.
Olivia gives me a sideways glance before turning to look out the window. Her hand fits perfectly in mine like two puzzle pieces meant to be together.
"Better focus on the driving. I don't want to get admitted to the hospital," Olivia says with a playful yet concerned tone.
Chuckling, I give a mock bow, playfully adopting her humor. "As you wish, my Highness."
With our interlaced hands resting on my lap, I start the car, and we embark on this journey together.
From time to time, I steal glances at her, cherishing the moments we share. Sometimes she's lost in the scenery outside, while other times her gaze lingers on me. If we were somewhere else without the need to concentrate on driving, I don't know what I would have done—but for now, I'm content to simply be with her, cherishing each passing second.
When I come to a stop in front of the graveyard, I feel her hold tightening. From my peripheral vision, I can see her stiffening in her seat as she watches me with curiosity and a hint of concern.
A shaky breath escapes my lips as I throw my head back to rest on the airbags of the seat. "I want you to meet my family. I am sorry if this is not where you were expecting it to be."
Suddenly, Olivia grabs my face between her palms and angles it towards her. I swallow the emotion harshly inside my throat as I avoid looking into her eyes.
I shouldn’t have brought her here.
The guilt in me slowly starts eating me up, but then she speaks.
"Look at me." The authoritative tone automatically makes my gaze swivel up to meet hers. The second our eyes lock, her face softens. I curl my fingers around her wrist and take a deep breath to stop myself from breaking down.
She is the only person I have ever brought to meet Jude. I hope she knows that. I hope I can tell her everything about my life.
"I am happy that you have brought me here," she whispers, gently stroking her thumb against my jaw. "So will we stay seated here, or would you take me to meet them?"
"Sorry." The apology falls off my lips as if I had practiced it numerous times, which I had, but that was for a different situation.
Olivia never ceases to surprise me.
I look at the back seat and grab the flowers before handing them over to Olivia.
A small smile plays on her lips when she says, "Pincushion flowers. Represents power and peace."
"Yeah," I whisper, and I get out of the car.
Stepping out, she comes to my side. She wraps her hand around my arm, nudging me to move forward. Today she is going to see the side of my life that has left me crippled. The reason I avoided having any close relationships with any other person
But that’s long gone now.
With heavy steps, we reach my sister’s graveyard. The cemetery stretches out before us, solemn and serene, a sanctuary for those we've lost.
Releasing her grip on my arm, Olivia crouches down, placing a few flowers on her grave and the rest on Archer’s grave just beside Jude’s.
It was one of Archer’s last wishes to be buried beside Jude, so I did everything to make that happen.
I crouch beside her, feeling the coolness of the tombstone under my fingertips. I feel like I am touching them if I do this. I believe they are right beside me when I come here, and they have never left my side for a single second.
"Hello, Jude, hey Archer," I greet, swallowing the emotion stuck in my throat. "Today I brought my girlfriend with me. Jude, you always wanted to see whom I would end up with... So here she is. The most beautiful page in the quest of my life, written in the deepest book of my heart." I put a hand over my chest and looked at Archer’s grave. "Brother, one day you said that me and Olivia would end up together. You were right, but I wish you were here to witness this. I wish you were here to see us as a couple. A happy one."
When I angle my head to look at Olivia, she has unshed tears in her eyes that mirror mine. "About your sister, I think it happened during high school... When the word spread like your sister did... did....
Olivia was finding it difficult to use the word, so I did her a favor.
"Attempted suicide." The words fumble gravely, as if they’ve punctured the throat. "Yep, she did without thinking twice about what would happen to me or Archer."
I am still not used to recalling the day.
"I am so sorry for everything that happened," she says, trying to coax me. But today I want to vent. I had enough of keeping my feelings piled up through the years.
"It was on Jude’s birthday. I came home earlier than usual to surprise her. A dry laugh leaves me when I recall that day. My pants were slowly getting wet from the snow, but I cared less. I always loved getting numbed by the cold; it helped me with the burning pain residing in my heart." I opened the door all excitedly and yelled Happy Birthday, only to see my twin sister lying on the floor. My hands began shaking vigorously, remembering every second of how I was cradling her cold, lifeless body. When I checked her pulse, there wasn’t any."
I look at Olivia, a tear rolling down my cheeks. She tried offering a wry smile, but she broke down. Wrapping her arms around me, she rubs her palm on my forearm, up and down.
"I don’t know what I should say because no one should experience that. I can’t even think of how you dealt with all the pain. She was your twin sister."
"Is.." I corrected her, my voice cracking. "Archer is still my brother. Jude is still my twin sister. About Archer: He began smoking after the death of Jude. That was the way he was coping by smoking, but that unleashed something more dangerous. The day I caught him... I don’t know how to explain that, Olivia. It was like I felt my heart rip out of my chest. I felt that I failed to be a good brother."
The weight of those memories hangs heavily in the air, but Olivia's presence provides a sense of comfort.
"No, Jonathan. You were grieving too," Olivia said, her voice tender with compassion. Sadness flitted across her face, and she shook her head. "His death was a natural cause. He didn't wish to die; you know that too."
"And that's what made the situation worse because I felt helpless. I couldn't save Jude, and I wasn't able to save Archer either. It just made me realize I was the worst person ever to exist because I couldn't help them. If only I could have."
"You are the best brother. Don't underestimate yourself."
Tears well up in my eyes as I continue, my words thick with feelings, "We were meant to have our happily ever after. destined to stand together till the very end."
"They're still here with you." Olivia's soothing words offer solace, easing the ache in my heart, if only slightly. Her presence is a soothing balm for my soul.
"Thank you for being here with me today, Luv," I express, genuinely touched by her presence and her patient listening. With her at my side, the weight of my past seems a bit lighter, and the haunting memories begin to loosen their grip.
"We can visit them whenever you want," she murmurs, her voice infused with warmth and empathy. "They were an integral part of your life, and they'll forever be a part of ours too."
As she speaks those words, I realize how fortunate I am to have found someone like Olivia. Her love and understanding provide a wellspring of strength I've long yearned for.
"Jude, I want you to know that you've raised an exceptional brother and a true gentleman." Olivia addresses the graves with heartfelt sincerity. "His pain may have pushed me away, but now that we're together," she sniffles and wipes her nose, resuming, "I promise not to let you down. I vow to fill his life with so much love that he'll never feel alone again. I'll take care of him for the rest of our days."
Turning her attention to Archer's grave, she continues, "And Archer, I had already promised to keep your brother happy, and I think you can see that for yourself."
She playfully taps the corners of my lips and gently pokes my chest to elicit a smile. Rolling my eyes, I oblige with a broad grin. "That's more like it. Alright, Jude, time for a girls' talk. So, about your brother..."
Listening to her jest with Jude's grave about my quirks and inquiring of Archer's grave about handling me, a soft chuckle escapes me, momentarily lightening the solemn atmosphere.
Her lightheartedness casts a glimmer of joy over this somber place. The memory of the day we confessed our feelings, with snow falling around us, warms my heart.
Back then, I had wished for her presence, and now here she is, fulfilling that wish most beautifully.
It had become a routine for me to pick up Olivia's favorite drink from the shop.
On that particular day, while doing so, I overheard a conversation about the weather forecast predicting the first snowfall. Seizing the opportunity, I decided to apologize to her during the first snow, embracing the Korean myth that wishes made during this time would be granted. Superstition had never been my inclination, but for love, I'd do anything to have her back in my arms.
As time passed, the likelihood of Olivia joining me at the restaurant for that moment dwindled, leaving me disheartened by the idea of missing the first snow together. Seeking solace and a fresh perspective, I opted for a stroll near the nearby beach.
Yet fate had a different script in mind.
As I drew closer to the beach, I spotted a figure hurrying towards it. My heart raced with excitement as I recognized Olivia, calling out my name and searching. She had come, and my heart soared with hope and elation. Now, watching her converse with my siblings as though they were physically present, a beautiful scene unfolds before me.
It's like a scene from a movie—a moment of connection and healing. I used to believe I was irrevocably shattered, like a broken plate with irreparable cracks.
But Olivia's presence and words have been like nectar, filling the cracks within my soul and remaking me into a new, dazzling masterpiece from those fractured pieces.
Olivia repaired something she never broke, and I'm profoundly grateful for the love and light she has infused into my life.




CHAPTER 33

"Apologies are never gonna fix this "

- HARRY STYLES





After the amygdala sends a distress signal, the hypothalamus activates the sympathetic nervous system by sending signals through the autonomic nerves to the adrenal glands, triggering them to release hormones.
If there were a way to escape this fight-or-flight situation, I would have definitely chosen the second option.
My leg bounces uncontrollably, and my fingers tap away at the table. A warm hand settles over mine, and I glance at Jonathan, who smiles reassuringly at me.
With his disheveled blonde hair and beige coat, he has a casual appearance, which is exactly what I wanted. I can't resist leaning forward and kissing his lips.
For a moment, he freezes before chuckling against my mouth and kissing me back, his hands cradling my face. Luckily, we're sitting in a booth, making it easier to steal kisses away from prying eyes.
"What was that sudden kiss for?" he asks, stroking my cheek with his thumb, his tongue sweeping across his bottom lip.
Damn, this man can make me lose my self-control in the middle of a restaurant.
"I just wanted to kiss you."
"Jesus," his blue eyes blazing. "You play dirty."
"You make me want to." I wink, unable to stifle a laugh.
I know he's trying to keep me calm, and I appreciate him for it. At the graveyard that day, all Jonathan could talk about was how it was too late to make things right. But I realized that I still had the opportunity to do so. I had been procrastinating on something that should have been done months ago.
So, the next day, I visited Felix and discussed meeting our mother again for a talk. I wasn't eager to form a relationship with her, and I doubted I ever would, but I wanted to settle the unresolved issues.
I was tired of running away from the past, constantly reminded of unfinished business in my life. I yearned to move on and be happy without anything holding me down.
Felix hesitated initially but eventually agreed, suggesting that Jonathan accompany me during the meeting. In the email she sent months ago, she provided her phone number. After careful consideration and much self-convincing, I reached out to her.
She sounded startled but also eager to meet up. I kept the conversation brief, saving the talk for later. I didn't want to unleash all my pent-up rage over the phone; there was still so much to resolve.
"Have you attached the camera?" Jonathan’s sudden question pulls me out of my thoughts.
Nodding, I point to my jacket pocket. "Yes, Felix told me to record our conversation for use in court as proof. Have you guys gathered any other evidence?"
"A recorded confession holds much power. It will be taken into consideration while arresting someone, so we thought it would be best if we have a face-to-face talk with your mother and record everything."
"Thank you for being with me here today," I say genuinely.
My heart practically jumps out of my chest when I hear the bell at the entrance ring as someone comes in. Suddenly, I am overwhelmed with nerves, and bile threatens to rise to my throat.
Maybe I am not ready for this. Oh God, what have I done?
Maybe I shouldn't have come.
Maybe –
"Breathe, luv..." Jonathan's low murmur meets my ear while he rubs lazy circles on my back. I ease up and try to get my emotions in check. "Take a deep breath. Good. Now slowly and steadily exhale."
I follow his instructions, and we do this a few times until my breathing evens out. Jonathan has been taking extra care of me these days. He said he is afraid that I might have a panic attack, and he won't let that happen on his watch.
"I am stupid."
"Totally," Jonathan agrees.
I give him a sidelong glance, snorting at his response. The poor guy is trying hard to help me keep my composure.
"Well, you shouldn’t have agreed to her comment, son." I take a deep breath as my heart completely stops.
Besides me, Jonathan has also gone noticeably still as he eyes my mother with a grimace. His arm tightens around my waist, and his jaw visibly sets.
"Boyfriend?" Mother asks, shifting from foot to foot awkwardly.
"Yes, madam." Jonathan's nod is abrupt. I know the last thing he wants to do is show my mother respect, but he is doing it anyway because that's the kind of man he is.
I couldn’t be prouder to have him by my side. I squeeze his hand in silent reassurance, and he returns the gesture.
"It’s nice to meet you," Mother offers.
"I hope one day I will be able to return the sentiment, madam." He doesn't say it as a jab but rather as the truth.
"Well, you are rude, my son. As you are dating my daughter, I would love it if you showed some courtesy to me too." She shrugs and takes a seat across the booth. She looks so calm and collected, which makes me grit my teeth.
"How dare you say how my boyfriend should act towards you? It’s his personal choice, and you have no say in that. And daughter…" I scoff, my anger escalating to greater levels: "You left your daughter and son. You were the one who cut off the relationships, so now you dare to show up and claim me again?"
"Well, I deserve the way you are treating me now. I should have come sooner," she says.
I eye her, getting the sense that she's not going to tell me the exact incident that happened that day.
"Just stop your fucking acts! I know everything you did. Every. Single. Thing." I rub my forefinger over my right brow, getting a little impatient about her nonchalant behavior.
That's what Felix told me to do. Act like I know everything that happened so that she would easily fall into the trap. There was a moment of hesitation on my part in agreeing to this, but I did it anyway.
She wrings her hands nervously, and I feel my curiosity peaking. "I don’t know what you are saying."
"Just, just stop it," I snap in a burst of pent-up frustration.
She settles her palms flat on the table, sighing. "Thank God. It was getting tiring to pretend that I like you, Olivia."
My brows rose in surprise, and a whirlwind of emotions hit me: shock, mostly, but also a little despair. Even though I had prepared myself for this, hearing it from her mouth hurts.
My heart sinks, and a heavy weight settles in my chest. "What?"
"By now, I believe you know you are not my daughter."
"What?" I am shocked by the revelation. "I can't believe it." I trail off, still trying to wrap my head around the situation. "I thought you were my mother?"
"Nope. It was all just to make the world see me as a perfect mother," she says, clenching her jaw. Her words pierce through me like a knife, and my eyes well up with tears. The pain of her admission is crushing. "I made him beat you up because if he hadn't, then I would have given you much worse scars. Felix was my son, so I wanted him to get the most love he deserved."
Violent tears trek down my face, and I glare at her, my eyes blazing with hurt and anger. Every word she spoke made my heart shatter into pieces.
Rage is sweeping through me like wildfire, and I clench my fists to control it. "You are a monster. Each day, I thought that my father was the one who hated me. Now I know that it was you who hated me because I wasn't your fucking daughter. I thought that if I intervened in your fights, he would stop beating you, but now it seems it was all just an act."
"You were just a burden to me. I would have abandoned you without a second thought."
"Fuck you!" I gritted my teeth, my voice shaking with fury and sorrow.
"I just changed my reaction upon your arrival. Why do you think the doors were always closed when you heard our shouts? Ever wondered if your father was the victim?"
I nibble on my bottom lip and nod. "Now that you say it, I think I should have noticed it sooner. Notice how Father never came home early to dine with us because he was afraid that you might start another fight, and I would be the one who would end up getting hurt. He cared for me, and that's why he was always away."
Mother's.
Lexi's eyes are full of icy fury.
"You need treatment," I throw back, somehow managing to say the words through my silent cries. She is unbelievable, and I can't fathom how someone could be so heartless.
"If you weren't a woman, I wouldn't have thought twice before landing a punch on your face. You made my woman cry and feel low. I will make sure you serve your days in prison." Jonathan spits out his rage freely, his protective instinct for me evident in his words and stance. "Tell us about the accident."
My eyebrows crash down in confusion when I stare at him. His mouth tightens in anger, and his hands clench in fists so hard that it's turning his knuckles white.
My lower lip quivers when I grab his hand and stroke his knuckles, hoping that he will let go of his anger.
"That was just an accident," she says with a caustic remark, her look and tone filled with bitter humor—scathing and sarcastic. I can see that beneath her façade, she's trying to cover her tracks and avoid taking responsibility for her actions.
Raising her chin defiantly, as if without a shred of regret, she admits, "I caused that accident, and the woman in the seat—that woman was badly injured. When I went over to check her pulse, there wasn't any."
My breath hitches, and my eyes widen in shock.
"I would have ended up in jail if I didn't do something," she confesses, vulnerability piercing through her tough exterior. Taking a deep breath, she continues, trying to steady herself: "I convinced him to help me cover this, promising that I would leave you two alone and disappear. I also promised that I would never come to meet you guys if he turned himself in as the murderer."
She pauses for a second and then scoffs, "The body Felix and you found at the home was that of that woman. It was easy because her hair color was exactly like mine. I put that suicide letter inside her pocket for evidence and changed her clothes with mine. Your father was out of options. He cared deeply for you both, and so he said he would turn himself around without putting up a fight."
My jaw hits the table, and for a fleeting moment, I question my perception. But when I look at Jonathan, I see his face mirroring my disbelief.
The last sliver of hope I held onto dissipates, replaced by an overwhelming sense of weariness that drains my energy. "You blamed my father for all the wrongs you committed. You shattered our family. Do you have any idea how much I've suffered because of your actions? How much has Felix, your son, endured?"
"Well, I always put myself before anyone else," she says unapologetically, even going so far as to poke her tongue inside her cheek.
My lips twitch, and a glass of water comes into my line of sight. I reach out instinctively, but then I hesitate, contemplating my decision.
"Do it," Jonathan whispers.
That's all the encouragement I need.
In an instant, I grab the glass of water, and without a second thought, I splash it onto Lexi's face. The cool water cascades across her features, catching her completely off guard.
Droplets trail down her chin, her drenched clothes clinging to her skin, and she appears momentarily stunned by my impromptu action.
A shocked gasp escapes her lips as she instinctively reaches for tissues to dry herself. But just as her trembling hands find the tissue box on the table, Jonathan acts swiftly, nudging it off the edge and scattering tissues everywhere.
"What the hell?" Her loud exclamation startles me, but it also triggers a grin on my lips. The scene is oddly satisfying to witness.
I rise from my seat, and the room fills with tension. My heart pounds and a storm of emotions swirls within me—anger, frustration, and a strange sense of satisfaction.
The adrenaline courses through my veins, fueled by the intensity of the moment.
I firmly place my hands on the table, leaning forward with a surge of empowerment as I stand up for myself, fully aware that my words are cutting and sharp.
"That was the only way I could humiliate you," I declare, my voice resolute. It's a bold statement, a stand against someone who has crossed lines and pushed boundaries. I refuse to be a victim, and in this moment, I'm taking back control.
"You played with our lives like they were pawns in your twisted game. Felix deserved better than a mother who would abandon him and blame his innocent father for her mistakes," the anger in my voice rises, fueled by the memories of the pain my family endured.
Lexi attempts to speak, but no words come out.
The weight of her guilt seems to bear down on her, causing her shoulders to slump slightly.
Still, I press on, unwilling to let her escape responsibility. "You need to face the consequences of your actions. You can't escape the truth any longer. And as for us, we will heal, we will rebuild, and we will move forward without you."
There's a sense of finality in my words—a declaration that I won't allow her to manipulate us again. My heart races, but I remain resolute in my stance.
It's a moment of self-assertion, drawing a line in the sand and refusing to be walked over.
Lexi's eyes dart between us, searching for a way to regain control of the situation, but she finds none. The vulnerability that briefly shone through her tough exterior is now eclipsed by her desperate attempt to regain her footing.
"You have no idea what I've been through," she hisses, her voice shaky but laced with defiance.
"Oh, we know enough," Jonathan interjects, his tone laced with scorn. "We know you put yourself before anyone else, including your son. You chose to lie, cheat, and manipulate to save your skin."
"I'll meet you behind bars next time," I add with an undercurrent of anger. It's a challenge, a dare to face the consequences of her actions. I'm not afraid to confront the person who has wronged me, and the determination in my voice reflects that. "And mark my words when I say I promise to show you hell. I will make you squirm and beg for mercy and forgiveness."
I won't allow myself to be pushed around any longer, and I'm ready to face whatever comes next.
It's a moment of standing up for myself, taking control of the situation, and refusing to be a victim.
"That’s my girl!" He exclaimed, pumping his fist into the air. The gesture feels like a victory celebration.
Interlacing our fingers together, a profound sense of connection and intimacy envelops us.
Jonathan guides me out of the mess we created, leaving the turmoil behind. As we move forward, a liberating feeling washes over me, leaving negativity behind and embracing a fresh path ahead.
The weight of the past lifts from my shoulders, and I am grateful for the opportunity to start anew.
Suddenly, Jonathan halts, and I gently collide with his back. Turning around, he cradles my face in his palms, compelling me to meet his gaze. Tears threaten to spill as our eyes lock, and in that moment, I feel a sense of completeness.
However, there is one missing piece: I've never met my birth mother.
"Luv, please say something," he says, peppering my lips with affectionate kisses.
My response is subdued, prompting him to shower more kisses across my face.
"I am fine," I reply, squeezing his hand in assurance.
His furrowed eyebrows show concern, but he nods understandingly. A hand grabs his shoulder, and I glance over his shoulder to see Felix.
"I will give you both some privacy. Text me if you want to go with me or Felix." Jonathan kisses my forehead and waves a hand at me.
Felix and Jonathan share a knowing look before he leaves us alone.
"Do you know I am not your biological sister?" I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. He nods.
"So will you stop loving me?"
"Who says that?" Felix crosses his arms with a frown on his face. "This gives me even more reason to love you harder because my mother is the reason for your never-ending suffering."
And I cry—loud, angry sobs that I have suppressed since she explained how she had planned everything.
Felix acts quickly, pulling me into a bear hug and pulling my cap down to shield my tears from prying eyes. Sniffling, I pull back slightly, noticing a glint of sadness in his eyes.
"So that’s why you didn’t come with me to meet Mother?"
"Yes. I was afraid that if I tagged along with you, she might never disclose Lexi's hatred for you. And also, you know, people tend to say everything when they are tested."
"Everything’s over now." My cries turn to whimpers. "We will be fine now. Everything is going to turn out better."
"I love you, munchkin."
"I love you too, brother!"
Amidst the turmoil and uncertainty, Felix's embrace provides a profound sense of security and belonging. As tears flow freely, the weight of suppressed emotions is released, and a newfound sense of acceptance settles within me.
Felix's determination to love me even more fiercely, despite the shocking truth, reinforces the unbreakable bond we share.
Family isn't solely defined by blood relations.
It's about the connections we forge, the love we give and receive, and the unwavering support we offer during life's most challenging moments.
With Jonathan, Felix, and Aesira by my side, I am ready to face the world, knowing that I am loved regardless of my past or origins.




CHAPTER 34

“You are fear, I don’t care

Cause I have never been so high
Follow me to the dark
Let me take you past our satellites ”
– ELLIE GOULDING





Grabbing my coffee, I turn around with a wide grin as the invigorating aroma of caffeine fills my nostrils, energizing me for the day ahead.
Taking a satisfying sip, I gaze out the window and spot Jonathan in my line of sight.
Sensing someone watching him, he looks up and catches me staring. I thought he might refrain from any gestures since we were at the workplace, but to my surprise, he winks while playfully blowing a kiss.
I roll my eyes in response and raise my cup. Jonathan strolls towards the staircase, disappearing from view, and suddenly, memories of how we first met in this place come rushing back.
Flashback –
Today is an incredible day because I've secured my internship here, one step closer to obtaining my psychiatry license.
The excitement of starting work is overwhelming, though I admit I'm not the best at small talk. While I won't handle numerous cases independently, I'll be vigilant and inform my seniors if anyone requires extra attention.
It takes twelve years to earn a psychiatrist's degree, but my passion and unwavering dedication to this field propelled me ahead of others.
It's amazing how genuine interest can drive your path.
A wave of emotions surges in me when I step inside the hospital and look around. Clutching my bag, I tidy my blazer, striving to make a good impression.
I retrieve my ID card from my pocket and wear it around my neck before approaching the reception.
The lady behind the computer glances up, her eyebrows furrowing as she eyes me warily.
"Hello, I'm the new intern in the psychology department. Olivia Pierce, twenty-four years old," I say, managing my brightest smile.
Her lips twitch, and she extends her hand, momentarily confusing me. "Your documents. I need to verify them. You're not the only intern in that department."
Surprised, I quickly handover the file containing the necessary documents. She snatches them from my hold and starts flipping through the pages, her fingers tapping the keyboard.
So, there are more interns?
Well, that's a relief.
Hopefully, I'll make some friends, assuming they're not much older than me.
"You'll be assisting Dr. Wells throughout your internship. His office is on the third floor, and you'll have a separate desk beside his cabin. All other details will be discussed and shared by him. Here, take the key." She retrieves a key from the lower drawer and places it in my extended palm.
I manage a smile. Nodding and smiling at everything seniors say or tell you to do when working is essential.
It makes it easier to secure your position.
"Thank you! Have a good day," I wave at her and turn around, still smiling.
I locate the staircase and head toward it. I wouldn't have taken the stairs if the elevator hadn't been out of order. They should repair it immediately. What if someone needs to use it in an emergency?
Shaking my head, I climb the steps, softly murmuring the lyrics of Cinnamon Girl by Lana Del Rey. When I reach the third floor, I gaze across the area, hoping to find someone who could guide me to Dr. Well's office.
Being young in this field, I understand the importance of making an impression of my passion for this job. Psychology values in-depth knowledge and experience, so I'm determined to prove myself. Challenges won't discourage me. Instead, I'll work my way up and secure a position in the head department.
My phone starts ringing, and I quickly retrieve it from my back pocket to see Felix calling through video.
"Ugh," I groan but answer the call, "Hey there, brother!"
"Hey!" he replies excitedly, scanning the surroundings behind me. "Show me where you're going to work."
"Don’t you have to attend your university? Why are you calling so early in the morning?" I retort.
His face falls immediately. I frown, regretting my tone.
I need to find my supervisor's office and get everything settled before he arrives. I can't let my first day of internship get ruined at any cost.
"Sorry, Felix, but I need to go now."
I cancel the call when my eyes fall on someone leaning against the wall, arms crossed over his chest, his ID card indicating he's another student doing the internship.
Curiosity drives me closer to see what he's staring at. When I reach his side, I tip-toe to peek over his shoulder, revealing the magnificent view of the morning blue sky through the transparent glass.
He senses my presence and turns to face me, revealing a pair of familiar blue eyes.
And the blue sky doesn’t seem as beautiful when I realize who he is.
"Jo…Jonathan?" I stutter, unable to comprehend the situation.
How did he end up here?
"Olivia," he replies stiffly, his tone as if he swallowed wasabi. So he still remembers me?
I step back, feeling tears threatening to well up. I try to speak, but words fail me.
Jonathan's gaze holds an emotion I can't quite identify, but it's clear he doesn't welcome my presence.
"How have you been all these years? You know you could have called—
"None of your business," he interrupts coldly, causing me to flinch. "I know we'll both be working under Dr. Well, and we can't avoid each other. But I'd appreciate it if you kept your distance. No unnecessary talks, no unnecessary questions. Stay away from me, and I'll do the same. Understood?"
All I can do is stand rooted in my spot and blink.
The venom lacing his voice makes my heart shatter into a million pieces.
I knew I shouldn't have expected him to be welcoming if we ever came across each other, but I never thought I would witness this side of him. The cold, emotionless, uncaring side.
"I…understand," I somehow manage to speak those words because saying more would surely break me down.
Thankfully, Dr. Well arrives in the meantime, saving me from any further thoughts about Jonathan. After that day, we keep our distance as much as possible, only engaging in minimal conversations when our supervisor assigns us tasks.
And that's how my despise for him began.
It was like an everyday routine for him to talk rudely with me without any reason. Sometimes I made a few mistakes in jotting down the points which Dr.Wells never appreciated. He burdened me with more work so that I wouldn't lose focus, while Jonathan used to have fun watching me like that.
"What are you thinking?" Jonathan whispers, resting his chin on my shoulder. His warm breath tickles my exposed collarbones, making me squirm.
He then turns me around to face him and leans down, capturing my lips in a heated kiss. His arms slide under my legs, lifting me and settling me onto the desk.
Jonathan places his hand under my knees, spreading my legs apart as we continue our passionate embrace. When we both run out of breath, we part and gaze at each other, aware of the trouble we could get into if someone ever caught us like this.
"I was thinking of our first day at work. You know, the way you said to stay away from me as far as possible, and now you're the one who can't seem to keep his hands to himself," I chuckle.
"Well, forget about all that and focus on me instead," he raises a brow in amusement, tapping his finger under my chin when I frown.
It has become a daily routine for him to come into my room during our break time and savor me as if I were the sustenance he craves.
Not that I'm complaining.
His lips curve into a radiant smile before he presses them against my neck, leaving a mark. My toes curl inside my heels, and a moan threatens to escape, but I fight to keep it down. I grip the edge of my desk tightly, eagerly awaiting his next move.
"There you go. Now no one would ever eye you."
My eyebrows furrow as I angle my head to inspect the mark he made.
A gasp escapes my lips when I notice the size of the hiccup. It's going to take some skillful makeup to cover it up.
"That's great art!" I exclaim sarcastically.
Jonathan grins, "I'm sorry for how I treated you during our internship period. It's just, you know."
"Yes, I think I can excuse your behavior. You got the promotion under Dr. Wells, who said that when he is unavailable, you can see the patients in his absence, and I'm still here stuck with what I started. Why can't he see how hard I work? Don't I deserve a promotion too?" I change the topic of our discussion.
There's no reason to dwell on something that's already done.
He pecks my lips and says, "At least you got your job here after the end of your internship. Isn't that something?"
"Well yeah, but still," I shrug.
Pressing our foreheads together, one hand wrapping around my waist and the other grabbing the back of my neck, he sighs into my mouth. "We can work together until we finally become psychiatrists and help people. For now, we're just practicing on the ones Dr. Wells has already treated. Look at Isabella and Alex; they had to wait more than four years to get their licenses verified. I never said it, but maybe we both have such brilliant minds that we completed our degrees way before others."
"You are right. Maybe our babies will have great brains."
"Oh, are we now discussing how I can get you pregnant? Because I am up for that," his lips curl in a smirk.
I roll my eyes."Nope."
"Why?" He whines. "I want you."
"Jonathan, we are working right now. We can get into so much trouble for that."
"So what? As long as you keep your pretty mouth shut, it won't be a problem."
I raise a brow when Jonathan's hand goes under my skirt before his fingers hook in the waistband of my panties. He drags them down my legs, discarding them somewhere in the room. He gets on his knees between my legs, and I look down at him, my breath gradually getting heavier.
There's something so fucking hot about a man kneeling for you.
I scoot closer to the edge just as Jonathan leans forward and licks up my center. A moan gets caught in my throat, and I fight to keep it down, my hands gripping the edge of the desk tightly and diverting my frustration. Two fingers suddenly push into me, and my hips arch forward, back bowing.
Keeping quiet is going to be harder than I thought.
I have to lift the collar of my blouse so I can bite it down when Jonathan slides a finger out of me, using my arousal that's coating his fingers to spread it all over my pussy and rub it over my clit. His tongue slides into my entrance, and a breathy sort of strangled sound escapes me before I can stop it.
Jonathan chuckles, his tongue fucking me in long and languid strokes. The little hungry sound he's making, the soft moans, and the needy growls convey how much he's enjoying this, and it's such a turn-on that I already feel my orgasm drawing closer.
"Jonathan," I whisper, grinding hard on his face.
He throws my legs over his shoulders and gets closer to me, taking his tongue out so he can suck on my clit. He teases the bud with little flicks and nips that have me writhing and begging. It feels so good that I lose my senses and throw caution to the wind.
"Not like this." I demand quietly and push him away, "I want to come while you are inside of me."
His eyes flash, raw lust swirling his pupils as he slowly rises to his feet. Our chests heave and brush against each other as we lock eyes.
"You sure?" Even as he asks his hands are already working on his belt. "You said it yourself we are in the hospital."
"Only if we get caught," I grin.
He shakes his head, a small smile playing on his face, until he suddenly grows somber and jerks his chin behind me. "Bend over the desk and spread your legs."
I am almost giddy with excitement. I think I have officially become addicted to sex because no matter how much Jonathan and I fuck - and we fuck a lot- I still can't get enough of him.
I follow his instructions now and turn around, bending so that my stomach presses into the edge of my desk and placing my elbows on the surface. I arch my back to stick my ass out and spread my legs, watching him over my shoulder.
I bite my lips to contain my satisfied groan when I catch him pumping himself with harsh strokes, his gaze pinned to my pussy. Watching him get off to me is so hot.
Everything this man does is so hot, and it's insane how attracted I am to him.
With one hand still gripping his dick, he licks his other hand, bringing it back to my pussy and rubbing lazy circles at my entrance. He licks his lips, his fingers sliding up and down my folds. "So fucking wet. You are driving me crazy."
He poises the tip of his dick at my entrance, teasingly rubbing against it before he slides in with one smooth thrust. I bite down on my lip so hard I taste blood.
The urge to moan is too damn strong, even more so when he pounds in and out of me. I have to hold the edge of the desk to steady myself when Jonathan starts fucking me harder, faster. My stomach dings into the wood, but I hardly notice it, too wrapped up by how deep he feels inside me.
His fist wraps around my hair right before he yanks it on. My back arches, my head falling back, feeling that delicious mix of pain and pleasure.
"Oh my God," I moan quietly. "Jonathan."
"Yes, Luv?" Comes his teasing murmur. He knows damn well how difficult he's making this for me.
A moment later, I feel his hard chest press against my back, his lips pressing on my ear right before he takes it into his mouth to suck. I press my lips together in a pathetic attempt to contain the little whimpers that I can't hold inside. When Jonathan grabs the back of my leg and lifts my knee onto the desk, my mouth falls open again from pure pleasure. He feels so deep this way like he's everywhere all at once.
Another moan escapes me, strangled and tortured but still quiet. "I can't... I can't, Jonathan."
"Shh." His hand covers my mouth, the other holding my knee at the top of the desk. "You can and you will."
If he wasn't giving me the best sex of my life, I might slap him. The only time I would ever let him boss me around like this is in bed.
With his next thrusts, he stops when he's inside of me then rolls his hips. I cry against his hand when he tightens it, doing the little motion again and driving me out of my mind. I press my ass further against his pelvis, and this time it's him who groans, biting down on my shoulder to muffle the sound.
"Luv," he warns with a growl.
I laugh softly against his hand, rolling my hips this time and grinding against him.
"Jesus." He chokes out, breathing hard. In a blink, his hand comes down hard to spank me. I make a throaty sound of appreciation, and he does it again, this time harder. I love it rough. I love bringing out his dark side so he can play with me.
His hand slithers to the front of my body, flicking my clit and rubbing it in tight circles. I bite down on his hand, and he chuckles, inviting me to do it again. He loves it rough too.
When his strokes turn hard and fast against me, I snake my arm behind me and wrap it around his neck to hold on. His neck is slightly damp, and I can feel his chest growing warmer against my back, both of us well on our way to becoming a sweaty mess. I spread my legs even further, desperate to feel more of him and chase my release. His hand slides under my blouse and up my body to cup my one breast, kneading it hard and pinching my nipples through my bra, and I find myself wishing I was completely naked so I could feel those rough palms against my skin. His hand continues his journey until he reaches my throat and grips it just tight enough that I feel pressure but not so much that I am alarmed.
It feels ridiculously hot to have one of his hands pressed against my mouth and the other digging into the cloud of my throat, especially while he fucks me from behind. I feel equal parts dominated and exhilarated because he feels so good. My lower abdomen tightens in warning, and my thighs clench while I hold my breath in anticipation of my orgasm.
Jonathan can tell by now when I am about to come so he presses his palm even tighter against my mouth right before he thrusts into me long and hard one final time. My restraint snaps, and then I am shaking all over as my orgasm rips through me.
Wave after wave sends my body through a series of tremors, and moments later, I feel Jonathan's body vibrate against mine. He pants into the crook of my neck, and I tip my back to give him more room. The feel of his warm breath skating over my skin in short gasps makes me erupt in goosebumps. I feel impossibly turned on even though I just came.
"I love you," I tell him. "I love you so much."
He slides out of me and turns me around to face him, his hand on my waist.
"I love you more than anything in this fucked-up world. Fuck everything; you are my world, luv. My universe and everything that exists." His face lights up as if he won the greatest reward of his life. "Every time we have moments like this, I want to bang my head against the wall for being such an idiot. I should have been with you sooner."
I laugh at his declaration of love.
"Well, now we're together, and nothing is going to separate us.
"So wanna hold hands?" He extends his hand to me, and I place my hand in his.
Intertwining our fingers, he helps me down from my desk. All the papers and pens are scattered, but I don’t pay any heed to them. I can always tidy up later.
"I can't stop smiling."
"Well, you can continue smiling. I love seeing you smile; it suits you." He winks. "Now it's time to let our colleagues know you are in a happy relationship."
"Of course. And also say that we have brain-wracking sex too."
"I have no problem with that," he grins.
When I retract my hand from him to fix my hair, I notice him flexing his fingers.
My pride and prejudice-obsessed heart just expanded.
Shaking my head, I chew on my bottom lip, suppressing the smile, before diverting my attention to something else. This man will surely drive me crazy someday.




CHAPTER 35

"Look, if you had one shot or one opportunity

To seize everything you ever wanted in one moment
Would you capture it or just let it slip?"
- EMINEM





My heart feels like it just stopped beating.
My mouth gapes open as I stare at her, feeling as if I've seen a ghost.
"You what?" I managed to exclaim, though I had no intention of reacting so loudly.
Aesira's face pales slightly, and she nervously interlaces her fingers, pressing her legs together as if trying to take up as little space as possible.
"I know this may come as a surprise to you, but I have thought about it thoroughly, and I am very ready to take this step," she says with determination, her eyes shining with an unknown emotion.
Sighing, I shuffle away to make space for her in my bed. She tiptoes towards me and sits on the edge, visibly afraid of my reaction.
Sometimes I fail to understand what goes on inside her mind. I guess only Archer could see through her.
"Get under the blanket, Aesira. It's cold." I suggest lifting the blanket and motioning for her to come inside.
Pursing her lips, she crawls beside me and lies down, and I gently put the blanket over her. We both lie side by side, staring at the ceiling, waiting for someone to start the conversation. I turn to her and hold her hand. Aesira doesn't make the effort to look at me, her eyes lingering on our hands.
"I know you are tired from working all day, and I didn't want to disturb you in the middle of the night. I am sorry for ruining your sleep. I will talk to you tomorrow," she says softly, attempting to get up, but I gently pull her back down, glaring at her.
Why does she overthink things so much?
"I would never be too tired to be there for you when you're making such a great decision," I reassure her, my thumb caressing her hand, and she nods in understanding.
Aesira has always been a little insecure about herself. She needs reminders that she is perfect, beautiful, and amazing to feel happy.
It's not that she thinks she isn't enough; rather, she cares more about the opinions of others and how the world views her. And sometimes, it only takes a small effort to reassure someone—a few kind words, a genuine smile—to brighten up their whole day.
"Tell me about it," I say, sitting up on the bed. "Why do you want to adopt a daughter? I know my reaction was a bit over the top, but I was taken off guard when you barged through my door and announced you wanted to adopt a daughter."
"I have been contemplating this for more than a year, Liv! Like I said, it's not a spur-of-the-moment decision. I've researched and read about all aspects of adopting a child. I am willing to be a single mother and to be honest, I have no interest in marrying someone I don't love."
Her face reflects a mix of sadness and confusion.
Pulling my legs up to my chest, I rest my chin on them, lost in thought. "You're an adult and capable of making your own decisions. You've been thinking about this for months, I suppose, so why didn't you tell me sooner?"
Her expression contorts as if she's struggling not to cry. "Because I've been under the notion that even if I decide to be a mother, I would lack in many aspects. I don't feel like I'm enough."
"Wait a second... Sorry to interrupt, but Aesira, you are always enough and never too much." I smile, trying to comfort her, as she looks as if she might start crying at any moment.
"Don't you dare start crying," I add playfully, and it seems to work as she instantly bites her bottom lip, nodding.
Deciding to be a mother, taking responsibility for a child, and caring for them is a lot to take on. My own childhood experiences are the reasons for my disliking of babies. But if I ever have kids, I promise to protect them with all my heart.
"I have made a list of foster care homes and want to check them out with you before starting the adoption. A few days ago, I attended an orientation meeting that explained the steps I needed to go through."
"That's great. You know Felix would be a great help with this, as he knows about all the laws regarding adoption. Maybe he could put in a good word for you."
She blows out a breath, nodding. "I thought of contacting him, but I wanted to discuss it with you first. Will you accompany me when I visit the foster care homes? I don't think I can handle being alone at that time."
"I will always be by your side throughout the process. I might have a strong dislike for when babies cry. It hurts my ears," I pretend to cover my ears, teasingly, "But I can always cover them, or better yet, put on my headphones or cotton."
"Whatever suits you," she says, rolling her eyes and chuckling at my antics. "Would you like to come along when I buy the clothes and everything else necessary?"
"Of course. First, we need to choose a crib," I say excitedly.
"Mattress and sheets."
"Diapers." My face scrunches up in a grimace. "Oh, my god. I've never experienced cleaning up poop. I would puke." I stick out my tongue.
"I'll be the one cleaning it," she snorts.
"I wish we had our mothers with us for this conversation," I sigh, squeezing her hand.
"Me too. My mother would have known exactly what to do and how to guide me," she says, her eyes shimmering with tears.
"You will be a good mother; I promise you that. However, you are forgetting that this aunt here would always be a call away to tend to her needs." I point to myself, and she gives me a sidelong glance.
"What?" I laugh.
"You will be a terrible aunt. Spoiling my daughter. I would tell her strictly not to come near you."
She chuckles while I keep a hand on my heart, gasping dramatically.
"You wound me, Aesira."
"Oh, stop being so dramatic."
She grabs a pillow and throws it on my face. I catch it while laughing and throw it back at her. Sitting up, she grabs another pillow, and I do the same.
Yes, we are about to have a pillow fight.
Our laughter echoes through the room, filling the air with a lightness that lifts the weight of our troubles from our shoulders. It's beautiful chaos, with the broken pillow and the mess of feathers only adding to the spontaneous magic of the moment.
When the feathers gently float down around us like snowflakes, I feel an overwhelming sense of joy and connection with her. We pause, our chests heaving from the excitement.
I can't help but admire the genuine happiness on Aesira's face. Her eyes sparkle with delight, and her smile is infectious.
It's as if, in this playful pillow fight, we momentarily surpass the hardships of life and enter a world where nothing else matters but the joy of the present. These fleeting moments of escape from reality are precious, reminding us that amidst life's challenges, we can still find solace in each other's company. The worries of the past and the uncertainties of the future seem to fade away, leaving behind only the warmth of our friendship and the thrill of the present.
I gaze at the falling feathers, thinking about how life might change in the future.
Aesira's forthcoming motherhood will undoubtedly bring a new set of responsibilities and priorities. I wonder if we will still have these carefree midnight chats and laughter-filled pillow fights when a child depends on her for everything. Part of me hopes we will, but I also understand that life will evolve, and our friendship might take a different form.
But in this very moment, I push aside those thoughts and decide to savor the joy of the present.
I reach out and catch a feather in my palm, feeling its softness between my fingers. Looking back at Aesira, her radiance is undeniable, and my heart swells with love and gratitude for the wonderful person she is. I know that no matter what the future holds, our bond will endure, even if it takes on new shapes and expressions.
For now, we live in the present, cherishing the unhindered happiness we find in each other's company.
While we continue to laugh and play, I realize that the true beauty of life lies not just in grand accomplishments or milestones but also in these small, intimate moments of connection, love, and laughter. And as long as we have each other, we will find joy in the journey, no matter where life takes us.
I will always cherish these memories.
◆◆◆
"So, Aesira is going to adopt a child? That's awesome. I mean, that's such a huge step, you know?" Jonathan says, handing me my favorite vanilla-flavored ice cream.
Some people believe vanilla has no taste, but to me, I think it's the best in the world. Even Jonathan made a face when I ordered the vanilla flavor while he chose butterscotch.
Frowning, I stab my plastic spoon into the ice cream over and over again, not understanding why I am suddenly feeling so low about everything.
Getting over Mother's harsh words and declaration has taken a wild ride on my emotions. Most of the time, I kept myself busy so I wouldn't dwell on her hatred for me.
But sometimes I wondered, What if she hated me? I have so many people around me who love me for who I am, so why cry over someone who never cared and pretended everything?
However, I can't ignore the memories of when I was a kid and used to call her "mother," the person who means the world to their children—it's not easy to throw that out.
I believe some women aren't made to be mothers. Some mothers care for you out of obligation, while only a handful of them do so because they genuinely want to. I do wonder about who my real mother is and how she would have treated me differently from Lexi. Of course, there are moments when I felt that Lexi loves me the most, but there are other times when she won't even spare me a glance.
"Luv? You okay?" Jonathan grips my shoulder and jerks me slightly. I crane my neck to look up at him, offering him a sad smile.
His face softens as if he understands what I'm thinking. Without saying anything, he sits beside me and scoops up a spoonful of his ice cream. "Here comes an airplane. See, woosh."
He tries to mimic the sounds of the airplane but fails badly at his attempt. This causes me to chuckle, and he chuckles back before bringing the spoon in front of my mouth.
"Have some. You have already destroyed yours. Or do you want me to bring you another cup?"
"No, I will happily have my melted ice cream. Nothing can beat vanilla," I say, taking a bite of his offered ice cream.
The flavor of a mixture of browned butter and caramelized sugar immediately fills my taste buds. Jonathan raises his eyebrows, waiting for a reaction from me.
I raise a thumb and swipe my tongue over my lips. "It's good, but still, nothing will beat vanilla."
Groaning, he turns away, angrily taking bites of his ice cream. I shake my head and have my own.
Somehow, silence connects us more than words can.
I have always preferred a walk in the woods, which can calm down anxiety; sitting and dropping stones into a lake can ease anger; and even taking time to just sit quietly and watch the moon, the stars, and the beautiful sky.
Jonathan's presence by my side keeps my mind occupied. I am learning to love the sound of my feet walking away from things that aren't meant for me because I have survived too many storms to be bothered by the raindrops.
Some things have to end for better things to begin, and I am looking forward to that.
A new future, a better life
"Tell me what's going on in that tiny head of yours," Jonathan teases, making me glare at him. Even after being in a relationship with me, he still hasn't ceased to pull my leg.
"Nothing is going on, I promise. I was just thinking. You don't need to worry about anything." I assure him, but that doesn't seem to work for him.
"Perhaps I have become greedier. I want to be more than your boyfriend. I want to be the person you can rely on. So may I?"
I don’t hide the smile that appears on my face. I nod a few times and wrap my arms around his torso, inhaling his cologne. "You may. I promise to tell you if there is anything I am afraid of or that worries me. But for now, I want to enjoy being with you. Nothing else matters right now."
"I will always be on your side, no matter what you choose. I want to be with you."
I lean back a little.
"Kiss me," I whisper, puckering my lips.
He smiles, shaking his head. "You always order me around."
"Kiss me."
"Are you sure?" He murmurs, his mouth curving up into a teasing smile. "Because once I start, I won't be able to...
I grab the back of his head and yank him down until his lips meet mine.
I swear I couldn't love him more than I do right now, and yet I know I will tomorrow.




CHAPTER 36

“Please believe me, don’t you see

The things you mean to me?
Oh, I love you, I love you I love, I love, I love Olivia.”
- One Direction





"This is incredible," Aesira murmurs, glancing at me with wide eyes that mirror my own.
I shake my head, fanning myself.
I have attended live matches before, but never with such an enormous crowd. The arena is packed with nearly a thousand spectators, and a surge of pride washes over me.
Aesira leads me to the front-row seats she has booked for us to get a clear view of Emily's boxing match.
It marks Emily's first match since turning pro, and throughout our trip here, Aesira appeared nervous and uneasy. She kept shifting in her seat and fumbling with the beaded bracelet that adorns her wrist, her emotions unclear. I can't quite fathom what she is feeling.
Is it sadness? Happiness? Excitement? It's difficult to distinguish.
Although Aesira wanted me to bring Jonathan along, I chose to stay by her side. I don't want any distractions. My sole focus is on Emily today. I want to cheer for her with all my heart.
Emily has come a long way, and I believe the world will soon recognize her raw talent and skills. That day is not far away. The crowd's constant and ferocious buzzing washes over me, giving me goosebumps. Signs flash, and fans are already hooting and cheering for their favorites. The arena is dimly lit, with spotlights occasionally roaming over the crowd. But all attention is fixed on the ring, where the main event will happen.
The bell for the five-minute warning rings, and I turn my attention to Emily, who is seated in one of the foldable chairs brought out for her. My eyes narrow when I catch a glimpse of a familiar face.
Trying to see, I lean forward, but Aesira blocks my view.
"What are you doing?" She whispers as if we are committing a crime.
"Nothing. I think I see someone familiar, but maybe I'm mistaken." I shrug and turn to her. "You've been quiet this whole time. It's your sister's first match as a pro. Aren't you excited?"
She hangs her head low and starts stroking her bracelet again. "It's just that Archer and I promised to come here together." She sighs heavily, and I instinctively place a hand on her back in support. "I am proud of Emily, but I can't help missing Archer today."
"I understand, Aesira. I truly do," I say, hoping to offer some comfort. "Thank you. Now, I should do what I came for."
Aesira opens her bag and takes out a camera. I watch in amazement as she professionally attaches the lens and adjusts it on the stand.
Our attention returns to Emily, and it's as if she can sense us watching; she turns her head toward us.
I lift my hand in a wave while Aesira shoots up to her feet, screaming, "Emily, you're going to rock it! I believe in you!"
I chuckled, joining in the screams along with her.
Emily's cheeks flush with embarrassment, but then she breaks into a grin and raises her glove towards us. Right on cue, I notice someone standing behind her.
My jaw drops open.
What the hell? What is he doing there?
"Isn’t that Eden?" A voice whispers in my ear, making me jump in my seat.
Clutching the cloth over my chest, I look in the direction of the voice. Jonathan stands there, proud of what he did, while holding back a snicker.
Crossing my arms, I turn back to the ring and almost choke on my breath when I see Emily glaring at the girl Eden is talking to.
"I thought Eden was a shy boy, but now it seems he is someone else."
I nudge Jonathan as a form of chastising, and he nudges me back. "Oh shush."
"So, whose side are we on?"
"The one with the red gloves is Emily Barney. We are on her side."
Just on cue, the bell to start the match rings three times. Playful banter is long forgotten.
Aesira and I scream and cheer as Emily makes her way to the center of the ring to knock knuckles with her opponent. Jonathan shrinks back in his chair and pulls down his cap to cover his eyes, blocking the whole view.
I grab his arm and pull him to his feet before going back to cheering. I have never been so invested in any kind of gaming championship, so I don’t recognize the woman Emily is going to fight with. But from bits and pieces of what Aesira told me last night, I recall that the opponent is a talented and well-known fighter. This made Aesira go into a panic, and we had to end up calling Emily to make sure she was well and ready for today.
Emily and her opponent exchange a few words as they start circling each other. Watching Emily grow into such a wonderful woman is exhilarating. I find myself on the edge of my seat as I nervously wait for her move, and the uncertainty of it kills me.
Will she take a hit? Will she deliver one? Will she successfully block a blow, or will she get hurt?
Aesira tightens her arms around me as we both hold our breath in anticipation of the first move. Her opponent makes the first move, throwing a jab, but Emily blocks it with her forearm before it can reach her. The crowd roars once the action starts, and I cup my mouth, cheering.
Some disappointed gasps fill the area, and from the scoreboard, I catch the opponent’s name: Sofie.
Emily follows up her block with a successful hook to Sofie’s jaw, causing her to stumble back a step, but she quickly recovers. Emily's eyes are trained on Sofie, so I am taken aback when she swiftly dodges a left jab that I didn’t even see coming. The next second, I see Emily land a perfect uppercut on Sofie’s jaw and swiftly bring both fists close to her body while Sofie recovers.
"Two smooth hits from Emily Barney, along with her block, have already earned her a generous amount of points." The announcer's voice booms through the mic, and the crowd responds with cheers while Jonathan tugs on my top, pulling me closer to him.
"This is so intense. I should have come to live shows before too." He whispers, and I nod, agreeing with him.
In that fleeting moment, I witness Emily throwing a wink to Eden, who immediately ducks his head low, his cheeks flushing in the deepest shade of red. I pursed my lips to hold back my snicker. Something is going on between them.
Aesira clears her throat, eyeing Eden quizzically. "Do you know that boy, Liv? I've noticed them getting too close since they arrived. I should ask Emily who that guy is."
Unable to suppress it, I laugh, fueled by the adrenaline of the match and how it’s working in Emily’s favor, adding Aesira’s protectiveness to the mix.
The first round ends with Emily in the lead, and she walks to her corner of the ring just as her coach brings a chair and towel. She takes the seat while talking, with Eden standing behind her, wiping away the sweat from her hands. I doubt there are any injuries because she is too engrossed in an intense conversation with everyone circling her.
"Why are you biting your lips? I want to do that as well." Jonathan’s sudden comment whips my head around to stare at him in surprise.
I didn’t even realize that I was biting my lips.
I shrug indifferently and say, "Go ahead, bite your lips."
He frowns, shaking his head. "No... yours."
Stay cool. Stay cool.
My concealed heart is about to race out.
"I knew that sitting by your side would be a distraction," I sigh when he slides over to me so that our thighs touch before throwing an arm over my shoulder.
My eyes widen when I feel him give me a sudden kiss on the cheek. My lips twitch as I hold my cheek and look away. Damn, this man surely knows how to make me blush.
In no time, round two commences, and Emily and Sofie make their way back to the center of the ring. They knock knuckles, and the match is back on.
Sofie is feeling much more ambitious because they have barely begun circling before her fist shoots out and lands harshly on Emily’s stomach, just above the belt, causing a noticeable wheeze to escape her mouth. Emily doesn’t recover fast enough, which allows Sofie to seize the opportunity and deliver a hook.
"Come on, Emily!" Aesira hollers.
"You can do this, Emily," I yell, nervously slapping my hands on my thighs in repetition.
"Beat her up so badly, Emily, that she sees stars and moons!" Jonathan screams, making Aesira and me whip our heads at him, stunned.
"What?" he asks innocently.
We both simultaneously shake our heads before returning to our cheering. I am pretty sure our voices have drowned out the others; it is so loud that my throat is starting to dry up, feeling like sandpaper.
The ref pulls Sofie off of Emily, and she staggers back, the rise and fall of her chest indicating her hard breathing. Emily regains her position and poises her fists at eye level. In a flash, I see her land a punch on Sofie’s chin, and her head snaps back. A proud feeling surges through me while I attentively watch their next moves. Emily delivers a left jab to Sofie’s exposed throat, and her hands fly to clutch it securely. Her coughing is visible, and I am so sure that the hit was a hard one. With her hands still preoccupied, Emily causes Sofie to fall on her back with three consecutive hooks to her abdomen.
"Yes, that’s it," Eden whoops, fist pumping in the air.
"I sense something going on." Jonathan pokes my arm while I nod in agreement.
I am still confused about how they met.
"But I agree that Emily is awesome." He looks awed, and Aesira doesn’t even try to refrain from feeling smug.
"I know, right? She is my sister. I am proud of her."
Round two ends and both fighters return to their assigned corners. As Emily gets seated, she looks over at the crowd before her gaze lands on us. She jerks her chin at us, silently questioning her performance, and Aesira and I jump to our feet, cheering her name.
Eden’s curious gaze follows Emily’s stare and raises an eyebrow when we come into his line of sight.
"You know Eden is kind of handsome," I mutter and have to choke back laughter when Jonathan stares at Eden with a lethal look as if he is ready to go down and have a very serious talk with him.
"You are my girlfriend and my life. Don’t even try to think of someone else," he states, making me chuckle in amusement.
Jonathan is jealous.
A mock gasp escapes me, and my hand dramatically flies to my chest. "Thank you for reminding me again."
Our conversation is cut off when the sound of the bell commences round three. Eden whispers something into Emily’s ear, which makes her grin widely, her prominent dimples on display.
The bell rings once again.
The atmosphere has been tense since the match began, but, if possible, it’s even more heightened now that it's the final round.
It’s almost like the crowd is holding their breath in anticipation of who will win the round and take the great trophy home.
Within seconds, I see them entering the ring again, circling each other once again. Uncertain of what transpires in those few minutes, I keenly observe the hooks and punches they throw at each other. My heart pounds with worry as Sofie aims for a straight punch, while Emily tries to dodge it but misses, causing her to stagger towards the ropes guarding the ring. The ref intervenes when Sofie tries to throw more hooks without letting Emily regain her composure.
Horrified, I shoot up on my legs as Emily clings to the ropes to avoid falling.
"Go on, Emily!" Aesira screams.
"Come on, girl, you can do this!" I exclaim, equally hysterical.
Emily quickly bounces off the ropes and starts circling Sofie, casually throwing fake punches, her rage evident on her face. Her coach shouts at her to regain control of her emotions, and she visibly takes deep breaths. Her face gradually smooths out, and the earlier anger is replaced with pure determination. Before anyone has a chance to blink, she throws an uppercut. Sofie's face whips to the side, and she tumbles back, falling on her back. I exhale deeply, shifting my eyes to the judges sitting on three sides. Sofie attempts to get up on her elbows, wincing in pain. Emily resumes her fighting stance, waiting for her opponent to stand up.
However, the bell rings, and Emily drops her hands to her sides, extending her hand to Sofie. They clasp hands and then touch knuckles.
Aesira's arm shoots out to grab mine, and I, in turn, reach out for Jonathan's arm. The three of us lean forward, our eyes fixed on the paper the judges hand over to the referee.
I doubt if we are even breathing at this point.
My fingers tighten around Jonathan's forearm as the referee approaches and holds both fighters' hands.
"And the winner is... Emily Barney, with 3 points in the lead," he announces, raising her hand above her head.
Our screams blend with thousands of spectators, all celebrating Emily's victory.
The entire arena erupts with cheers and wild excitement. The voice of the announcers, reciting the statistics is drowned in the boisterous noise. The spotlight shines on Emily as her teammates and Eden jump over the ropes and rush toward her, playfully piling over one another until Emily is lost somewhere beneath them.
Aesira and I push through the crowd, making our way down the aisle and dashing down the stairs to join them in the ring.
The others create a path, and Aesira embraces Emily in a bone-crushing hug. Filled with happiness, I feel a tear or two escape my eyes. When they part, I seize the opportunity to hug Emily, praising her for her incredible performance in the ring.
Suddenly, Emily looks over my shoulder, and her face lights up in happiness.
Before I can understand what is happening, I see Eden lifting Emily, his arms locked around her waist. Laughing, Emily ducks her head down before placing her lips on his. Grinning, he kisses her back passionately.
And we all stand there, shocked by the revelation.




CHAPTER 37

JONATHAN





Istand in front of the door, my hand poised to ring the bell, but hesitation seizes me, and I lower it by my side. I turn to look at Olivia, who reassures me with a nod, silently promising to stay right there.
Nervously, I face the door again while my gaze is fixated on the small alphabets carved at the corners. A rush of emotions fills my throat, making it hard to swallow.
Memories flood my mind, transporting me back to the days when the three of us used to sneak out, mischievously carving our names with pencils on anything we could find.
The vivid recollection of the first time Father caught us resurfaces, but I quickly divert my thoughts, unwilling to recall the subsequent events.
My hand moves on its own, brushing off the dust accumulated over the three initials—J, J, and A—overlapping one another in the carvings.
Exhaling a shuddery breath, I briefly close my eyes, mustering the courage to knock on the door twice.
Olivia insisted on accompanying me, her determination unwavering, but I couldn't risk her getting insulted or hurt while I talked with them. Father would stoop to low levels to have me in his clutches, and if Olivia came with me, I would provide him ample reasons.
Olivia is both my strength and weakness.
I won't let anyone use her as bait against my weakness. So, I gently told her to wait outside until I finished my business with them. Throughout the ride, she hesitates to release my hand, fearing I might face another assault.
The door creaks open, and my mother's face appears. I can't help but notice how worn and tired she looks lately. Despite that, her face lights up like daylight as she widens the door, granting me a full view of the house.
Everything seems unchanged.
"Jonathan," she says, pulling me into a hug. Her arms wrap around my waist, and her head rests on my chest.
I keep my hands by my side, careful not to return the embrace. My fists clench when I feel teardrops falling on my shirt, followed by a few more.
Is she crying? Why the hell is she crying?
"I missed you so much. Come inside," she insists, holding my arm and gently leading me into the house.
I allow her to take the lead, knowing deep down that this might be the last time she holds me like this.
"Sit down. Let me make you tea, or would you prefer your favorite blueberry pancakes? Should I make them? Oh no, wait, I don't have that. Let me—"
"I didn't come here to eat, Mother," I interrupt, my annoyance rising at her attempts to distract me with such gestures.
Her face falls, and I can see the sorrow in her eyes, reminiscent of Jude's. I shake my head, reminding myself not to be swayed by emotions. Sighing, I settle onto the plush sofa, crossing my arms in a defensive stance.
"I have come here to talk with you. And father."
"Oh. Okay," she responds stiffly, taking a seat beside me.
I instinctively shifted away a little, worried that the tears in her eyes might weaken my resolve.
The air feels thick with tension, carrying the weight of unspoken emotions.
"It’s just after Archer’s death, you moved away and never visited us. So, I thought maybe you came back to..."
"To what?" A bitter, humorless laugh escapes my lips, the bitterness evident in my every word.
"To mend the relations? Did you believe I would come here?" I gesture around the house, my eyes tracing the familiar yet haunting surroundings, "the house that has the blood of two children? I don’t want to be another victim of it, seeing that I am the last one alive."
"That’s no way to talk to your mother." My father’s voice drips with venom, cutting through the tense atmosphere.
An icy cold shiver rolls down my spine, straightening me up in my seat. This voice was the one I had obediently followed since I knew how to talk, only because I wanted to remain perfect.
I glance over my shoulder, watching him stroll toward us with an air of superiority. When he reaches me, he sets his glass of brandy on the desk and sits across from me, his unflinching, cold eyes locking onto mine.
"Oh well," I interlace my fingers, my lips quirking up with a hint of defiance. "You can’t deny the truth. You are the reason for their deaths, aren’t you?"
"You have no right to threaten me in my own house," Dad refutes, his anger barely contained. I try to remain unaffected by his hatred-filled gaze. "So you’re that ungrateful brat now?"
"One time has to be the first, and I thought, why not today?" I shrug my shoulders and lean back, casually throwing an arm onto the headrest.
His lips twitch as if he is trying to control his anger. I guess I am doing pretty well today. Archer and Jude would have been proud if they had seen me like this—uncaring and unbothered by our father’s words.
"Just because you have become a doctor doesn’t mean you are off the hook. What kind of boy gets drunk in bars and needs a girl to carry them back home? That girl was too fierce to talk back to me. She even threatened me. I mean, it caught me off guard by her courage, but you know, I wouldn’t think twice before making her life hell. Do you want me to do that?" A lethal smile takes hold of his lips, a chilling display of his cruelty.
Sighing, I place my palms on the plain surface of the desk in front of me, a mix of frustration and determination in my voice as I say, "I would like to see what you can do. Your threats are empty, just like you. You can’t do sh*t. We were too young, so we believed whatever you said, cowering in fear when we heard that someone might take us away if we didn’t oblige you."
Dad is underrated—a master manipulator trying to maintain control, but I refuse to dance to his tune any longer.
The first inklings of a smile start forming on my lips, a mix of defiance and satisfaction, as I witness the visible drain of color from his face. "Before you think you can do anything, just know I will always be one step ahead. Let me enlighten you about what you did with Simon’s group years ago. I have all the evidence and two eyewitnesses about how you leaked their deals so you could gain more profit."
It wasn’t until a few years ago, while I was attending a conference, that someone barged in and claimed me as the son of the person who ruined his life. Of course, I was left baffled by the accusation, but later, when I met up with him, he revealed all the information about how my father had ruined the reputation of his company and was the reason for the fallout.
I promised to pay off his debt only if he promised to never bother me again. This reason seems valid enough for breaking relations with my parents.
If this is the only way I can cut off my ties with him, then let it be. I was way past caring for my father’s misdeeds.
They were uncountable.
David Rodriguez is fuming; his normally composed demeanor is shattered. His fists bang on the desk as he stands up, and it seems as if smoke is pouring out of his ears.
"Fucking ungrateful—"
"Don’t."
Whatever restraint I had was tattered at the last word coming out of his mouth. I am so tired of hearing the same dialogue over and over again. "One more word and I will leak out the proofs. We can later deal with the consequences that follow. You will be the one suffering the most."
"Fine," Dad grits out, his voice thick with frustration. "What do you want?"
The corner of my lip tips up in a smirk, relishing the control I have at this moment. "Now that’s more like it. Why don’t you take a seat?"
Reluctantly, he sits back while I exchange a glance with Mother. She has been quiet all along, never bothering to interrupt or tell me to stop. I guess she has finally understood that it’s time to stop being on her husband's side.
"So, I would like you to cut my name from the family register. Declare that I am dead for you guys. I don’t want any part of this house, nor do I want any of you to get involved in my life. I am done being a puppet of yours. I want to live my life on my terms," I declare with firm resolve.
"What?" The surprise in his voice shows that he wasn’t expecting this.
I raise a brow in question: "Why? Did you think that even after being grown-ups, we would be tied to you? We have our own lives, our own decisions, and our own choices. You can't let your opinions burden us."
"You don’t want to be a part of the family anymore? Jude and Archer are no longer there, so you are the only son."
"Please refrain from calling me son," I seethe out, my fingers digging into the sofa as I try to keep myself from lashing out. "They died because of you."
That shuts him down momentarily.
I think I saw a flicker of sadness and regret in those irises, the ones similar to those of Archer, but they were gone as soon as they came. He nods his head stiffly, releasing a long breath, but his pride prevents him from apologizing.
"I guess this will be the last time you will ever see me. I hope the rest of the days you live make you realize how much of a horrible father you were." I stand up, my voice filled with a mix of bitterness and liberation and turn to my mother. "Mother, even if you always treated us after Father hit us, you never stood against him, knowing that he was always wrong. We should have been given the right to choose our career."
"I know that saying sorry won't bring them back, but I want you to know how truly sorry I am. I apologize for not treating you all better, and I am especially sorry to myself for losing my children because of my cowardice. I am so sorry," she says between sobs.
My heart clenches.
It doesn't feel right to leave her alone like this. But I know I have to do this now or never. Placing a hand on her shoulder, I whisper, "Mother, I am grateful that you at least tried to help us, but I believe leaving this house is the right decision. If you ever need any kind of help, you can always call me."
Wiping away her tears, she looks up at me and smiles genuinely, reminiscent of happier times. "I wish you could live your life to the fullest, and I hope you find true happiness."
As I stand there, a boulder seems to lodge in my throat, threatening to consume me. I summoned all my strength to swallow it down. It feels like an emotional dam has burst inside me, and tears threaten to spill over, yet I clench my jaw tightly, unwilling to let them escape.
A mix of sadness, nostalgia, and a tinge of relief swirl together in a turbulent storm within. Taking a deep breath, I turn my head away from the house, trying to shake off the flood of emotions that threaten to overwhelm me.
With each step I take, a strange sense of finality accompanies me, as if this moment is defining, a moment of letting go and moving forward. Finally, outside on the porch, I can't resist stealing one last glance at the place I once called home.
The sun's warm rays gently kiss the weathered facade, casting long shadows that stretch into the distant past. Memories flood my mind like an old film reel, each frame representing a moment of joy, laughter, or even heartache.
A bittersweet smile spreads across my lips as I remember all the love and happiness that filled these walls.
The house has been a witness to countless family gatherings, celebrations, and quiet moments of solace. It has sheltered me through storms, both literal and metaphorical.
But life moves on, and change is an inevitable part of the journey.
The once-familiar and comforting walls now hold echoes of the past, reminding me of the people who are no longer there and the person I used to be.
When I gaze at the building, a feeling of calmness washes over me like a gentle wave on a serene shore. This house, with all its imperfections and memories, has shaped me into the person I am today.
Standing here, gratitude wells up within me for the experiences and lessons this place has bestowed upon me.
With a final sigh, I turn away, knowing it's time to move forward. The memories will always remain etched in my heart, but it's time to make new ones and embrace the uncertainty of the future.
The bittersweet tinge in my heart slowly transforms into hope and anticipation.
I take one step, then another, and another, each bringing me closer to a new chapter in my life.
The past will always be a part of me, but it will no longer hold me back. I am ready to face the world with bittersweet memories as my foundation and a heart full of courage.
"Jonathan," Olivia’s voice catches my attention, filling me with anticipation.
Ripples of excitement dance through my vision as I catch up to her and pull her into a tight, heartfelt embrace. Lifting her off the ground, I twirl her around playfully.
Her laughter fills the air as she grips my shoulders, and I finally set her gently back down.
"I know I haven't been the best to you for years. I am deeply sorry for the pain I've caused you with my indecisiveness and lack of understanding," I say, tenderly holding the back of her neck and drawing her closer, planting a gentle kiss on her forehead.
A tear escapes her eye, and she speaks with a hint of concern, "I hope everything has gone well."
"It has," I replied reassuringly. "Olivia, I love you. I promise to make amends for my mistakes. You won't regret choosing to be with me."
Her face softens, a playful smile on her lips. "So, what do you suggest we do to harness this moment?"
"Perhaps we can share a kiss? Or we can do something more when we return home." I playfully tease before leaning in to press my lips softly against hers.
This moment is pure bliss, free from any haunting past, as I'm committed to building a better future with her.
Surely, I could never completely move on from the deaths of my siblings, but at least I can lead a carefree life without any strings attached—the strings that could dictate my life and my decisions.




CHAPTER 38

“ I'll take your bad days with your good

Walk through the storm, I would do it all because
I love you I love you”
- KATY PERRY





Istretch my hands above my head, feeling the stiffness dissipate. Dr. Well has been giving me a hard time these past few days. I never imagined the head department would be this hectic. How did Jonathan even get into it?
"Why are you such a deep thinker?" A smiling Isabella comes into view.
I roll my shoulders backward, hoping to ease the pain.
"Paperwork... I'm doing more paperwork than talking with real people. I can't wait to get into the head department and start actual work."
I groan, burying my face in my palms.
"Eventually, you will. But tell me, once you get into it, there's no way you'll have free time. Enjoy your life right now." She pats her stomach. "Let's go to the canteen for lunch. My stomach is screaming."
I nod, agreeing with her. We both head to the canteen and grab our food—anything that will fill our stomachs for the moment.
Isabella shoves a sandwich into her mouth, making me burst out laughing at her puffed cheeks. She merely shrugs at my response, unfazed.
"So... you..." she struggles to speak with food in her mouth, her excitement barely containable. Eventually, she gulps it down and hastily wipes the crumbs from her lips with a napkin before continuing, "You and Jonathan together? I never thought I would see that day."
"Well, unexpected things happen," I reply, trying to hide the butterflies in my stomach that her words have stirred.
I reach for an energy drink from the shelf, but my heart sinks when I find only Red Bull in stock. I always hated the taste because it reminded me of cough syrup, but it's better than nothing. With a resigned sigh, I pop open the can and take a sip.
Isabella's excitement explodes into a high-pitched squeal, causing me to choke on my drink and cover my ears in reaction. Her voice is capable of piercing through walls.
"Girl, be quiet! We're in a goddamn hospital. People will stare weirdly at us," I grumble, feeling self-conscious as I glance around and notice curious eyes lingering on us.
My embarrassment deepens, and I cover my face with one hand, urging Isabella to leave the area quickly.
As we make a beeline away from the prying eyes, Isabella leans in to whisper, "Jonathan has changed himself a bit."
Her words pique my curiosity, and I listen closely.
"Don't tell me you haven't noticed it yet."
"Noticed what?" I ask hesitantly, unsure of what she's getting at.
"He used to roll his sleeves down until you started hanging out with him," Isabella says, her expression serious. "Perhaps he wanted to show off."
My eyes widen in surprise at the revelation.
I haven't paid much attention to Jonathan's fashion choices before, but now that Isabella mentions them, I recall how he used to keep his sleeves down, looking more reserved. It's a subtle change, but one that indicates he might have been conscious of how he presented himself to others.
The realization tugs at my heartstrings at the effort he is making to be more open and comfortable around me.
My heart jumps in excitement as I raise the drink to my lips, trying to hide the smirk. "Well, I'm glad he noticed."
Shaking her head, Isabella diverts her gaze, looking somewhere behind me.
Curious, I turn around, and a gasp escapes my lips as I find Alex and Jonathan standing side by side, looking as good as ever. The sight of them together sends a jolt of excitement through me, and my heart skips a beat.
Isabella comes to my side and grips my arm so tightly that I fear my blood has stopped circulating.
"Don't they look hot?" she exclaims in a hushed tone.
"Well, they do," I admit, unable to tear my eyes away from Jonathan's captivating gaze.
His lips pull up in a smirk, and I can't help but recall the thrilling encounter we had earlier when I entered my cabin.
The memory flashes through my mind, making my cheeks flush with embarrassment. I'm pretty sure that he wouldn't think twice about pulling me back to my cabin and devouring me again, but since we're surrounded by two other people, we both exercise restraint and keep our hands to ourselves.
I try to regain my composure, hoping my face isn't betraying the thoughts racing through my mind. Isabella, however, is having the time of her life as she nudges me playfully and giggles.
"I can practically see the sparks flying between you two," she teases, clearly enjoying the sight of our slightly awkward but charged interaction. I manage to suppress a bashful smile and roll my eyes in mock annoyance.
"You're imagining things," I retort, trying to play it cool.
"Have you told her?" Alex asks, a mix of excitement and nervousness evident in his voice.
"Told her what? Okay, wait, the bet about her and Jona—" Isabella's laughter comes out awkwardly as she loosens her grip on me.
"Wait... so you two made a bet on whether we would be in a relationship or not?"
Jonathan clicks his tongue disapprovingly, his gaze shifting back and forth between Isabella and Alex. "I overheard you guys talking about it."
Alex steps forward, a hint of pride in his expression, and he wraps his arm around Isabella's waist. "Honey, I won our bet."
"Wait. Wait." I raise my palm, feeling utterly bewildered by the revelation. "You guys seriously made a bet on us?"
"Sorry," Isabella apologizes, though her eyes twinkle with mischief. "But congratulations, Olivia. You have finally found a boyfriend."
Jonathan chuckles at the situation, making me groan playfully as I crush the now-empty can and toss it into the dustbin.
"You guys are crazy."
Trying to brush off the awkwardness, I decided to head back to my cabin to focus on the pending paperwork. I want to finish it as soon as possible so that I can fully enjoy our date tonight.
◆◆◆
A hand slips onto my thigh, causing me to choke.
I glare at Jonathan, who seems to be in his world, enjoying the food while his hand moves closer to my core.
Snorting, I quickly shoved his hand away.
"Where did you learn this slick movement?" I whisper.
A slow smirk appears on his lips. "It comes naturally when you're near me."
That cracks me up.
"Whatever." I roll my eyes, but inside, I feel like I'm going to melt under his intense gaze. "Do you want to dance?"
"In this club with sweaty bodies and loud music? I would prefer a more secluded area for us."
He hops off his stool and bends down, offering his hand to me. "Let’s go somewhere else."
A wide, exhilarated grin stretches across my face as my hand intertwines with his. His eyes sparkle with mischief, locking onto mine. The air is charged with anticipation as he playfully raises three fingers, dropping them one by one until only the last finger remains standing—a mischievous challenge I eagerly await.
With an unexpected tug, he pulls me through the bustling crowd, and my heart races, a delightful mix of adrenaline and joy coursing through my veins. The world around us blurs into a whirlwind of colors and sounds as we deftly weave our way out through the sea of people, and I can feel the vibrant pulse of the club harmonizing with my heartbeat.
Our laughter blends with the clamor of chatter and music, unaffected by the surprised glances and amused smiles we leave in our wake. As we finally burst through the exit, a wave of fresh air greets us, and we stop, momentarily breathless.
Catching my breath, I look at him and say, "You gave me premature ventricular contractions."
He scrunches up his nose. "That means?"
"You made my heart skip a beat."
Jonathan remains silent for a second before a stupid grin adorns his lips. My lips mimic the same action. Passing his fingers through his hair, he holds my hand and pulls me towards him.
His other hand settles on the back of my waist, while mine delicately clasps his shoulder. We stand there, inches apart, enveloped in a moment of electrifying tension.
The air around us seems charged with an unspoken connection, a magnetic pull that draws us closer together.
Jonathan's eyes lock onto mine with an intensity that leaves me breathless as if he's searching my soul for something he can't quite put into words.
Under the pale moonlight, we begin our dance.
We move in perfect harmony, lost in each other's gaze.
"Jonathan, tell me honestly; would you still love me the same if I couldn't be strong? You have seen all my flaws. What if I can't be strong enough to keep them intact?" The vulnerability in my voice as I pose my question hangs in the air, and for a moment, there is a hushed silence.
Jonathan's eyes soften even further, and it's as if he can feel the weight of my insecurities and fears. With his reassuring smile, he draws me closer. "I would rather drown in your flaws than swim in someone else's perfection."
Scooping me in his arms, he twirls me around. My laughter mingles with his as I feel myself letting go of the fears that held me back. Pecking my cheek, he settles me down on my feet.
"Shit. I think my string heels got untangled." I whine and look down. Jonathan doesn't waste a second before kneeling on one knee and wrapping his fingers around my ankle.
"Here," he says, tying the strings of my black heels. He cranes his neck up to me and gives one of those heart-melting smiles. "You won’t fall anymore."
Too late.
Raising his feet, he gestures for me to turn around. My lips curl down in a frown, but I oblige anyway.
The sounds of shuffling come from behind, and I try to look over my shoulder, but his glare makes me stop.
I squirm under his hold when he drapes a black cloth over my eyes before nudging me to move further.
After walking for a few distances, the texture beneath my heel changes, and I sense that I have left the area where the club is. The air around me feels different—lighter and more expansive. With every step, I become more aware of the environment around me. The ground beneath my heels seems uneven, possibly a natural path or a trail.
The gentle pressure of Jonathan's hands on my forearms continues, providing a sense of security and guidance and keeping me from veering off the path.
"Where are we going?"
I'm a little too curious.
"You will see."
The wind picks up, and I feel it caressing my exposed skin. Goosebumps rise when the cool breeze brushes against my arms and face. The thrill of an unknown adventure keeps my heart pounding with excitement and anticipation. Although questions linger in my mind, I choose not to voice them.
There is a distant sound of rotating blades and a motor, but I can't understand what it is.
Finally, we stop, and Jonathan unfolds the blindfold.
Blinking a few times, I look ahead. My hand flies to my mouth in surprise.
"It's... it's... it's
"A helicopter. Yes." Jonathan grins widely, seemingly joyful at my shocked expression. My jaw unhinges as I grab his arms.
"What are we doing here?"
"We will go on a helicopter ride."
"What?" I whisper and yell.
The rotating blades create a mesmerizing whoosh as they slice through the air. Despite the strong gush of wind created by the powerful rotors, Jonathan guides me toward the helicopter with a reassuring touch.
My hair dances wildly around my face, and I try to tie it up in a loose bun. As we approach the helicopter, the imposing and awe-inspiring sight leaves me both thrilled and anxious. The thought of soaring through the skies brings a mix of nervousness and curiosity.
Jonathan helps me get inside the cockpit before he closes the door, goes over to the other side, and enters. When he closes the door on his side, I freeze.
"Wait, you are flying this? Alone?" I stare at him wide-eyed.
He raises a brow. "Do you trust me?"
"I do."
No question mark. No hesitation. I trust him completely.
"Then just wait and watch." He adjusts the seat and buckles the seatbelt. "Relax yourself." His words work magic, and my shoulders immediately relax.
I exhaled a shaky breath while watching Jonathan do the necessary procedure. He fastens another seatbelt snugly across my lap. "Is it okay? Too tight or too loose?"
I shake my head as a no.
Nodding, he adjusts the headset on my head. Puckering my lips, I touch the headset, feeling a new sense of excitement filling my veins.
After everything is set, Jonathan double-checks everything and says, "Ready for takeoff?"
"Hell yeah!" I peer out the window of the helicopter, and my heart flutters with a mix of awe and disbelief.
I can't help but wonder if I'm in a dream or if my mind is playing tricks on me. The view before my eyes is simply surreal—a breathtaking panorama that seems too magnificent to be real.
The lights of New York City at night have always been captivating, but seeing them from this point, thousands of feet above the ground takes my breath away.
The cityscape transforms into a mesmerizing tapestry of twinkling stars, stretching as far as the eye can see. Skyscrapers pierce the darkness like courageous guardians, their illuminated windows resembling a thousand dancing fireflies. The bustling streets below, usually teeming with life, now appear like intricate webs woven by the city's inhabitants. While the helicopter gracefully glides through the night sky, a sense of wonder washes over me.
It's as if I've been transported to a realm where reality and dreams converge, where the extraordinary blends with the ordinary. I pinch myself, half-expecting to wake up, but the sensation of cool metal beneath my fingertips reassures me that this is indeed happening.
"When did you learn this?" I can't stop myself from asking. A little envious because he has experienced this a thousand times.
"I will keep that a secret. Just enjoy the view." He winks. I shake my head, chuckling.
It's a moment I wish I could hold onto forever, etching it into the deepest parts of my memory.
I lean closer to the window, trying to absorb every detail and flickering glow. Words seem inadequate to describe this spectacle, this breathtaking view.
The helicopter begins to slow down before it starts descending. Once on the ground, the sound of the engine diminishes.
Jonathan helps me get out of the seatbelt before he comes down and opens the door on my side. He offers me his hand, and I grip it for dear life as I step onto the solid ground.
I blink a few times and turn to him, my eyes filling with tears of happiness. Jonathan cups my cheeks and asks, "Can you look at me?"
"I am already looking at you." I sniffle when I feel my nose sting. "Thank you. Thank you for giving me this beautiful experience. I can’t say enough. This indeed is the best date."
"There will be more in the future. Each one is better than the last." He wraps his arms around me. I hug him back, feeling myself tear up once again.
I don’t think anyone could love me more than Jonathan does. And that’s all I can ever ask for.
Pulling back, he looks down at me.
"Scelgo te," he whispers against my lips. I choose you.
"Solo te," I whisper back. Only you




CHAPTER 39

“Sometimes all I think about is you

Late nights in the middle of June
Heat waves have been freaking me out"
– Glass Animals





Things have been surreal for the past month, ever since Lexi's confession was recorded.
Felix tries to soothe my nerves with a gentle pat on my back. The evidence, including the recorded confession, was submitted to headquarters. We went through some procedures for bailing out our father under innocence.
However, Lexi was arrested at her home, where she was enjoying herself. Felix accompanied the cops during her arrest.
Though I had no wish to see her, I couldn't resist the satisfaction of witnessing her behind bars. Thus, the next day, Felix accompanied me to visit her. She threw a tantrum, calling me the monster in her life and blaming me for her predicament. While her words didn't affect me much, I couldn't dismiss them entirely. There was a tinge of disappointment in her eyes when Felix chose not to converse with her.
When the gate opens, the reality of the situation hits me.
I clench my fists, preparing myself to face someone who had been wrongfully accused for years and whom we saw as a murderer.
Time passes, and no one emerges from the gate.
Felix shifts uneasily, anxiously awaiting his release. "Why isn't he out yet?" he whispers.
I can only shrug, guessing he might be grooming himself now that his children are here to pick him up.
Before I can respond, I spot someone descending the stairs. Instinctively, I touch Felix's hand, directing his attention to the figure.
"There he is," he says calmly.
I had visited him numerous times, but Felix never did. Now that he's out on bail, perhaps Felix can spend some time with him to bridge the gap that has grown between them.
"Thank you for coming. I thought I would never get to see my two children here together," a voice says, causing us to freeze.
"Father."
"Dad."
Our voices resonate simultaneously, our hands tightly gripping each other, trying to convey all the emotions that words can't express. Dad's gaze falls on our joined hands, and a smile tugs at his lips.
"If you keep acting like this, you'll end up getting seriously hurt."
His words prompt us to let go of each other. I rub my now-red fingers and nibble on my bottom lip, unsure where or how to begin.
"Let's go home," Felix suggests.
Dad nods enthusiastically, happily following us.
Home—a place I haven't stepped into for what feels like an eternity. Felix appears stoic, contrary to his nature, so I place a comforting hand on his shoulder, feeling the tension in his muscles. He glances at me, and I offer a reassuring smile, assuring him that everything will be alright.
Felix hasn't discussed his feelings about this revelation or the fact that we've been living a lie. I could sense his disappointment in not uncovering the truth earlier.
During the journey from the prison to our home, none of us uttered a word. The atmosphere is tense, reflecting the emotions we all carry within. When I park my car in front of the house, Felix is the first one to get out, leaving me with a frown. I wonder if he's angry or suppressing his emotions, ready to burst out the moment he speaks. I can't quite figure it out. As Dad steps out of the car and takes a deep breath of fresh air, a slight twitch forms on my lips. I observe him glancing around, taking in the changes in the neighborhood.
The streets seem somehow narrower, and the trees have grown taller since the last time we were here together. When I finally step out of the car, my feet remain rooted in place as I continue to stare at him.
From my peripheral vision, I notice Felix heading towards the house, unlocking the door. His face is void of any perceptible emotions.
"Come inside with me." Dad's hopeful tone breaks my reverie.
I nod silently, and we enter the house together without a word. However, just as I'm about to step inside, my feet freeze as I recall the haunting nightmares I've experienced because of this place. The memories of fear and pain flood my mind, making me hesitant to cross that threshold. Felix looks at me with genuine concern, while Dad appears confused, not fully grasping the weight of my emotions tied to this house.
"I... I can't come inside." My words trail off, my voice barely above a whisper. Dad's face softens as if he understands my feelings and a shadow of remorse passes over his eyes.
"We can work on that." His smile grows, trying to be reassuring.
He has always known me like this. He's been patient enough to listen to my rants since I was just a little girl, unaware of harsh realities. Despite our disagreements, he would always make it up to me, bringing my favorite candies to spoil me the very next day, and I would readily forgive him. "I hope you can still visit me here."
A pang hits my chest, choking my emotions.
"I know we missed out on so many memories we could've made due to misunderstandings," I manage to say, forcing back the stinging in my eyes. I look up at my father and continue, "But I don't want to miss out anymore, Dad. I want to make up for everything we've lost as a father and daughter—every little moment. Can we please do that?"
Dad's smile widens, though I notice unshed tears lining the rim of his eyes. He brushes them away before they fall, a gesture so similar to what I would do that it warms my heart and elicits a smile of understanding between us.
With a smile on his lips and unshed tears in his eyes, he opens his arms and says, "Come give your old father a hug first."
My smile grows, and he steps out of the house, pulling me into a warm, fatherly embrace.
At that moment, I felt like I'd found a piece of myself that I had lost long ago. Dad turns me away from the house, and now I face the road, which warms my heart even more, knowing that he's willing to meet me where I feel safe.
"He'll give me a hard time," he whispers in my ear, referring to Felix. I stifle a laugh because he's right.
Felix hasn't spared him a glance, let alone spoken, since we left the quarters.
"Just give him some time. I'm sure he'll open up to you," I reassure him, pulling away slightly.
"Can you tell me about my birth mother? Where is she now, Dad?"
Dad's smile fades, and he sighs heavily.
"Your mother died while giving birth to you. I'm so sorry you never got to meet her, but I do have her picture in the attic." His voice quivers, trying to hold back tears. "She was Lexi's sister. Lexi got pregnant with Felix by her boyfriend, who later left them because he didn't want to risk his career. Your mother's family thought it was a perfect opportunity for you to have a mother and Felix to have a father, so they convinced me to marry Lexi, thinking it would work out well for both of us."
My shoulders slump as I absorb the weight of this profound news. Turning the page is hard when you know someone won't be there in the next chapter, but the story must go on.
◆◆◆
There are numerous sacrifices that a person makes in their life—sacrifices that we never speak of. Whether big or small, sacrifices are hard to make because of the repercussions or consequences we face afterward. I hope someday we will reap the results of those sacrifices.
"Now give me a smile."
Jonathan beams a huge smile, displaying his perfect set of white teeth. I nod and bob my head up and down approvingly. His laughter fills the air as he sees my approval, and in return, I offer him a genuine smile.
It feels heartwarming to see him genuinely happy without a façade.
"That's my man," I remark, genuinely proud of him.
"How did it go with your father?" He asks, his concern evident in his voice.
"Better than I thought. Felix needs time, maybe. I don't know what's going on in his mind. He says he's alright and nothing is worrying him, but I could see the pain in his eyes, Jonathan. He is hurting." I frown.
"I believe he blames himself because, being a guy, he couldn't help his family. Trust me when I say that men fall to their knees when it comes to their family."
I sigh."Jonathan, if we ever argue or get angry at each other, just come back to me. I don't want any misunderstandings between us. I don't want us to fight and risk damaging our bond."
"And then what?" he asks, intrigued.
"I will hold you with all my might and will never let you go." I smile.
He blushes.
Jonathan Rodriguez just blushed.
He turns his head away in embarrassment while I cup his cheeks, trying to catch another glimpse of his blushing face.
Shaking my head playfully, I return to switching channels on the TV. That's when he suddenly says, "Our Destined Eight."
Confused, I look back at him and say, "I don't follow."
"Exactly at 8 a.m., we met in the school corridors. You were running late. And again, we met in the hospital corridors exactly at 8 o'clock."
He looks at me, his blue eyes shining. I have never noticed this synchronicity, but it's true.
The first time we saw each other was when we bumped into each other in the school hallway because I was late for class while he was carrying his notebooks. The notebooks had fallen off his hands and been scattered on the floor. Of course, the glare he gave me that day was worth remembering because I had apologized and ran off without helping him.
"We became friends afterward." I shrug.
"You were feisty back then." He laughs, making me break into a smile. "You still are."
"Don't you love me like this?"
He makes a thinking face and says, "I think I love all versions of you."
We weren't supposed to end up this way, but he gave me my light back, and I gave him his smile back.
This was it.
This was the end of life itself because, for the first time, the world had finally shifted, and all the pieces fell perfectly into place.
I was his. I knew that right down to my very core, I belonged to him, and no matter how long I lived, a small part of me would always be his.
Irrevocably his.
When I first met him, my heart was riding on fiery fumes, but after the sanity and stability he provided, it was like a soothing balm to my spent, scorched soul.
Our mouths meet in a less frantic kiss. I tease the seam of his lips with my tongue, and he parts them so he can tangle his tongue with mine. My arm adjusts so I can grip his hair at the back of his head, angling him better while I explore the taste of his mouth. He moans deeply into mine, his lips sucking my own and his body pressing into me.
We pull away to take a breath when I notice something unreadable in his expression.
"What are you seeing? That I am such a mess under your hold. I can see that." I laugh playfully, appreciating the connection and intimacy between us.
"You know what else I see?" His nose brushes against my jawline before he tenderly kisses my neck, leaving a trail of soft pecks that send delightful shivers down my spine.
I tilt my head back, inviting him closer, and relish the feeling as my hands sink into his hair, releasing a contented sigh. "I can see you walking down the aisle to me in a beautiful white dress. I can see myself slipping a ring on your finger and vowing to spend my life with you. I can see us stealing these heated moments whenever we are alone and away from prying eyes. But most importantly, I can see myself happy with you. And me being happy? That might be the biggest miracle of all."
I laugh again, but this time it's mixed with a hint of emotion, and tears of happiness gather under the brim of my eyes. I lower my head to meet his gaze, gently cupping his face in my hands.
"I'll never stop making you happy, Jonathan. You deserve it. You deserve every bit of happiness in this world—every last bit of it. I will do it for the rest of our lives."
"I believe you." He kisses me long and slow, and with each tender touch of our lips, I feel his profound adoration pouring into me. "Do you believe me? That I want to spend the rest of my life with you?"
"I believe you," I say, nodding my head fervently. "Not a single doubt in that."
"If I had a ring right now, I would grab your hand and put it on you." That elicits another laugh from me, and I playfully nudge his shoulder.
"I am serious," he insists, cupping my face and staring deeply into my eyes.
My laughter subsides when I realize the sincerity of his words.
"I have known you almost my whole life. I have loved you all my life. I know for a fact that there isn't anyone else for me, and there will never be, so why wait? I mean you as my wife? I want that."
"Jonathan," I say a little nervously, my heart fluttering with joy and excitement. "What are you saying? You sound like you are proposing."
"I will do that when I have a ring," he says casually as if it's the most natural thing in the world. But little does he know that his words have set my heart racing.
Envisioning a life with Jonathan is something I've always wondered about, and now that he wants it too, I'm filled with curiosity about what the future holds for us.
"You are already my wife, Luv. Marrying you is just a formality at this point."
My lips parted in shock, and all I could do was blink at him, my mind reeling with emotions. I nervously swipe my tongue over my bottom lip before rolling it inside my mouth.
"Well," I start, my voice trembling with emotion, "Just so you know, whenever you propose to me, it will be a yes. There's nobody else with whom I would like to spend my life other than you."
"Even if I get everything, I can't trade it for you, and I won't." His smile widens. "It was always us, Luv."
"Always." I affectionately rub my nose against his before I pull away. "I thought you never believed in forever."
"Now I do," he breathes out, a tender smile lingering on his lips as he kisses me and murmurs against my mouth. "With you."
He healed my past, so I have a responsibility to safeguard his future. And I would do anything to make him happy. With me by his side, he won't shed any more tears. I won't let that happen.
Our love isn't like the ones written about in books or shown in movies. It's not perfect, but it's ours. And I believe that being imperfect together is far more meaningful than chasing unattainable perfection.




CHAPTER 40

FELIX





Life is emotionally abusive, and the impact of a single truth can dramatically alter one's existence.
The weight of the revelation about my mother shook the very foundation of my beliefs, leaving me adrift in a sea of confusion and bewilderment, unsure of how to navigate this newfound reality.
In the past, my heart seethed with fervent despise for my father, holding him solely responsible for the anguish and torment my mother and sister endured. Little did I know that the true source of their suffering lay much closer to home—within the person who gave me life.
The shocking revelation that my mother was the architect of the pain shattered my world. That night remains etched in my mind like an indelible scar.
The day my mother appeared in my dorm, her presence seemed surreal. Doubts plagued my mind, questioning the reality of the situation until she hugged me, apologizing for being so late.
At that moment, the façade she had clung to for so long crumbled. Yet it was her revelation about my sister, Olivia, that struck the harshest blow.
My dear sister, whom I have always believed shares the same blood, is, in truth, not my mother's biological daughter. The revelation revealed the reason behind my mother's harsh treatment of Olivia, piercing my heart like a dagger.
Seeking solace, I take to the quiet streets, hoping the night air will ease the turmoil in my mind. But instead, the darkness seems to plot with my memories, summoning ghosts of the past that haunt me relentlessly.
Yesterday, my father's release from prison threw me into a turmoil of emotions because I am still trying to hold onto the knowledge that he is not my true father. From my resources, I tried finding my birth father, only to get disappointed when I found out he already has a family.
I continue my aimless walk, but soon the peace of the night is shattered by a sudden noise. Steel cans clang loudly, echoing through the silent alley.
I turn, and my heart sinks when I see a group of burly guys approaching. They are intoxicated, and their predatory eyes lock onto me like I am their prey, fueling fear in the pit of my stomach. Instinctively, I search for an escape route. A way to dodge these alarming strangers.
Trying to keep my composure, I nonchalantly take out my phone, pretending to be engrossed in it—a desperate attempt to avoid attracting their attention and any possible confrontation.
"Stop!" one of the guys shouts, and I quicken my pace, unwilling to provoke or start a fight when I am outnumbered.
The dimly flickering street light casts eerie shadows, concealing their faces in the darkness. A surge of dread courses through me, leaving my palms clammy as I hastily wipe them on my pants.
Despite the fear gripping my heart, I know I must remain composed. A firm hand grasps my shoulder, bringing me to an abrupt halt. I feel like a trapped animal, cornered and vulnerable. The tension in the air is palpable, and my heart pounds in my chest, drowning out all other sounds. The middle guy steps forward, his demanding tone sending chills down my spine.
"Let me see what you are carrying," he demands, his eyes fixed on me. I take a cautious step back until the hard surface of the building stops my retreat. Panic begins to well up inside me, urging me to act and find a way out of this perilous situation.
"So, are you doing it willingly, or should we take it out of you?" The guy taunts me, his menacing gaze never leaving me.
Time seems to slow as my mind races, considering my options. In a moment of desperation, my instincts take over, and without thinking, I swing my right fist at the guy reaching for me. The force behind my punch surprises both him and me. My knuckles connect squarely with his nose, and he cries out in pain, collapsing to the ground, blood streaming from his injured face. The other minion, driven by outrage, grabs my arms tightly, causing a sharp pain to shoot through my skin. My jaw clenches in determination, and I summon all my strength to deliver a swift and forceful groin kick. He crumples to the ground, clutching his injured area.
Seizing the fleeting opportunity, I break into a run, hoping to escape the clutches of these menacing individuals. But my freedom is short-lived when the third guy tackles me from behind, sending both of us crashing to the unforgiving pavement.
The impact knocks the wind out of me, leaving me gasping for breath as I struggle to regain my bearings. I force myself to cough, attempting to get air into my lungs. My efforts to stand up are met with resistance as someone clutches my leg, pulling me back to the ground.
Panic tightens its grip on my throat as the other two guys I punched close in on me. My mind races, frantically trying to come up with a plan, but fear threatens to immobilize me.
I continue to kick and struggle, desperately hoping to break free, but the guy holding me shows no sign of relenting, only growing angrier with each passing second.
This can't be happening.
I kick with all the force I can muster, desperation fueling my blow. He groans, his grip instinctively loosening on my boot.
My shaky hands fumble in my pocket, desperately reaching for my phone, and I barely manage to grab it before one of the guys seizes me by the collar of my jacket, effortlessly lifting me off the ground. Mustering my courage, I try to gather the strength for another punch, but he easily blocks my feeble attempt.
"You guys ruined my peace. Hell, man!" A sharp feminine voice pierces the tense air, causing our heads to whip in its direction. Her face remains partially obscured in the shadows, but her silhouette is still visible, clad in black from top to bottom, exuding an air of mysterious confidence. "Let him go."
"Oh, and why? This guy can’t fight for himself. I guess you are willing to be in his position, so I am letting him go," the guy taunts, releasing his grip on my collar and sending me tumbling back on my backside.
I wince when the pain shoots through my spine. Struggling to my feet on unsteady legs, I try to regain my composure.
"We can see about that," she retorts, stepping into the light and finally giving us a clear view of her. Lifting the helmet from her head, she shakes her head slightly, freeing her hair from its confinement, and it cascades down her shoulders in flowing strands.
With fearless determination, she takes a confident step forward, the sound of her boots clicking against the ground resonating with authority. Her lips curl into a smirk, and her eyes gleam with a mix of amusement and audacity.
My mouth dropped open at the sight of her expression. Is she finding this entire situation amusing?
Why is this girl here alone?
I don't know how to fight. Shit. How can I help her if I can't fight?
Think Felix! Fuck. Coming alone was a bad idea.
"You're acting so tough," the guy jeered with a drunken laugh, earning a disgusted look from me. However, the girl remains unaffected, simply shrugging and gesturing for him to come forward.
Seemingly drawn by her bravado, the guy takes a slow step toward her, giving her ample time to escape or reconsider. I shake my head, silently gesturing for her to run away, but she merely rolls her eyes in response. Is she completely fearless or just plain crazy?
My eyes nearly pop out of their sockets when I see her swiftly launching a punch at the guy’s jaw. The impact is so forceful that I can hear the sickening crack of bone meeting bone. He stumbles backward, disoriented, before collapsing to the ground, his body going limp within seconds.
I blink, trying to process. Before I could even process what happened, the other two guys pounced on her, attempting to overwhelm her with their numbers.
My instinct is to intervene, to come to her aid, but her intense glare holds me firmly in place. It's a look that speaks volumes—a clear warning that she doesn't need my help and can handle this on her own.
She fluidly dodges away their punches as if she already knows their every move before they do. I witness her executing a perfect cartwheel, flipping away from their reach, and positioning herself behind them in the blink of an eye. With swift precision, she brings their heads together with a loud thud, their skulls colliding in a display of sheer force. The two men groan in pain, their resistance weakening under her relentless hold. She doesn't waste a second, not giving them any chance to recover or retaliate.
Is she Kung Fu Panda? Female version?
As the scuffle ends, she drops the limp men on the ground. Her expression remains stoic, betraying no emotion, as if this is another day in her world.
Dusting off her hands as if they were filled with grime, she turns to me and raises an eyebrow.
I don’t know if I should praise her for helping me out or get scared because her next victim could be me. My lips twitch while I awkwardly laugh, scratching the back of my neck.
I try to stand my ground, but I am a little preoccupied internally, gawking at how gorgeous she is. The contrasting play of colors in her hair, with black strands adorned by tasteful blonde streaks, adds an alluring dimension to her overall look. Her face is structured and sleek, with high cheekbones and some seriously plump lips. Pulling myself out of the trance of her beauty, I clear my throat, diverting my gaze to everywhere other than her.
"What’s your name?" I can’t stop myself from asking.
She starts walking towards me, and I stagger back, afraid of sharing the same fate as the guys.
"Bite your tongue, or else the next second you might find it on the ground."
That shuts me up in an instant while I nod furiously, my eyes wide.
I guess she sensed the fear in my gestures, so she stepped away.
I think I can breathe now. My hand flies to my chest, only to feel my heart racing at an irrevocable speed. Rolling her eyes, she starts to unbutton her blouse, her movements swift and deliberate.
I quickly averted my eyes, turning away from the scene unfolding before me. It's about a genuine sense of respect for her boundaries. "Thank you for helping me. I -
My words hang in the air when the distant rumble of the motorcycle engine hits my ears. My breath hits the spot when I turn around.
That woman has already changed her black shirt into a grey one, and her hair is now tied up in a high ponytail.
Cracking her knuckles, she says, "I hate when people don’t respect my words." I flinch at the harsh tone of her voice.
Maybe I should be thankful that I am not on the verge of getting murdered by someone I have barely known for a few minutes.
Throwing one last glance at me, she puts on her helmet, securing it tightly under her chin. Bending down, she effortlessly kickstarts the bike, the engine roaring to life with a satisfying growl. It's as if the motorcycle itself is eager to be set free, ready to carry its fearless rider.
She revives her engine a few times, and the sound slices through the tense air. Her hands confidently find their positions on the hand clutch and throttle, fingers gripping with purpose and familiarity. And then, with a swift twist of the throttle, she's off, the bike lunging forward with a burst of energy.
In a matter of seconds, she's speeding down the road, leaving behind a trail of dust and three unconscious men on the road. In that fleeting moment, an icy shiver rolls down my spine when I look around and then at the direction in which she went.
Who the hell is she?




CHAPTER 41

JONATHAN

“I will always be yours

Cause we survived the Great War.”
- TAYLOR SWIFT





"This is Archer speaking. If I'm not picking up, then I'm probably out with someone I'm head over heels for, so please leave a message after the beep."
I chuckle.
"Hey, brother. How are you doing?"
The line remains silent while I muster up the courage to say the other words.
"It’s been four years since you left," I say with a shaky breath. "I think I'm finally ready to take the final step in our relationship, Archer. I'm going to ask Olivia to marry me. I'm nervous because I want to make this moment unforgettable. You're rooting for me, right?"
I've been paying the monthly bills on his phone so I can keep hearing his voice. His recorded cassettes are safely stored, but some days when I want to have a brotherly talk or rant about something, I dial his number and go on talking. Since Jude didn't have a cell phone, if I wish to talk to her, I have to talk to her phone.
"Jonathan, it's time." Alex bursts open the door of my room, making me jolt in my seat.
This guy surely doesn't respect my privacy.
"What the hell, Alex?"
"You can yell at me later. Did you see the time? We're going to be late." He jumps like a kid in his spot while holding the door ajar. He seems more excited about this than I am.
Alex and Isabella married a year ago, and now Isabella is pregnant with a son. They are the best-looking couple I've ever seen. However, Olivia and I will be the next ones.
Looking at the mirror, I run my fingers through my hair, ignoring the slight shake in my hands.
Alex comes to my side and grabs my shoulders. "I know the feeling. It happened to me when I proposed to Isabella. We can’t keep our ladies waiting, can we?"
I jerk my head in a nod and check my outfit. I didn’t want to be too formal, so I went for a casual look. A light orange shirt and faded blue jeans paired with high sneakers
"Let’s go."
◆◆◆
We are all at the beach, gathered in the very spot where Olivia and I first confessed our love. Now, the moment has arrived for me to take the next step. Isabella stands steadfastly by my side, a pillar of support, while Ilaria, clutching a large bouquet, stands beside her.
"Uncle John," she calls me, and I hum in response before kneeling to her height. Pronouncing my full name is a bit challenging for her, so she affectionately settled on a shorter version. Her big blue eyes glisten with excitement as she looks at me. I playfully ruffle her hair and smile warmly. "So, I have to give this to Aunt Liv?"
"Yes, can you do that, princess?"
The two-year-old girl nods her head frantically, holding the bouquet of red roses close to her chest with a precious sense of responsibility.
Aesira has taken the time to dress her up like a true princess, ensuring that Ilaria looks adorable. I gently take her tiny hand in mine and then gesture toward Olivia.
My eyes meet Aesira's, and she gives me a knowing nod. With that reassurance, I release Ilaria's hand, and with small, excited steps, she reaches up to Olivia and playfully tugs at her dress.
Olivia pauses her conversation with Aesira and looks down in surprise when Ilaria extends the bouquet toward her.
Bending down, Olivia graciously accepts the flowers, and the two engage in a hushed conversation, their laughter filling the air. My heart is beating like it is about to explode.
That laugh.
That ice-melting laugh is the reason for my crisis. The reason I realized I loved her I fell in love with her slowly, steadily, and then all at once.
With the bouquet now in Olivia's hands, Ilaria takes her hand and leads her toward the special place we've prepared.
Alex and Isabella expertly adjust the heart-shaped arrangement we've crafted with flower petals before stepping away, leaving the stage for the upcoming moment. Felix smiles at me reassuringly, offering a nod of encouragement that all will turn out just right.
With the small box clutched inside my palm. Soon, Olivia, Ilaria, and Aesira arrive at the heart-shaped arrangement. Aesira gracefully lifts Ilaria into her arms, creating space for Olivia to stand inside the heart.
As planned, without a moment's delay, Felix flicks a switch, and the fairy lights we had artfully hidden around the area come to life, casting a soft, ethereal glow that creates a truly enchanting atmosphere.
Olivia's eyes widen in surprise, her reflection mirroring the magic of the lights like shimmering pools. Her stunned expression is one that I will forever cherish in my memory.
Drawing in a deep breath, I step into the heart-shaped arrangement, my heart pounding as I kneel on one knee, looking up at Olivia with all the love in my eyes.
The moment feels surreal, but in my heart, I know it is the perfect time and the perfect place.
The woman standing before me is the one I want to spend the rest of my life with.
"Luv," I call out, my voice trembling with nervous anticipation.
Olivia, caught off guard by my sudden address, freezes in her spot before turning around to face me. Her eyebrows shoot up in surprise when she takes in the sight of me holding out my trembling palm with a small, elegant box nestled within it. Inside the box rests a ring, a symbol of my love and commitment.
"I guess we were worse actors than we thought," I continue, my voice laced with a mix of amusement and vulnerability. "Pretending to hate each other, playing small pranks just to shield the undeniable attraction between us But, you see, that attraction started brewing long before we even realized it. It all began back in the hallways of our high school."
A nostalgic smile tugs at the corners of my lips as I recount those cherished memories.
Those stolen glances, the teasing banter that masked our true feelings, and the growing bond that silently tied us together It was a love story that had been unfolding for years, shrouded in playful façades and unspoken emotions.
"How can I forget that?" I say softly, my gaze locked with Olivia's, hoping she can see the depth of my feelings in my eyes. "The time when my heart first skipped a beat, when a simple smile from you could make my breath hitch with longing and excitement," As I speak, memories flood my mind—moments of laughter, tears, and shared experiences that have woven the path of our relationship.
Each chapter led us to this climactic moment, where I stood before her, baring my soul and ready to take the next step.
Olivia's surprise begins to give way to a mix of emotions—shock, joy, and perhaps even a hint of tears glistening in her eyes. Overwhelmed by the weight of vulnerability, she instinctively cups her trembling mouth, glancing around at the familiar faces of our friends who have gathered to witness this.
A tear finally escapes the corner of her eye, and she takes a moment to compose herself, drawing in a shaky breath before locking her gaze back onto mine, her eyes now brimming with affection and warmth.
"I didn't know that loving you could make me feel like this," I say, my voice laced with sincerity. "It's like being swept away in the most beautiful fairytale, even though I never believed in such things before. Life had shown me its darkest parts, and I had lost hope forever. But you, with your love and care, have shown me that forever is not just a distant fantasy; it can exist in my reality with you by my side. So, Olivia Pierce, will you marry me?"
"Yes." Her voice cracks at the end. The tears glisten in her eyes, adding to the ethereal beauty she possesses. At this moment, she looks like she's descending from another world, adorned with splendid colors that make her resemble a celestial being.
"Yes, Yes, a hundred and a thousand times yes," she repeats, her voice stronger this time, her joy overflowing.
She extends her hand to me, and I take it gently into my own, feeling the warmth of her touch. With a loving grin, I slide the ring I specially made for her onto her finger, sealing our promise and marking the beginning of a new chapter in our lives.
The ring fits perfectly as if it's meant to be there all along, just like we're meant to find each other in this vast world.
I stand, raising myself to my full height, before I pull her close into my arms, wrapping them around her waist. She reciprocates, her arms encircling my neck and drawing us together in a tight embrace.
Only she is capable of setting my heart on fire.
The cheers and hoots from our friends—Alex, Isabella, Aesira, and Felix—break the intimate moment between Olivia and me, and we pull away from each other, both of our faces flushed with a mix of happiness and slight embarrassment.
The joyful commotion from our friends adds a playful touch to the atmosphere, and I can't help but chuckle softly under my breath at the sight of Olivia using me as a shield to hide her blush.
Their high-spirited celebration feels like a symphony of love and support, enveloping us in a warm cocoon of friendship. I glance over at our friends, their faces beaming with genuine happiness for us. They have been there for us through thick and thin, witnessing the ups and downs of our relationship, and now they are witnessing this momentous step forward—a proposal and an acceptance that solidifies our love.
I never thought my life would take such a beautiful turn.
Once, my world was shattered, and anger was my shield. But now, looking at the friends who have become like family and at Olivia—the love of my life—standing before me, I know that I wouldn't trade this newfound happiness for anything in the world.
Is this what family is supposed to feel like?
Our journey has been far from easy, and the path has been strewn with obstacles and doubts, but it has led us to this moment—a moment where love triumphs over fear and hope conquers the darkness. The broken pieces of our past have been carefully mended, and the anger has been replaced by a tender affection that binds us together.
I take a moment to soak in the love and support surrounding us, feeling the weight of the past lift off my shoulders. In the presence of these incredible friends, I realize that love isn't just about the person you're with—it's about the people who stand by your side, lifting you when you falter and cheering you on when you succeed.
As the laughter and cheers continue, I turn back to Olivia, and our eyes meet. We share a knowing look—a silent acknowledgment of how far we've come and the promise of a beautiful future.
"I want our marriage to happen as soon as possible because I don't think I can stay apart from you for another second. I have another request too," I whisper into her ear.
She laughs through her tears, sniffles, and then frantically nods. "What's your request?"
"I want you to wear this bracelet," I say, pulling out a beaded bracelet. Her hand rises gracefully, offering her wrist to me as I tie the bracelet around it with utmost care and tenderness. "My sister used to make it for us. That’s her way of showing love. She always used to make pairs of every bracelet because she believed that when one finds their true partner, they should give this as a reminder."
With a smile, she stares at it and says, "It is the same bracelet you dropped off accidentally while treating me when I fell unconscious. I have a vivid image of how you panicked that time."
"Archer gave the other part of the bracelet to Aesira. I have noticed she always wears it. She never takes it off. I am glad that my brother got the love he always dreamt of, even if he couldn’t fulfill his dream of being a father and a husband."
I look at Ilaria, and instantly my heart warms up at the sight of her. She represents the living embodiment of Archer's dreams and the legacy of love he left behind.
"Aesira adopted a daughter all because Archer wanted a daughter too. Ilaria is turning three years old this year; time passes by so fast. I believe Jude and Archer are watching us and blessing us. We can’t disappoint them."
"We sure won’t." She agrees.
The waves make a smooth crashing noise as if trying to soothe a soul. The gentle, rhythmic motion of the waves satisfies the eyes. She rests her head on my shoulder, and we both look ahead, letting our souls escape through the sweet lullaby of the waves.
A soft smile graces my lips as I gaze into the distance, and to my surprise and delight, I can see the faint figures of Archer and Jude.
They stand on the edge of the horizon, waving their hands at me with joyful expressions. It's as if their spirits have come to witness this pivotal moment in our lives, offering their blessings and support from beyond.
I am happy. I am finally happy.
Throughout the journey of our story, we've faced challenges, but in the end, we've always swum back to the shore.
I guess our journey of overcoming obstacles and embracing love doesn't end here—it continues as we sit by the shore, staring at the beautiful waves together.
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Our Destined 4'o Clock
 
Aesira Barney lived most of her life in pursuit of becoming an artist. When things went downhill, she decided to give up on life until - Archer Rodriguez saved her. They met again when they visited the same place the next day.
Aesira had no idea what to do when Archer, the friendly green-eyed guy, approached her to be her buddy. How bad could it really be?
Archer is determined to show her what she missed and how little things in life could make her happy. Though, he had his share of problems. The fun-loving guitarist and the grumpy artist are polar opposites, but there's an undeniable connection simmering between them. Aesira reconnects with her past and begins to feel worthy, while their growing friendship starts to ignite sensations in her heart. It was the first time in months that she started to find magnificence around her, and it only enclosed one person.
Let's dive into the world of Aesira and Archer and their journey of finding themselves, realizing their worth, moving on, and loving themselves at the direst of times.
Our Destined 8'o Clock
 
Olivia Pierce is a strong, outgoing, and independent woman who has never bowed down before anyone. She is never afraid of anything that crosses her way but when it comes down to a blue-eyed guy who has been her nemesis since they started working together she suddenly loses all her control. However ever since they started having more conversations other than fighting, she uncovers another side of him.
Jonathan Rodriguez is a carefree, sarcastic guy who leaves no chance to rile up Olivia, his co-worker. He loves to watch her fuming at his words. But the more time he spends with her, he realizes that there's more to her than she is letting on.

Even though they hate each other's guts, their flirty personality is just bringing them closer than they ever thought.

With secrets unfolding, and emotions overflowing, will these two be able to keep away their attraction for each other? Or will they push each other away?  
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