
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			Thirty nights. Two hearts. One fate.

			American Beauty, Book 1

			After her parents’ tragic deaths, Elisa Snow wanted nothing more than to escape her past. Eighteen and alone, she fled her quaint English village and moved to the United States. A starving science student by day and an artist’s muse by night, Elisa has slowly built a new life. She never dreamed she would lose everything again.

			She’s one week from graduation when her visa is unexpectedly denied. Given thirty days to leave the country, she must face the one thing she cannot survive again—saying goodbye and leaving her home. Yet within minutes of her world shattering, she meets a man with the power to piece it back together.

			After finishing his tour of duty in Iraq, Aiden Hale traded battlefields for boardrooms, becoming one of the most successful venture capitalists in the nation. But all his wealth can’t buy him reprieve from the horrific memories of war. The only thing that gives him peace is a painting of Elisa.

			Drawn together by their invisible wounds, they begin a passionate affair as they race against the clock to defy their pasts—and fight for their future.

			Earlier versions of this book were posted on the author’s blog under the titles of The Master’s Muse and 30 Nights of Snow, using the pen name Ani Surnois, and has since been extensively edited.

			Warning: Contains a blistering exploration of desire, sacrifice and redemption…and love’s power to equalize us in ways laws cannot.
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			Author’s Note

			Thirty Nights is a fictional love story that was partially inspired by aspects of immigration law as they may have existed at the time the story was conceived and written. Each immigrant’s journey in the United States is different. It is shaped by law, practice, individual pasts, future goals and, above all, the kind-hearted Americans who welcome immigrants to this amazing land. Thirty Nights is not any specific immigrant’s journey or legal advice. It is an imaginary rendition of what could happen if we applied aspects of the law so stringently that it would sacrifice the very thing that bonds us: love.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The End

			I walk into the cold federal office, gasping for breath. The air here has a slight tang to it that burns on the way down. The weight of the United States government permeates my skin, like pressure before a storm. The American flag hangs proudly over an immaculate desk where there is only a stack of Post-it Notes, a ballpoint pen and a stamp with red ink. I lay my binders on the desk and spread out the stacks of papers in neat, organized piles—my life, in pages and numbers. I sit on the stiff, wooden chair and rub the strap of my father’s Seiko watch to calm my shaking hands. Only three minutes left. I rehearse my talking points in my head one last time.

			My name is Elisa Snow. I am twenty-two years old. I was born and raised in Burford, England. I am here on a student visa. My parents passed away when I was eighteen. That is why I moved here. This is my home. I go to Reed College. I graduate in one week. I majored in chemistry. I have developed a nutrient component that in small doses can deliver the equivalent nutritional sustenance of a serving of wild salmon. It can fight malnutrition with very little cost. Please let me stay. I do not plan to harm the United States. I have nowhere else to go.

			The immigration officer walks in abruptly. He is wearing an efficient-looking brown suit and is carrying a single sheet of paper. I don’t know if that’s good or bad.

			“Miss Snow.” He nods curtly, sitting in the chair behind his desk. His chair is comfortable, padded, ergonomic. I open my mouth to begin, but he stops me.

			“Miss Snow, I am sorry to inform you that we will not be approving your request for a work visa. Your qualifications are impressive, as is your invention. However, I am not convinced that it serves our national interest. This decision is final. Your J-1 student visa ends on the day you graduate, a week from today. I will grant you thirty days from graduation so that you can pack, say your goodbyes and return to Burford. Thank you for your contribution to our country.”

			He stands up, seemingly unaware that he just ended the life I have painstakingly built here for almost four years. He stamps the single sheet of paper with red ink—DENIED—and hands it to me. But I cannot move my hands so he simply lets it drop on the stacks of paper that contain my entire life, from my birth certificate to my measly bank account statements.

			“Take some time to collect yourself here,” he says as if he is giving me a gift, as if time to collect myself will make this right. He nods curtly one more time and leaves the office. The door closes behind him with a firm thud.

			I have no thoughts. No words. My only goal at this moment is to draw in a breath. But that effort alone makes my nerves creak like rusty cables. The tangy air stings my lungs as the officer’s words did my brain. Suddenly, the image of my parents’ white caskets pops in my mind. I wasn’t there when they died. The only goodbye I wish I had. Instead, I get to say these other goodbyes to people who are still alive.

			I leap to my feet, desperate for motion, for anything that will delay reality just a little longer. I stuff my papers into the binders, feeling an irresistible compulsion to burn them. Hot tears spring in my eyes, but it feels like giving this office the privilege of tears is too generous. I open the door and run down the hall in my roommate Reagan’s sensible pumps, making my way through the security line, past the men in uniforms and into the May morning with its signature Portland, Oregon, sprinkle.

			Once I am outside, my knees give out and the tears start. I lean against the cold wall of the building, not giving a damn about curious passersby who are writing me off as hysterical. Because that’s what I am. There is nothing waiting for me in England. Nothing but my parents’ graves.

			I take a deep breath and start reciting the periodic table to silence the sobs. Hydrogen, atomic weight 1.008. Helium, 4.003. Lithium, 6.94… For the first time in four years, the table does not calm me. It merely brings the rest of the world into focus. The smell of wet bark, the bluebirds, the phone beeping in my pocket… Oh, bloody hell, I have to be at work in thirty minutes. Not at the Reed chemistry lab where I have been developing my nutritional supplement. My student visa only allows me to work twenty hours per week there. If I want to eat more than the protein I concoct in a vial, I need something else. I push away from the cold wall and wrap my mum’s scarf over my head. I start wobbling to Reagan’s MINI Cooper, trying to ignore the sidewalk rosebuds that this year, I will not see bloom.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Cold Fire

			I park the MINI in the parking lot of Feign Art—one of Portland’s finest galleries—snorting at the double entendre of its name. It tells the truth behind one of Portland’s best lies. Every painting in this gallery is sold under the name of the owner, Brett Feign. But in reality, he is not the artist. My best friend, Javier Solis, is. Like me, he is part of the immigrant community. Except he’s undocumented. He cannot work here under the law. So he ghost-paints instead, and I model for him sometimes, completely under the table. If the truth behind Feign’s fraud ever came out, Feign would be ruined and Javier could get deported. So we all keep our silence—for different reasons.

			I get out of the car and leave the binders in the backseat. Who gives a damn about them anymore? At least I have managed to get my tears under control, although my eyes feel dry, as though I have not blinked for hours. There is no need to upset Javier. He will flip enough when he finds out. The thought of saying goodbye to Javier threatens my tenuous grip on breathing so I scurry as fast as I can across the parking lot to the gallery.

			Kasia, the immaculate blonde receptionist, greets me with a glistening smile that looks nothing like the forced one she usually reserves for me. I think my subpar hand-me-down clothes offend her sensibilities. Bugger off, lady. I don’t have any money, and some of these are my mum’s and I’ll wear them until the day I die. But Kasia seems really happy about something today. One look to her right and the reason is obvious.

			A tall man, dressed in a tailored charcoal suit, white shirt and cobalt-blue tie, is standing a few feet from her desk, scrutinizing a painting. His dark brown hair is swept back in casual waves. His eyes burn an intense sapphire blue. On the corner of his right eye is an inch-long scar, bleached by time. Beautiful in its savagery. Like something sharp could not resist his beauty but ricocheted at the last minute, desperate to mark him as its own, yet unable to defile him.

			Attractive. Much, much too attractive. In fact, only someone so bewildering could reach me in this final hour. For a wild second, I wonder whether my brain has snapped and has created him, like a hallucination, to get me through the next thirty-seven days alive.

			Despite his magnetic pull, something about his posture creates a force field around him. Untouchable. Distant. He stands straight, away from everything, his back angled toward the wall. His broad shoulders are tense, as though he senses an invisible, uninvited presence behind him. I scan the gallery, expecting to see something or someone other than Kasia. But it’s utterly empty, except a tall man, the size of Shaquille O’Neal, standing in the far corner like a security guard.

			“Would you like something to drink, Mr. Hale?” Kasia simpers, her voice higher than usual. She sounds like she is faking a British accent. I snort.

			“No, thank you,” he answers coldly, continuing to stare at the painting in front of him.

			I follow his gaze and stop. I feel a twinge of satisfaction to see that he is looking at a painting of me. Not that he would know that. I never model my face, just random parts of my body. This painting portrays only the curve of my throat and jawline, my hair slightly swept back, exposing the skin. The rest of the canvas recedes into darkness. That’s Javier’s style—he never paints blatantly erotic things like breasts, arse, pubic hair. That’s not the point, he says. The point is to force the viewer to imagine the rest of the beauty. Good thing too. I couldn’t have posed naked for anyone, especially Javier. Today, we are painting my waist and left hipbone, but I have a long white sheet to cover the rest of me.

			“We could probably have that painting done in color as well.” Kasia is melting. “But the artist feels that the black, white and gray colors allow the real beauty to shine through.”

			He does not respond to her. I feel a tiny bit of sympathy for Kasia now. Really, anyone would be a mess. I need to leave, but suddenly I want to hear his voice again. It’s cold and cutting, as if every word is intended to crack a canyon between him and the world. But it’s also hypnotic. Like you would do anything it bid you to do.

			My short-lived sympathy evaporates like smoke when Kasia turns to me with a raised eyebrow.

			“Isa! Why are you standing there? You know Brett’s instructions. Cleaning ladies in the back.” She cocks her head to the side, pointing to the back door that leads to Javier’s secret studio.

			Fuck off, Kasia. I start to walk away but Mr. Hale turns to see what has offended Kasia. He moves with paradoxical military grace. Fluid, yet erect. As if he expects to defend himself at any point but is confident about the outcome. He regards me intently, his eyes narrowing slightly at the corners. There is something endless about his eyes—like you enter through them and perhaps never come out. For a moment, I panic that he can see a similarity between me and the woman in the painting. That he knows it’s me.

			But I recover quickly. There is nothing in the painting that can link its subject to me. That’s Javier’s point. That the woman on the canvas can be any woman, any fantasy, any emotion because only a small, unidentifiable part of her is exposed. Mr. Hale’s impassive face confirms Javier’s genius. He turns to Kasia and his voice is, impossibly, colder.

			“I will purchase the painting. Is it part of a series?”

			Kasia fumbles as she takes his credit card and hands him the purchase agreement. She blushes and stammers and finally manages, “Umm, no—I mean, yes. Yes, it is. The one you’re purchasing is the first. The artist is working on the final, and there are three others in the back. Would you like to see them?”

			I know the other paintings. One is of my right shoulder and collarbone. The other one is just my belly. The last one is my left leg, knee down, standing on tiptoe.

			“With the same model?” Mr. Hale asks.

			“Yes—er, I mean, technically no. The artist says the model is not real, Mr. Hale. He imagined her.”

			He does not speak. For an instant, I feel like I’m fading. Like I truly don’t exist here anymore. Adrenaline spikes in my blood and I have a compulsive urge to throw myself between them and say, It’s me! I’m the girl you want!

			His voice whips through the air again. “I will buy them.”

			Instantly, I feel the first warmth of the day. He kept me. I may be gone in a month but at least some parts of me are ending up on the wall of an earthly Adonis.

			“I’ll call you when the final painting is finished, Mr. Hale,” Kasia gushes. She would have an easier time lifting the Portland Memorial Coliseum with her pinky than getting a reaction from him.

			He starts reading the purchase agreement, and I get the feeling he is simply avoiding looking at her. “Double the price if it is finished by the weekend.”

			Kasia’s mouth pops open. So does mine. Feign sells those paintings for $10,000 apiece. Of course, Javier gets only $400 and gives me $50. Who buys art without looking at it? At regular price, let alone double? Mr. Hale is now poring over the care guarantee agreement. Frustrated with his indifference, Kasia takes it out on me.

			“Isa? Now.”

			From my peripheral vision, I see his head whip up but I scuttle away to where Javier is waiting, not daring to look at the cold stranger.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Home

			I take the long, dark corridor to Javier’s studio, holding out my flashlight. Feign built this bloody hole as far from customers as possible. God forbid they see the true da Vinci! Javier is standing by an easel, mixing oil colors. They’re turning into a beautiful silvery gray that shimmers under the light pouring from the high window. A streak of paint has varnished one of the dark curls at his temple. The feeling of home that I usually have around Javier settles over me like a childhood blanket.

			He looks up and smiles. But at the sight of my face, his eyes turn a guarded, stormy black.

			“How did it go?” He sounds like he is choking.

			I don’t have to answer. A gust of breath leaves his lungs like he was hit by a wrecking ball. He marches to me in three long strides and pulls me tightly to his chest.

			Javier smells like peppermint, soap and paint. I break down, my tears soaking his thin, worn T-shirt. He does not speak. He knows there are no words for it. His family sneaked across the Mexican border for a better life when Javier was just a teenager. This is the only safe home he knows.

			“How long do you have?” he whispers.

			“Thirty days after graduation.”

			“So soon.”

			It sounds like a lament. His heartbeat has slowed. Almost quiet. In sync with mine—like everything else between us.

			It has always been like this with Javier, since we met on my first Christmas Eve without my parents and I couldn’t even look in the mirror because of my mother’s face staring back at me, waning from grief. We are both outsiders looking in on this land with wonder. We both want nothing more than to belong. He wants to come out of the shadows and I want a new start after my parents’ death. I hope he still gets his happy ending, even if I don’t have mine.

			“There must be another way.” His voice takes on a sharp edge of rebellion.

			“There is not, Javier. You know it as well as I do. I’ve used up all the practical training time under my visa. I tried every other work visa I could. The lab retracted the job offer after the H-1B visa didn’t go through. I don’t have enough money for grad school and almost all scholarships are for U.S. citizens. I’m too old to be adopted, and I haven’t won the green card lottery.”

			“I wish I was American,” he says.

			“Why? So you could give up your own life and marry me just to keep me here? No way, Javier. Falling in love with an American girl is your only chance.”

			He shrugs. “Better our family together than a love life.”

			We stand like this until the door to the studio bursts open. Feign storms in, glaring at us like a bull in front of a red flag.

			“What the fuck are you two doing? Look, I don’t give a shit if you fuck each other’s brains out on your own time, but I pay you to work.”

			Javier’s fingers tighten on my arms. I know that in his mind he is breaking Feign’s already crooked nose and probably mutilating some other vital part of his anatomy. But their relationship is part poison, part sustenance. Feign needs Javier’s genius and Javier needs Feign’s fraud. We pull apart, and Javier shuffles back to the easel.

			Feign leers at me in a way that makes my skin crawl. “You know the rules, Isa. Don’t linger in the reception lobby again! You’re lucky I don’t force you to use the back door like him.” He sneers at Javier and charges out of the studio, slamming the door behind him.

			“Fucking cocksucker,” Javier mumbles.

			I go behind the floor screen and take off my clothes. My sheet is draped over the screen. I secure it tightly around me, clipping the clothespins in the right folds until the only part of my body exposed is the curve of my waist and my hipbone. I come out, looking only at my bare feet. I can’t look at Javier when we do this, and he knows it. I take my place under the ray of light and close my eyes as Javier’s gaze focuses on my skin.

			Then, slowly, the rhythm of his brush strokes permeates the air—the only sound in the room. My thoughts drift past this horrid day, past the worse, empty future ahead until the cold Mr. Hale appears unbidden behind my eyelids. A shiver runs through me—something like fear, compulsion and surrender all at once. This will be his painting. I busy myself with imagining where he will hang it. Perhaps, without either of us knowing, his eyes will rest on me for a very long time. With Javier’s brushstrokes, it’s almost believable.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Sister

			Three hours later, I stand in my lavender kitchen, making dinner. Lancashire hotpot—Reagan’s favorite. She has an evening seminar that should end about now. She has texted me twice to ask how things went but I didn’t want to text her back. What could I possibly say in a text? I stuff the marinated lamb in the braiser and start chopping vegetables. I keep my eyes only on my working hands, unable to look at any other surface that makes this lilac-and-cream apartment my home. Tears threaten again, and I let them fall. What’s the point of stopping them now?

			Reagan bursts through the door twenty minutes later. I hear it slam.

			“Isa?” She whips around the corner, her vivid red curls flying everywhere. The moment she sees me, her green eyes widen and her lips start to tremble.

			“Oh, sweetie, no. No! No! I can’t believe this. They denied it? How? Your GPA, your supplement, you don’t have so much as a parking ticket!” Reagan can’t rush through her words fast enough, as if I am the one who made the decision.

			“I know, Reg. But please, let’s talk about something else. None of it matters,” I mumble.

			“That’s because they’re all bloody wankers!” she screams, and I can’t help but laugh. She loves all things British and has never ceased to be disappointed with my King’s English as she calls it. I tried to explain that I was raised by Oxford professors who believed slang is to English like sulfur is to natural gas: harmless in small doses but still smelly. But that has never stopped her from hoping that one day, I’ll start speaking like Bridget Jones. What I have never told her is that my very dialect reminds me of my parents and from the minute I boarded that plane to Portland, I have tried to Americanize my speech as much as possible.

			Still, to make her smile, I do my best Bridget impersonation. “You’re right. Pervy tossers, they all are!” My voice lacks conviction.

			Reagan looks at me with a mixture of worry and pity. I avoid her teary green eyes.

			“We’ll find a way.” She stomps her Hunter boot on the floor. “There’s gotta be a way. I’m calling my dad, he’ll figure it out. My family loves you.”

			Lucky Reagan, to have a father who can always make things right. Unfortunately, even the kind Mr. Starr cannot battle the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. But I allow her to indulge her fantasy. No reason for both of us to be miserable. She is on her cell phone now, talking at top speed. I try to tune out as much of it as I can. I know my options like I know the periodic table. But try as I might, some words still slip through my shield.

			“Yes, unbelievable I know… No, she doesn’t have anyone like that… I don’t know… Yeah, look around, Dad… Just a second, I’ll ask.”

			She calls over her shoulder at me. “Isa, do you think you can sell the formula for your supplement for one million?”

			Oh yeah, I know this rule too. If I have one million to spare and invest in the American economy, they’ll let me stay. I snort. A way for the rich to buy anything they want.

			“No, Reagan, I can’t.” I try to keep dejection from my voice. She is only trying to help and can’t take no for an answer.

			Truth be told, I looked into it. If I had another six months to finish the last stage of testing, maybe I could sell it. Fast-digesting proteins with continuous energy release are a good idea, especially for humanitarian aid or the military. But no one will touch it before the testing is finished. Not to mention that this supplement was my father’s dream, and selling it will feel like burying him again, this time alive.

			Reagan hangs up, the look of obstinacy still on her face. “Don’t worry. We’ll figure something out.”

			I simply nod. “Thanks, Reg. And thank your dad too. I couldn’t have made it this far without you.”

			She darts across our small kitchen and gives me a hug that squeezes the last air from my lungs. I will miss her like Portland misses sunshine. She is right there with Javier in my small family. The sister I never had. I feel a lump in my throat and retreat quickly before I fall to pieces again.

			* * * * *

			After dinner, I huddle in bed in my flannel pajamas. My parents’ photo is on the nightstand. Peter and Clare. It took one year to be able to say their names out loud. If you name something, does it exist? I turn off the light and start reciting the periodic table. Hydrogen, 1.008… Abruptly—with one of his precise moves—Mr. Hale appears in the darkness. I devour his sculpted lips, dark hair, broad shoulders. I pretend he knows the girl in the painting exists. I pretend he can write laws that don’t make it illegal for her to be me. And I pretend that he can stop time. The last image I see is his sapphire eyes. Then the night changes to a shade of turquoise and I am lost.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Tick Tock

			“What did you say?” Professor Denton is staring at me as though I grew horns overnight.

			“Yes, they denied the application. There’s really nothing I can do.” My throat constricts. “I’m so sorry, Professor. You’ll have to find a replacement for the summer, but I can help train them as much as you need me to,” I mumble, as if that’s the real problem.

			He looks at me pensively. He has a kind face and a salt-and-pepper beard, with light blue eyes that peer at me through his wire-rim glasses. After what feels like an eternity, he simply shakes his head.

			“My country just made a big mistake,” he says, defeated, and takes a deep breath. “Well, you have another month. Let’s see if we can find someone to work with you in England on this last stage.”

			Gratitude for my favorite professor floods me. He is not pushing the there’s-got-to-be-a-way agenda. He is thinking practically, as he would with a science experiment. But I cannot think about England right now, especially not something so finite and official as working there.

			Still, I smile at Denton. “Thank you, Professor. They’ll have big shoes to fill.” I stand to leave because I know he has papers to grade, but he purses his lips as he does when he is solving a stubborn combinatorial algorithm.

			“What about selling it, Isa? I know what it means to you, I really do, but there’s no reason not to benefit from all your blood and tears.” He waves at the wall-to-wall whiteboards covered with my color-coded scribbles.

			I nod. “Actually, I’ve thought about it. It can help with my visa but the companies I contacted said they’d be interested in the final product, not the research.”

			Denton’s lips purse more tightly than a beaker stopper. “Well, let me dig around. Maybe we can find a smarter buyer.” His voice is almost a dignified pleading.

			“It couldn’t hurt.” I shrug, even though I know the trouble is not finding a buyer. It’s finding someone who will buy it for exactly one million. Not a dollar less will satisfy the CIS.

			I thank him again and pick up my rucksack to leave. But he reaches over and rests his hand on my shoulder. “For the next month, let’s go with Isa and Arthur if that’s okay. You’ve grown more over the years than any student I have taught. I’d be proud to call you a colleague, as you should have been, if you were allowed to stay.” His voice takes on a casual but melancholy edge.

			I cannot find the words to thank him. They are lodged somewhere else, along with my tears.

			* * * * *

			For the next two days, I bury myself in textbooks with a mania that is alarming even by my standards. I take my genomics and neuroethology finals, turn in my report for biochem and even start writing Reagan’s paper on clinical psychology. By the end of each day, I’ve worn myself out so much that I don’t need the periodic table to fall asleep. Javier has stopped by my apartment every night. I worry about him driving around so much in his beat-up Honda Civic. If he gets pulled over and the coppers see he does not have a valid driver’s license, he’ll get deported. After I beg him, he promises to take the bus or bike over here.

			We told his parents, Maria and Antonio, but we can’t explain it to his four younger sisters. Still, to prepare them, we said that I may visit England for a while. When they started crying, we dropped it.

			Thankfully, Reagan has stopped Googling immigration reform, although I’m sure she is pestering her father on a daily basis. I will have to thank him properly before I leave. Not just him, but all of them, for giving me a home here.

			Without conscious thought—like reflex or instinct—my brain summons Mr. Hale again. His eyes trace my throat, my jawline, my lips until my very skin is tinted turquoise from their light. Instantly, I feel warm. I don’t know why my mind invokes him with every ticking hour. Perhaps because his home is the only home where I will remain in this land. Or maybe because he chose to keep me on the same day that his government kicked me out. Whatever it is, he keeps my lungs going.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			When It Rains, It Hales

			Thursday morning, I wake up to the deafening crack of Oregon’s thunder. One more final and it’s over. I cannot think about that. I bolt out of bed, throw on the first jeans and sweatshirt that my hands touch, leave Reagan’s finished paper by her rucksack and storm out into the torrential rain to the bus stop that takes me to school. As I duck under its Perspex roof, my ancient flip phone rings from the depths of my rain jacket. I dig into my pocket for the artifact and answer it.

			“Hello?”

			“Isa, this is Prof—I mean, Arthur. I reached out to my contacts at Oxford to see if any of them can take you on for the last stage of testing. That way, the university would fund the research.” He always gets straight to the point.

			“That’s very thoughtful, Arthur. Thank you very much,” I shout over the rain’s din and grip the rail of the bus stop at the mention of Oxford.

			“Don’t thank me yet. Let’s see if something comes out of it. And remember, Fleming from Edinburgh is speaking at Powell’s next week. He may be another option.”

			I swallow hard. I could never forget that Fleming is coming to Portland. He is the chemist that inspired the first article I wrote with my dad. “Yes, it’s on my calendar.”

			“Good, good. In the meantime, one of the school’s donors is coming this Friday to see the department’s progress. I know this is not a great time for you but your thesis experiment has been our gem this year. Would you mind giving a presentation on your supplement?”

			“Friday? As in tomorrow?” I yelp.

			“Last minute, I know. I meant to tell you on Tuesday but forgot. Can you do it?” Denton’s words gush faster than the rain’s pellets. Whoever the sponsor is, he or she must be integral to the success of the department, and Denton is the chair. No matter how much I dread public speaking, I have to support him.

			“Of course I’ll do it. If you don’t mind the good reputation of the department resting on my public speaking skills.” I force a laugh.

			“Nonsense. This is your baby and you know it better than anyone. I’ll email you the details in about sixty seconds.”

			A roll of thunder rumbles in the skies and I use my scientific thinking to convince myself that it is not an omen.

			“Will you have time to put together the presentation this afternoon and we can practice?” Denton continues.

			My heart picks up some rhythm from my nerves. Something it has not done since…well, since Mr. Hale’s apparitions. “Sure. Right after my stereochem final. How many people are going to be there?”

			“Two. I’ll get the small lecture hall—conference room B—so it’s close to the lab. Good?”

			“Yes, that’s great. What does the company do?”

			“Venture capitalism. I’ll give you some background today so you can spend what time you have on the presentation.”

			I thank him even after he hangs up. Any other week, I would be a puddle on the floor from nerves. Now I’m grateful for them. I was dreading the time I would have after my last final. Bloody hell, things must be bad if public speaking feels like a gift from the gods.

			* * * * *

			After my last exam, I plod to Denton’s office in my squishy canvas sneakers that are still soaked from the trek to the bus stop.

			Denton is waiting for me. “Hey, kid. How did the finals wrap up?”

			I shrug. “I wish they hadn’t.”

			He gives me a sympathetic look but does not linger. “Okay, let’s talk about tomorrow. Here’s what I know: Hale Holdings was founded by Aiden Hale…” Denton’s professorial voice is muted by a sudden pounding of blood in my ears. Hale? As in my Mr. Hale? My Mr. Hale? Bloody hell, I’ve lost it.

			“Isa?”

			“Yes, sorry. Still here.”

			“Good. Now, HH is a venture capital firm. Hale started it out as a small fund and now it owns equity in over one hundred companies around the world. He runs them single-handedly, which is unique even among venture capitalists. Most are notorious control freaks. How the man does it, I have no clue.” Denton laughs. His eyes twinkle as they do when he witnesses a scientific wonder.

			“Anyway, HH has the smallest carbon footprint in the U.S. for companies its size, and its philanthropy is astounding. From funding stem-cell research to supporting low-income schools. But its pet cause is the rehabilitation of U.S. veterans.”

			Denton goes on like this for a while. I absorb everything I can. “Do you know who they’re sending?”

			“No, but I’m sure it will be someone who knows enough to ask pointed questions. Let’s get the PowerPoint slides going.”

			My nerves start creaking again. To distract myself, I wonder whether my Mr. Hale is the son or grandson of whomever founded HH. Or maybe he is not at all related and does not even spell Hale the same way. I shake my head at myself.

			By eleven, my slides are all finished and we have run through them five times. I feel confident about my material. I’m just worried about phrasing it right and unexpected questions. Denton drops me off at home in his environmentally friendly Prius and reminds me sternly to get some sleep.

			I nod back as enthusiastically as I can. No need to tell him I have no hope of following his instruction.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Mr. Hale

			When my alarm goes off at 5:00 a.m., I am still awake. Mr. Hale has kept me company all night—lulling me into a trance between dreams and reality. Reluctantly, I force him out of my mind to rehearse my slides. But the mental distance fills me with a sense of loss, so I escape to the restroom to shower and get ready. Last night, Reagan insisted I wear one of her suits, but as I slip it on this morning, it feels strange. Suits are not for scientists. I decide on a pencil skirt with my mum’s white blouse instead. Maybe it’s not quite as professional but at least I’ll feel like me.

			When I’m ready, I steal a quick glance at myself in the mirror. Even four years after my parents’ accident, I rarely look at my reflection. The girl looking back at me with wide eyes is paler than usual against her waist-length black hair. I don’t linger on her purple eyes. They’ll always remind me of Clare.

			I whirl away from the mirror and tiptoe to the door so I don’t wake Reagan. In the misty morning, the bluebirds are already chirping. I drive the MINI to school with the windows down, timing the periodic table to their twitter.

			Denton is waiting for me in conference room B even though we still have two hours before the presentation.

			“Good morning, kid. I knew you’d show up at the crack of dawn.”

			“Yes, I couldn’t sleep.”

			“What’s there to worry about? You’ve got great results and an ingenious idea. And a British accent. They’ll eat out of your hand.”

			I nod and start reviewing my slides one more time while Denton connects the laptop to the projector and sets out three packets on the first row of desks. Right before the HH representatives are supposed to show up, I pull out a paperclip from my purse. This is a trick I use when I have to speak in public so that I won’t fidget or twitch my fingers. Unfortunately, reciting the periodic table while talking is impossible and, therefore, useless. I grab the clip between my thumb and my index finger, rubbing and pinching it gently. On the twelfth pinch, the door opens.

			I freeze on the spot, my breath leaving for England already. My knees lock for impact and something like an ice bath trickles from the crown of my head to the tips of my toes. The person walking through the door is none other than my Mr. Hale. Not his grandpa, not his father. Him, in all his perfection. Oh, bloody hell! How am I supposed to look at him and keep a straight head? And why did I title my thesis “Does This Protein Make My Mass Look Big?”

			Ever erect, he scans the room with keen vigilance. He spots me, and his impassive face registers surprise. His gaze is controlled but I think I see the ghost of appraisal in his eyes. The same way he looked at me at Feign Art. I blush the color of rubidium when I think of my paintings hanging on his wall. He starts walking toward me with precise steps. His eyes are lighter than the first time I saw him—almost turquoise, like my dreams. Not like the color has changed but like a light is shining underneath. I take some shallow breaths so he can’t see the havoc he is wreaking.

			“You must be Miss Snow.” He extends a long hand to me. I register vaguely that his voice is not as cold as I remember it. It’s equally polite and hypnotic but now, it has a soft after-sound. I have to make an effort not to close my eyes.

			“I’m Aiden Hale. It’s nice to meet you.” He looks at me intensely for a moment, as if he is trying to say something else. Maybe trying to assess whether he should mention that he has seen me before?

			“Mr. Hale, a pleasure to meet you too,” I manage, but my voice sounds softer than usual. I reach for his hand, expecting it to be cold. But it isn’t. It’s warm and his long fingers wrap almost above my wrist. A jolt of electricity runs through me at the touch. The good news is that it brings me back to the here and now. The bad news is that it lingers on my skin even after he has withdrawn his hand, which does not help the prospects of my presentation.

			Luckily, Denton is here. He shakes Mr. Hale’s hand, looking perfectly electricity-free. Mr. Hale steps backward into the seat closest to the wall, as though he knows the precise distance. Then he picks up my packet of materials from the desk and starts flipping through it quickly. His shoulders never release their tension.

			The door opens again and a second man comes in. He introduces himself as Daniel Samson, marketing director at HH. He has ginger curls and an avuncular air that makes you think of family get-togethers. I teeter to the podium and notice the same Shaquille O’Neal-sized man who was at Feign Art, standing outside the door. He must be Mr. Hale’s bodyguard. Why would he need a bodyguard on a college campus? Oh, right, because the all-women dorm might kidnap him, tie him to a chair in the basement and ogle him shamelessly 24/7. Much like I am right now. I try to focus anywhere else. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium, 4.003—

			“Miss Snow, Arthur Denton has been quite complimentary of your thesis project. At your convenience, I’d like to hear about it,” Mr. Hale says in that same measured tone that’s a few degrees warmer than it was in the gallery but still very formal.

			As I think more about the gallery, the gratitude I have felt toward this stranger all week for getting me through hell makes a welcome appearance. It’s enough to give me some clarity, and some volume. Years of British gentility are triggered in my brain.

			“Of course, sir.” I pick up the PowerPoint remote control in one hand, my paperclip in the other, and start going through my slides.

			The moment my project design comes on the screen, I gain more confidence. I have lived and breathed this material every day over the last year, and even before. I try not to focus on Mr. Hale, but the few times that our eyes meet, he is watching me intently, just as he does in my dreams. I think he seems mildly impressed but it’s hard to tell with his well-controlled mien. He must be an excellent chess player. Denton gives me several small encouraging smiles, and Daniel is writing down various things. Mr. Hale takes no notes. Finally, I’m through my last slide. Resisting the urge to do a cartwheel, I set down the remote control and take a sip of water.

			“Are there any questions?” I ask, praying to every higher power I can think of that there aren’t any. Apparently my prayer is not entirely wasted because the first one to break the silence is Daniel, not Mr. Hale.

			“Miss Snow, this is very impressive indeed. Aside from its inherent protein, can the formula support add-on medication?”

			“Yes, Mr. Samson. Drugs can be incorporated in powder form. There would need to be an adjustment for taste, but chemically, it’s possible.” I look from Daniel to Mr. Hale and speak without thinking.

			“Would you like a taste?” Even I hear the excitement in my voice.

			A warm tingle darts up my spine as Mr. Hale nods and answers, “I would.”

			I try to walk—and not wobble—to the podium where I have a handful of the protein candy, wrapped in glossy recyclable paper.

			“Sorry, I only have them in pink for now,” I mumble. I hear a low chuckle from Hale’s direction.

			I open my hand and all three reach simultaneously for the candy. I watch only Mr. Hale’s fingers as they graze my palm. The electric tingle jolts down my arm and nestles at the spot he touched.

			“So, are these safe to eat? Have they been tested?” asks Daniel.

			Denton jumps in, bouncing on his seat. “Oh, yes. I eat them every day, especially when I forget lunch. Poor Isa has had to make extra just to account for me alone.”

			But I want to be scrupulously open, and I don’t want to upset Mr. Hale. “Technically, Mr. Samson, they have not been approved by the FDA yet.”

			The male gender is apparently eager to try anything previously untested for safety. They open the wrappers and pop the little candy in their mouths. I know it will start melting on their tongues instantly. I avoid looking at Mr. Hale as much as possible because his lips are puckered around the candy in a way that should be illegal.

			Daniel laughs. “It tastes like cinnamon.” He smacks his lips.

			“Yes. This batch does.”

			“You’ve tried them in other flavors?”

			“Yes. Peppermint and chocolate. Oh, and steak once because Professor Denton thought that would go well with men. I don’t recommend it.” I wrinkle my nose. Denton laughs, Daniel with him. Mr. Hale gives that same low chuckle again. I wonder if he ever truly laughs. His eyes are dancing with amusement and a dimple forms in his cheek—an innocent trait at odds with the sinful face and the savage scar. How did he get that scar?

			“How did you come up with the idea?” Mr. Hale asks his first question.

			It’s the most basic of questions but the tingles evaporate because of the memories it triggers. “It’s something that my father originally came up with when I was young. I have continued his work.” I try to control the emotion in my voice.

			Mr. Hale’s eyes narrow a little. Denton knows this is a touchy issue so he jumps in. “Isa is being too modest. Her father formulated the idea of a tiny candy packing as much nutrition as a healthy meal but the protein, the content, the taste and the process are all hers,” he tells Mr. Hale, who continues to regard me intently.

			“Has your father helped you during this project?” he asks. I swallow hard. I wish he had.

			“No, Mr. Hale,” I say softly, finally making full eye contact. Please don’t push it, I beg him. He nods once as if he can hear my thoughts.

			“And how far are you in the process of finishing and obtaining FDA approval?”

			“I have one last stage of testing. Preservation, shelf life, that sort of thing. That should take about six months. Then, the product would be ready for FDA approval and patenting. I understand the process for that can take a while.”

			“Who owns the supplement legally?”

			“I do, sir. Reed has a minor share but it’s assigning it to me upon graduation.”

			“And you’re graduating next week?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“So, what happens to the supplement then?”

			Denton interjects. “Ideally, we would work on the last stage together. That way, Reed would attract more funding and Isa would supervise the project.”

			“That’s the ideal outcome but what is the actual plan?” Mr. Hale’s brow furrows slightly.

			“Well, due to circumstances outside of our control, she will work on the last stage alone, although I’ll continue to advise her to the best of my ability.” Denton looks at me uncertainly for the first time. I smile and hope that it conceals the devastation I feel inside.

			“What circumstances?” Mr. Hale looks at me now, as if he has had enough of Denton.

			I think Denton notices it too, because he looks at me expectantly. After all, it’s my problem to tell, not his. Bloody hell, Hale is nosy. But for some reason, I don’t want to tell him that I’m leaving forever.

			“Private reasons, Mr. Hale,” I say with as much volume as possible.

			He does not like my answer, that much is obvious. His resolutely impassive face does not change but for a very slight, almost imperceptible flexing of his sculpted jaw. Suddenly, I am worried he will not renew the funding for the department.

			“Mr. Hale, there’s no reason to doubt the department’s ability to accomplish tremendous other projects. I have full confidence in Professor Denton. It was his mentorship that made it possible for me to create the supplement. Please, don’t alter the financial support.”

			Mr. Hale’s eyebrows arch as if he is surprised by my little rant but his eyes soften.

			“I will not pull the funding, Miss Snow. There’s no reason for your concern. But at the moment I’m focusing on your invention. Surely, you need assistance with the last stage?”

			I smile as I realize his frustration may actually be kindness. But unfortunately, his investment in my project would not keep me here. Only my own investment of a million dollars to an existing American business would.

			“Professor Denton and I will continue to collaborate. Someday it will be finished, Mr. Hale. You have my word.”

			He smiles at the last sentence. “What are your plans after you graduate?” he asks, tenting his long fingers.

			“No plans at the moment.”

			Immediately, his eyes harden, no doubt because of my secretive answer. There is something sentient about them, as though they have thoughts and feelings of their own.

			“You may have your reasons for guarding this supplement closely, Miss Snow. However, I would advise you to think practically. You could profit from this.” His words are careful, almost a warning. As though he is telling me I have my priorities wrong. But priorities imply options, and I only have one.

			“Well, if you want to buy it for a million dollars net of taxes, I would sell it to you today,” I offer because I already know the answer.

			He chuckles. “A million dollars for an unfinished invention? That’s a steep price, considering that I do nothing with science. No offense to your accomplishments, of course.”

			“None taken, Mr. Hale. How much would you sell your dreams for?”

			He stops smiling. “I’m a venture capitalist, Miss Snow. I don’t have dreams. I have goals.”

			Life without dreams… “That sounds very safe, Mr. Hale.” Maybe I should have followed that philosophy. If I had, perhaps this end would not hurt so much. “Are there any other questions I can answer for you?” I smile.

			Daniel smiles too. “I don’t think so, Miss Snow. Your materials are very clear and I have this handy packet, which I’ll study in detail. I do thank you for making time for this when you’re wrapping up your final year here.”

			I nod and look down at my hands. He has no idea how literal his words are.

			Daniel stands, and so does Denton. Mr. Hale doesn’t stand until Daniel shakes my hand and walks with Denton to the door. The tension in Mr. Hale’s posture remains palpable. I reach for his hand, half-scared, half-curious to see if the same electricity will jolt through me again. It does, the instant our hands touch.

			“Thank you for your support of the department, Mr. Hale.”

			“My pleasure, Miss Snow. I’m very impressed with your project,” he says politely.

			I feel suddenly giddy at his praise, like I did when I got my very first A. I thank him, cursing the bloody blush again. Mr. Hale looks slightly amused and sweeps out of the door last.

			I stand there, staring after him even when the door closes. What better way to illustrate what I’ll be missing than sending an impossibly handsome man who can mess with my head just by blinking. Something warm—like an ember—heats up between my lungs as if his electrical charge nested there. I watch my skin, mesmerized. There’s no physical evidence of change but something inside feels…new.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			La Virgen

			I rush through Feign Art as fast as I can. In the few seconds it takes me to dash through reception, I notice my painting is gone. The mere idea that it’s already in Mr. Hale’s home makes me trip twice.

			Javier is in the back as always. He stares blankly out of the window but when he sees me, he smiles.

			“How did your presentation go?” he asks as I change behind the screen.

			“I didn’t throw up once, so that means it went fine. And you’ll never guess whom it was for. The same bloke who bought all your paintings.” I peek around the screen to look at his expression. He’s gaping.

			“Same guy? That’s a coincidence.”

			“Yes, I know. Aiden Hale.” Ridiculously, as I say his name out loud, I shiver. “Apparently, he’s a major donor for Reed.”

			“Hmm, small world. Good thing he has no clue you’re the muse for his art.”

			I laugh my first laugh in days. Only Javier would call me a muse. “More like a dummy than a muse, I think. But that’s okay. It helps you. Although I think you should ask Feign for more money. It’s robbery, Javier.”

			He snorts. “Yeah, and then he’ll turn me over to ICE for being an illegal alien.”

			“No, he won’t. Because you can expose his fraud,” I insist, resisting the urge to stomp my foot. He never agrees with me here. To his defense, Immigration and Customs Enforcement is the dread behind most immigrants’ nightmares.

			“Isa, please, we’ve talked about this. He can do it anonymously. And even if he did it under his real name, no one will believe the illegal immigrant over the established artist.”

			“Sure they would. Just give Feign a paintbrush and ask him to paint a smiley face. The truth will be out in seconds.”

			“Stop this, please. We have so little time left.” Javier’s voice is muted and almost staccato. I secure the last clothespin on my sheet and come out. I want to comfort him but what is there to say? Plus, I can’t touch him when I’m wrapped up in a sheet.

			Javier shuffles to the easel. “C’mon, let’s finish this painting. I’ll be here all night. Fancy Hale has asked that it be delivered to him this weekend and Feign said if he catches me so much as taking a piss, he won’t pay me for it. Dickless asshole. Anyway, can you believe Hale doubled the price to have this so soon?” Javier’s eyes are wide.

			“No, not really. But it just goes to prove your talent, Javier. I wish there were a way for the world to know it.”

			Javier snorts. “You wonder what he’ll do with these paintings, Isa? Who knows what other fancy-pants will go to his house and say ‘wow, she really has a lovely waist’, ‘wish I knew who she was’, ‘Wish I could see a little lower’?”

			I laugh. He smirks and picks up his palette. I sit in my regular position while he starts painting. Instinctively, like responding to some internal command, my mind drifts back to the way Mr. Hale’s mouth looked when he tasted my candy. A flash of heat runs through me and goose bumps erupt on my bare skin. I replay the image to hold on to the feeling a little longer.

			Eventually, Javier releases me. “Well, that’s your last pose. I sketched the outline so you don’t need to stay here all night.”

			“Are you sure? I don’t mind.”

			“No need for both of us to lose sleep, Isa. You don’t have six mouths to feed.”

			I might as well. They’re my mouths too. I fist my hands, wishing for a magic wand. Javier’s parents came here so he could have a better life. But he’s never had a life of his own. And his dream of painting will always stay within the mundane confines of a clandestine job when it should soar to the heights of passion and acclaim.

			“What will you call this series?” I ask as I pad behind the screen to put on my clothes. He usually calls his series something stereotypically American. His last one was called Give Me Your Poor, and I think his first was called Pursuit of Happiness. At least Feign allows him that luxury, probably because the idiot can’t come up with anything creative himself.

			“I already named it today and sent it to Feign. He called Hale on the spot because Fancy-Pants demanded the name of the series, probably for his private museum somewhere.”

			I almost trip while sliding on Reagan’s pumps, and stumble out from behind the screen. “So what’s the name?”

			Javier looks at me and his eyes turn soft. “La Virgen.”

			The word hangs fluid in the air. It takes a moment for me to process it. Javier never uses Spanish in his art.

			“The Virgin? In Spanish?”

			He nods. “It seemed like the right time for a little bit of truth.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Unconventional Proposal

			I tiptoe through the dark corridor to the main lobby and pause to listen before turning the corner to make sure Feign is not there. But when I hear a cool voice that I now know in my cells, I flatten my back against the hallway wall and eavesdrop shamelessly.

			“Here are the other paintings, Mr. Hale,” Kasia simpers. I amuse myself by picturing her in liquid form, a bit like a blob. There is no response from him whatsoever.

			“May I take them, sir?” asks a deep male voice I have never heard before.

			“Yes, Benson, thank you.” Hale’s voice is warmer when he addresses the unknown Benson.

			“Mr. Hale, is there anything else I can do for you?” Kasia asks—or rather begs.

			“Yes. Two things indeed.” From his arctic tone, I know nothing good is coming for Kasia.

			“First, I’d like the last painting to be delivered to this address tomorrow. Second, I’d like to meet the artist.”

			“Yes, Mr. Hale.” Kasia seems to have gotten the hint. “The painting will be finished by tomorrow though it won’t be dry. And Mr. Feign is not here at the moment but I’ll give him your message.”

			A long pause. For some reason, I picture him frowning. Eventually he speaks with the same cold tone that accepts no opposition. “Tell him I’d like to discuss…an unconventional proposal, shall we say. Goodbye.”

			An unconventional proposal? What does that mean for a man like Mr. Hale? For some reason, I shiver.

			Benson starts talking to Kasia about delivery details. One set of commanding footsteps rings on the marble floor while the two are still talking. The door squeaks behind Mr. Hale. Apparently, he makes even inanimate objects whimper. Benson leaves shortly after. I wait awhile and come out.

			“No need to bite my head off, Kasia. I’m going out this way because someone has blocked the back exit,” I say before she rakes me over the coals for polluting the swanky lobby.

			But she is too distracted to snap at me. “Isa, did you hear that? He wants to meet Brett.” She claps her hands in excitement. This barmpot really thinks Feign is the painter. He would never trust her with his darkest secret.

			I smile. “Yes, I did. How well deserved for Brett’s talent.” I put as much British gentility in my sarcasm as possible, and walk out.

			* * * * *

			Back home, Reagan is in the living room in front of a makeshift three-way mirror. She has taken my mirror, hers and the one from our restroom and has turned them into a bridal setup. She is wearing a burgundy dress that clings to her for dear life, making her look like a redheaded version of Kim Basinger.

			“Oh hey, luv.” She grins when she sees me. “Thank God you’re here. I need some advice.” She twirls in front of the mirrors. I can’t help my smile. I know this look, and it’s about time. Reagan has a hot date after a month of mourning her breakup with I’m-too-good-for-Portland Aaron who moved to New York, unwilling to try long distance. His loss.

			I take my spot on our cream sofa and curl my legs under me. “So who is he, where did you meet and yes, this dress looks brilliant.”

			She giggles. “His name is Nate. I think I had a mini-orgasm just looking at him.” She closes her eyes and bites her lip in faux ecstasy.

			I keep my smile fixed. Lucky Reagan and her orgasms. I can’t go there. Truth be told, I think there’s something wrong with me in that department. My body hasn’t experienced arousal since the accident. Scientifically, I know why. My brain has been too sad to produce serotonin. But knowing that doesn’t make me feel more human. Luckily, when you are working two jobs, keeping a 4.0 GPA for your scholarship and inventing a protein supplement so that you can keep your father’s dream alive, you’re too exhausted at the end of the day to think about orgasms.

			I resurface in our living room. “So where did you meet Orgasmic Nate?”

			“He’s one of the construction workers renovating the Reed gym. I was drenched in sweat and there he was—jeans, hard hat and all.” She giggles again.

			“A construction worker. I guess I know who’ll do the hammering and the nailing.”

			Reagan laughs and gives me an I’m-going-to-miss-you look but composes her face quickly. She tries on four more dresses but the burgundy one is still the winner. An hour later, she’s out the door, almost tripping over her Louboutins. I’m left behind in a cloud of her Lolita Lempicka perfume.

			It takes fifteen seconds to realize that being home alone is a bad idea. With no finals, no presentation and no work, I’m left with too much time to think. And that, I cannot afford. I start manically cleaning the apartment. When it’s all done, I rearrange the furniture in the living room because pushing, pulling, grunting and lifting suddenly feel like a really good idea. In the end, I admire my handiwork. It doesn’t even look like our place but maybe that’s good. Maybe my subconscious knows that change is coming and it’s expressing it in weird ways.

			But, instead of feeling exhausted, I’m all fired up. I go to my bedroom but when I see the things that make up my entire universe, I feel nauseous. I don’t have much to my name, only what I could fit in one large suitcase when I crossed the pond. I can count my treasures on my fingers: my mother’s calligraphy set on my desk; a dried rose from her rose garden in a vial; some of her clothes in my closet; my father’s chess set in the first drawer; a picture of them dancing Argentine tango on my nightstand. A crater opens in my chest, so I dart back to the living room. My new target is my desktop computer, whose age rivals that of Tyrannosaurus rex. There is one thing that I know will distract me: my Mr. Hale.

			I set myself loose on his Google trail with the fervor it took to study for organic chemistry. As always, he never fails me. He’s got me good and light-headed in minutes. But distracting as his pictures are, my wired brain has discerned three patterns.

			One, there is nothing personal about Mr. Hale anywhere. This means he either controls it or he has no life. The former is more likely, which means he must be hiding something.

			Two, he has no business partners or relationships of any kind. He finished University of Washington with a 4.0 GPA in fourteen months and founded HH one year later. Now, at age thirty-five, he controls over a hundred subsidiaries. All alone. This means he is more isolated than even his cold exterior suggests and he must have a powerhouse where the rest of us have brain tissue.

			Three, in all pictures he is always alone against some wall or window. No women. No men. This means he’s either a hermit, asexual or closet gay. All options distress me tremendously, so I move on and focus on his scar. It’s strange that in the perfect face, it’s the flaw that draws me. It makes him real when everything else about him is surreal. When I start considering printing one of his pictures and tucking it under my pillow, I shut down T. rex and curl on the sofa.

			The exercise worked. I’m finally exhausted. I fall asleep in minutes, dreaming of distant blue eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Paradox

			I wake up Saturday morning, feeling a little groggy. My alarm clock informs me that it’s 8:30. I yank the plug out of the wall. No more schedules, no more clocks, no more rules.

			I shuffle down the hall to the restroom, passing by Reagan’s bedroom. She is passed out on the bed, burgundy dress still on. Nate must be better at hammering than nailing. I throw her favorite fleece blanket over her and close the door. If anyone deserves true love, it’s her. I smile, thinking of her Pinterest board of wedding ideas.

			One hour later, after brewing some ginger tea for Reagan, I head to the lab to train my replacement, Eric Lee. After that, who knows? For the first time in my life, I have no plans. On my way to the lab, I practice my American accent. Four years later and I still can’t get the rhotic lilt of the tongue. I’m better with the slang though.

			When I walk through the lab doors repeating “vite-a-min”, not “vit-a-min”, I freeze. Right inside the lab, by the fume hood, is an unmistakable head of swept back dark hair, a set of tense, broad shoulders clad in a light gray sweater and an inordinately firm derriere dressed in dark jeans. Don’t act like a daft bimbo. And don’t drool.

			“Ah, here she is,” Eric says, looking a little panicked. Even his glasses and the pens in his pocket protector are trembling.

			Mr. Hale turns and x-rays me, lingering a fraction too long on my collarbones, peeking from my boat-neck sweater. His eyes change subtly from sapphire to turquoise. Why do they do that?

			He saunters my way. I try to calm my heartbeat lest everyone from here to London hears it.

			“Hello again, Miss Snow.” His voice is tuned to Alaskan spring, rather than Arctic tundra. Brilliant.

			“Good morning, Mr. Hale. This is a surprise.”

			“Yes, it is,” he says cryptically, as if he is talking to himself rather than me.

			“Did you have any other questions about my project?” It’s the only reason I can think as to why he would be here.

			“Not as such, but I’d like to speak with you for a few moments. I understand from Mr. Lee that your schedule is flexible.”

			“Sure. Let me just leave a note for Professor Denton and show Eric the timer.”

			He gives me a nod and the first full smile I have seen on him. The innocent dimple lifts higher in his sculpted cheek, flirting with his scar. I feel warmth on my cheeks and dart to Denton’s office, careful not to trip. I scrawl Denton a Post-it Note with shaking hands, show Eric the timer and skip back to Mr. Hale, trying not to look impatient.

			He opens the lab door and I walk through, sensing him behind me like a homing beacon. He asks where I want to go and suggests places that Javier and I admire from the windows because their coffee alone would deplete the eighty-seven dollars I have to my name.

			“They all sound lovely but I need to be back soon. Eric is still learning how to use the bioreactor. Maybe Reed’s Paradox Café?”

			“Sure. Although if a reactor is about to go off, Tour Eiffel may be safer.” He smiles. I try to calm my ridiculous pulse at the realization that he has a sense of humor. I smile back, searching my brain for something witty to say. But the only things that come to mind are geeky scientist jokes. A virus and a chromosome walk into a bar—no, I better keep my mouth shut.

			We walk to Paradox mostly in silence. Some distance away, his bodyguard follows us discreetly even though the campus is almost empty now that school is over. Mr. Hale makes small talk about my finals, but I have the feeling he is only warming up or perhaps studying my reactions. Like they do with polygraph tests, ask you simple questions first, and then drop the bombs.

			The moment we enter Paradox, Mr. Hale scans the room, much like he did yesterday. He probably runs into people he knows all the time. Except his high-alert posture seems too vigilant for expecting an acquaintance. It’s more like he expects a threat. Probably women tackling him to the floor.

			We sit at a small table in the corner, with a half-finished chess game and squashy orange-velvet chairs. Only Aiden Hale could look the way he does against orange. The rest of us probably look like prison inmates. I glance at the chessboard to distract myself from his mouth, which he is currently caressing with his thumb.

			“Do you play?” he asks.

			“I used to. Not anymore though.” I rely on years of practice to conceal the sadness in my voice. Chess was something I did with my father.

			“Why not?” I notice real interest in his eyes. No matter how disarming that interest is, I cannot indulge it.

			“It’s a long story. What did you want to discuss, Mr. Hale?” I’m not in a rush with him, but I don’t want the giddiness I feel in his presence to fade at my memories.

			“I have time,” he says, searching my face. I beg him with my eyes to drop it as I did during my presentation. He nods but his jaw flexes and his eyes harden. Ah yes, he doesn’t like my secrecy. We are interrupted by Paradox’s waitress, Megan, who ogles my Mr. Hale shamelessly for thirty seconds before snapping to her senses at the rather harsh clearing of his throat. After some blushing and stammering—much like yours truly—Megan comes back to earth.

			“Hi! My name is Megan. What can I get you folks?”

			Mr. Hale looks really annoyed. Whether it’s her ogling or stammering, or the fact that she addressed him as “folks”, I have no idea. Suddenly, it dawns on me that it must be quite exhausting to have women gawking all the time like he is an exotic beast at a zoo. I can’t fault him. But I can’t stop my own ogling either. I realize belatedly that he is waiting for me to order.

			“A hot chocolate, please.”

			Megan smiles. She knows my chocolate dependency and has enabled it gladly for the last four years.

			“And for you, sir?”

			“An espresso doppio and a Pellegrino, no ice, no lemon,” he reels off quickly. Megan almost breaks her sparkly pen, trying to write it all down. She stumbles away, tripping once. Tripping seems to be an environmental hazard of being around Mr. Hale.

			“Something amusing?” he asks me. It must have shown on my face.

			“I was just contemplating selling you some of my secret-formula skunk spray so you can repel all your admirers.”

			He chuckles and the dimple puckers in his carved cheek. It’s such a simple gesture but the effect on me is out of proportion. Almost like an instant addiction, this idea of making him laugh.

			“And what is the going rate for this defensive weapon?” he asks.

			“One million dollars.”

			“Of course it is.” He chuckles again. The throaty sound is so beautiful that oddly, it fills me with a sense of loss. I look away from his face, unwilling to examine my reaction too closely.

			Megan brings out our order then. Her hands shake a little when she sets the espresso before Mr. Hale. She leaves, this time looking carefully at her steps. Good idea.

			“So, what did you want to discuss, Mr. Hale?” I ask the question that is buzzing in my brain to prevent myself from tripping while sitting down.

			His smile vanishes as he sips his espresso. He sets down his cup and looks at me with probing intensity. “Are you the woman in my paintings?”

			Bollocks! The question settles in front of me like a coiled beast. Blood rushes to my feet and my stomach twists. My mouth parts to let in some air. I notice with horror that he has seen all my reactions, which must be confirmation enough. I have to get it together. No matter my flights of fancy, what Javier and I are doing is illegal. I’m a goner already, but Javier could get deported. I have to help him, even if it takes me down.

			“Why would you think that?” I try to keep my voice as composed as possible but don’t do a great job of it.

			“I’m a man of means, Miss Snow.”

			“What exactly does that mean?” Bloody hell, does he know about Javier already?

			“It means that if I want something, I will stop at nothing to get it. In this case, however, the conclusion was not hard to reach. I saw you at Feign’s gallery and the way the receptionist ordered you around indicated that you must work there. I obtained a copy of Feign’s personnel records and the only two women that have worked for him are blondes. You are the only one with dark hair and the woman in the painting of the neck has dark hair.” He finishes explaining his process calmly, like he is merely giving directions.

			“But the model does not need to be an employee. She could be anyone.”

			“Yes, she could be. But she is not. She is you.”

			“If you have already reached this conclusion, why are you asking me about it?”

			“To hear you confirm it, Miss Snow.”

			“Why would my confirmation matter if you are convinced?”

			“Because it will be a surrender, rather than a conquest.” His voice is softer and more hypnotic than ever, but his eyes are exponentially more probing.

			“A surrender? Is that why you’re here?”

			“It’s one of the reasons. And before you try your distraction technique again, let me make it clear that I don’t intend to divulge the other reason for my visit until you have satisfied me on this point.” He pauses. Then, his eyes burn with a new intensity.

			“Admit it,” he whispers. I imagine this is how the snake must have sounded to Eve. But Eve did not have a family to protect. I do.

			“It seems that despite your impressive deduction skills, you have overlooked one possibility, Mr. Hale.”

			“Have I?” He cocks his head to the side, sounding sure that he has overlooked nothing.

			“Yes. It’s possible that there are different women for each painting.”

			“There is only one woman, Miss Snow. And we both know who she is. But if you need more convincing, I’ll be happy to show you.” His voice is husky and low. Yet, it echoes in my ears, even after he stops talking.

			“Show me? How?” I’m nervous about the word show.

			He leans across the small table into my space. I smell sandalwood, cinnamon and something I can’t name. My heart starts clawing against my rib cage. The few breaths I was managing stop. He extends one long index finger and hovers it very closely to my throat without touching it.

			“Like this,” he whispers. “It’s your neckline. Your throat. Your collarbone.” His finger trails along the path he is describing but does not touch me. Nonetheless, the effect on me is visceral. My body coils and tenses like a warhorse coming to a sudden stop at the crumbling edge of a cliff.

			“I have no doubt, Miss Snow, that if you take off this sweater and these jeans, I would see the same waistline, hip and leg as in my paintings.”

			I can’t speak through the terror and thrill that are tearing me in half.

			“I can describe them to you if you wish. You have three dark freckles, positioned exactly like an equilateral triangle right above your left hip. They are the only marks on your skin. I would be more than happy to prove my case. Would you like me to, or will you surrender?”

			I try to locate some words, or even air, but I can’t. Something darker, scarier than my fear of getting caught assaults me. My shallow breath, the blood rushing in my ears, the flutter at the bottom of my belly and the involuntary flexing of my thighs explain it better than any words. Arousal. I have not felt it in four years. And without a single touch, he has revived it.

			I revel in the feeling of my body coming alive. He interrupts my resurrection.

			“Which will you choose, Miss Snow?” he prompts, and I have to remember the choices he gave me. Ah yes, prove it or surrender. Truth be told, I’d like him to prove it. Prove it with scientific precision. But I can’t admit that to him. I have only one option.

			“I surrender.” I look up at him. I might as well do it with dignity.

			He looks…almost victorious, if not for a trace of melancholy in his eyes. “Safe decision.”

			Safe? For whom? I keep my face composed as his eyes burn on mine.

			“That leaves only one question before we move on to my other reason for coming here today. Why did you lie about it?”

			“I didn’t lie,” I say defensively.

			“It’s a loose use of the word but you cannot deny that you were trying to cover the truth. Why?”

			Hmm, maybe he doesn’t know about Javier. Come to think of it, why would he? Javier is not in the personnel files. Still, I can’t have him dig further. I have to end this with me. I square my shoulders.

			“Because I was working illegally, Mr. Hale. My student visa does not allow me to work off campus. My brief hours of modeling have provided some much-needed income.” I notice with satisfaction that my voice is back to normal and in fact, it has taken a defiant edge.

			His eyes widen a little in surprise. “I see. That explains why there is so very little information about you anywhere.” His voice is now pensive and warm. There is no snake, no ice, no secrets in it. In fact, for the first time, I see tenderness in his eyes.

			“You researched me?”

			“As I said, I’m a man of means. But I couldn’t find much about you beyond your impressive academic credentials.”

			I wonder if I should be worried that he has researched me but I’m only thrilled. Besides, didn’t I stalk him on the Internet last night?

			“Yes, that would be CIS—the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services. They keep the records of foreign visitors strictly confidential,” I explain. This is why he doesn’t know I’m leaving soon. I feel the same irrational need to keep that from him.

			“I must say, you’re unexpected Miss Snow. I thought you were an independent contractor, not an under-the-table worker. But don’t worry, I won’t turn you in. In fact, that brings me to my next point. I’d like to hire you.”

			“Hire me?” My voice squeaks, high on Haleum. Hah!

			“Yes, indeed. And yes, I realize that would break the law. Apparently, I don’t care.”

			“But I have to finish my supplement first.”

			He smiles. “I’m not talking about your supplement. I’m talking about a painting. I’d like to hire you to model for a painting for my eyes only.”

			Bloody hell! What would Feign say about me brokering separate deals? On the other hand, it means more money for Javier. I hedge.

			“What kind of painting? I don’t pose nude.”

			He smirks. “What makes you think I want you to pose nude?”

			Flame burns my cheeks. “I’m sorry, I assumed that’s what you wanted because of the nature of the paintings you already bought. My mistake.” I look at my cup of hot chocolate, willing it to swallow me whole.

			He smiles diabolically. “You assumed both right and wrong. If I were the artist, your reluctance for nudity would be a problem indeed. But since I’m not, and you will have to pose in front of another man, I have no intention of commissioning a nude painting. Does that satisfy you?”

			I try to stay coherent but all I can think about is posing naked for him. Bloody idiot, get a grip. “Why should you care if another man sees me naked?”

			“I have pondered the question myself. For now, let’s just say that I like my art…unique. In fact, I plan to pay Feign a very handsome amount so that he does not paint you ever again.”

			I watch him, gobsmacked. Is that the “unconventional proposal” he wanted to discuss with Feign?

			“I regret that this will cause you to be out of a job you desperately need. I will compensate you on a fair trade commission, which will include the share of profits you should have received for your work.”

			“That’s very kind of you, Mr. Hale, but you don’t need to pay me. I still have my job at the lab, and my student visa ends soon.”

			I let that hang there, hoping he will think it means that my work restrictions will end soon too. For some reason, I hate that he wants to pay me. It makes me feel detached, like an employee. If he had asked me to do it for free, it would have been much better.

			“You seem to be under a misapprehension that this is a negotiation, Miss Snow, but it is not. I refuse not to pay you when I’m the reason you will never pose for anyone ever again. And that’s the end of the discussion on this point.”

			His words have hit too close to home. I make my voice as detached as possible, my usual way of dealing with anger.

			“Mr. Hale, you seem to have picked up on the same thing that Feign has: that some immigrants don’t have any bargaining power. You’re unfortunately right, and you have me cornered because you know my secret. So I have no option but to agree. But make no mistake that, until your ultimatum, I was going to accept your offer with pleasure. Now, all you’ll get is the surrender you wanted. So let’s get down to business, shall we?”

			Mr. Hale appears to have left Paradox and in his orange chair is sitting a dragon, slits for eyes, fire from the nostrils, smoke from the ears and scales on the skin. He looks like he is trying to calm himself down. I don’t look away from him. I don’t even blink. Finally, he speaks.

			“I don’t view you as a second-class citizen, Miss Snow. But I suppose I can understand why my delivery would be offensive for someone in your circumstances. It was not my intent to make you feel used. My apologies.”

			I give him a curt nod. “Accepted.”

			He takes a deep breath and his voice is warmer. “Now, about the business details. I’d like you to model in my home.”

			Well, that will never fly with Feign but it takes the wrath of the dragon away from me so I might as well agree.

			“And I don’t want just glimpses of your body. I want all of it, including your face.”

			Under other circumstances, this would be a deal breaker. But since he said no nudity, I guess I don’t mind. And truthfully, I’m flattered.

			“I don’t know why, but okay.”

			His eyes turn gentle. “You don’t know why?”

			“No, not really. But it’s okay. You don’t have to give me some speech about how I really am beautiful and don’t see myself clearly.”

			“It seems you’re familiar with that speech.”

			“Yes, and frankly it never works for anyone. It would be better if we used our time productively.”

			He shakes his head and narrows his eyes like he is plotting some other way to convince me. I feel some heat return to my skin so I start babbling. “What would you like me to wear?”

			His eyes sparkle, and his teeth graze his lower lip just a tiny fraction. “My shirt.”

			The quintessential morning-after attire. At this rate, I’ll blush until June thirteenth. “And what else?”

			“Nothing else. Just my shirt.”

			I have to negotiate on this because even if it’s just Javier and me in the gallery, I need my knickers. “Will the shirt be open or buttoned?”

			“Open,” he mouths.

			My mouth goes dry. “Umm, that might be a problem with the no-nude rule. I’d feel more comfortable if I could keep my knickers.” Mortified, I look down at my cup of hot chocolate again.

			“Okay, knickers. But I get to pick them,” he says softly.

			I nod. “Thank you.”

			“That’s it. Unless you want to talk price.”

			I shake my head. No, that would be humiliating.

			“Now, I’d like the same color and style as the rest of the paintings but before I hire Feign, I need some information from you.”

			“What kind of information?”

			“Are you sleeping with Feign?” His voice is even and cold again.

			Whoa! That’s abrupt and kind of offensive. But I guess he is entitled to suspect it given what he knows. “No, I am not.”

			“Incidentally, are you with someone else?”

			“No.”

			He leans back on his chair. “Then, I’ll discuss the schedule with Feign and get back to you.”

			I’m confused. “Why would you not hire Feign if I were with him or someone else?”

			He raises an eyebrow. “I don’t want you distracted, Miss Snow. And I certainly don’t need to invite the ire of a jealous boyfriend. It wouldn’t end well for him.”

			“I guess that makes sense,” I say, but for some reason, I get the feeling his words mean something else. Oh well. Feign will throw a wrench in the works anyway, so I don’t need to worry.

			Mr. Hale sips his espresso. “Do you go back to England often?” he asks abruptly.

			“No.” It’s technically true.

			“What about your parents? Are they in England?”

			I guess I knew this was coming. I go through my routine for such questions. Take a breath, recite to carbon. “My parents have passed away, Mr. Hale.” I don’t look at him because I don’t want to see what I know I will see. Pity. I dislike it from anyone but apparently, I really despise it from him.

			“I’m very sorry.” His voice is the softest I’ve heard it yet. From the corner of my eye, I see his hand extend a little toward mine and then stop as if he thought better of it. “And I’m sorry I asked. I had no idea.”

			“No need to apologize. There can be no fault when the intention is kind.” I risk a look at him. His face is tender, like he is seeing something painful. And not just painful, but maybe familiar.

			“Do you have siblings?” he asks in that same gentle tone.

			“No.” I always wanted one but Mum couldn’t have children after me. She always felt a pang for that.

			“I’m an only child myself. I sympathize.”

			This voluntary disclosure feels like an olive branch. I accept it with a smile. “I went through a stage when I would draw my brother and sister. My parents had to endure the stick figures at the dinner table for several months.”

			“I should have given that a try. It might have made me less selfish.” He’s joking but his stormy eyes betray some regret. For some reason, I want to vanquish it.

			“Most kind people think of themselves as selfish, I’ve noticed.”

			He smiles but the dimple does not pucker in his cheek.

			“What about your parents?” I ask.

			“They’re vacationing in Thailand for the next month. My father, Robert, is an architect; my mother, Stella, an editor.” His voice turns guarded and distant. “Why did you leave England?” He puts the spotlight on me again.

			“After my parents’ car accident, I needed a fresh start. I’d always thought the States were more immigrant friendly than Europe. So, here I am.” I leave out the long, torturous journey of the last four years, the Top Ramens, the dependence on others. It would be a real downer.

			“This must have been very difficult for you,” he says softly.

			“I’ve had my moments. It’s better now though. I miss them still, but I have done my best to keep parts of them alive. Like the nutritional supplement that my dad was so keen on. Most days, I just feel really lucky to have had such unconditional love even for a short while.”

			“Well, from what I’ve seen, they would be really proud.”

			“Thank you. I’d like to think so.” I have a feeling he is trying to catch my eye but I stir my now-cold hot chocolate. A phantom hole sinks in my chest. Not like I’m missing something I’ve lost, but something I’ll never have. I fidget with my watch, or rather my dad’s Seiko watch.

			Mr. Hale looks at it, too, and his eyes soften. Suddenly, I am sure he knows.

			“Yes, this was my dad’s. I know it’s masculine, but I can’t imagine wearing something else.” I look at Mr. Hale’s watch reflexively. An Audemars Piguet that probably cost as much as one year’s tuition at Reed. He moves his hand under the table, looking almost embarrassed.

			“No need to hide your James Bond watch, Mr. Hale. Trust me, orphans don’t like making others uncomfortable. On the contrary, I’m happy for you.” I put as much honesty in my voice as possible. He obviously has some darkness he is hiding and despite it, or perhaps because of it, he has done quite well. He should be proud, not embarrassed.

			“Your parents must be proud too,” I say.

			His eyes zoom in and out of focus briefly, as if tectonic plates are shifting underneath. Then, they still.

			“If I ever sell my supplement, I’ll send you a picture of my Audemars.” I crack a joke to bring him back from whatever thought is emptying his eyes this way. It works. He is back with a melancholic smile.

			“Or maybe you’ll find yourself winning the lottery, Miss Snow.”

			Suddenly, the “Miss Snow” sounds jarring. “You can call me Elisa, Mr. Hale. Or Isa.”

			“Elisa.” He nods.

			My body thrums at the sound of my name from his lips. He does not make the same invitation to me. That’s good. For some reason, Aiden would be too much for me. Like the moment I say it out loud, I will be tied to him in a tangible way. But after witnessing his dimple-and-scar contradictions, his intelligence and now his tenderness, I have a feeling that if I allow myself to get close to Aiden Hale, it would be a hold for life. Suddenly, I want to leave.

			“I’d better go. I have a lot of information to download on poor Eric.”

			He stands with me. “I’ll walk you to the lab, Elisa.”

			He leaves a bill on the table and steps aside to let me lead the way. I walk into the misty morning, feeling new inside out. Even my own name.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			House of Sun

			By the afternoon, the mist has changed into a full-blown downpour. I huddle in my rain jacket as I ride Bus Six to the Solises, trying not to think about Mr. Hale or my ridiculous reaction to him. When I lose the battle, I recite the periodic table until the bus drops me off at the Solises’ napkin-sized clapboard home in Immigrantville on North Williams Avenue.

			Javier keeps Casa Solis painted crispy white. Pots of daffodils line the windows with Maria’s lace curtains. The mailbox has no name, just numbers. The Solises’ American dream in the flesh. And mine. I know every nook and cranny. The nutmeg in Maria’s kitchen, the lemon-scented dish soap, the couch that doubles as Javier’s bed because his room serves as a studio.

			I sprint to the door, knock once and go in. “It’s me,” I call.

			Javier’s little sisters run from the living room and turn into a pretzel around my waist. Javier strolls behind them, with a pencil behind his ear. They’re doing homework. Maria is at work even though it’s Saturday. In the kitchen corner is Antonio’s wheelchair—he must be resting. Since his construction accident last November, he is weak despite physical therapy every Thursday.

			“Here you go—new paints,” I say, tossing a Ziploc bag full of pigment jars to Javier. One of the benefits of being a chemist? You can make things like your own shampoo, your roommate’s hand moisturizer or your de facto brother’s acrylic paints in a lab.

			He catches it. “Thanks! Denton’s still okay with this?”

			“Are you mad? He thinks I should patent the formula.”

			He nods and sets the pigments on the counter. I start cleaning the kitchen while the girls give me a detailed account of their day.

			“Still no hot water?” I ask Javier as Isabel tells me about her biology test.

			“Need three more paintings for a new heater.” He shrugs, helping Isadora practice her ballet pirouette.

			By the time I’ve wiped the counters with ethanol, Bel and Dora go back to their homework on the dinner table, and Daniela starts drawing in her coloring book, while four-year-old Anamelia starts banging on her toy drums.

			I catch Javier’s eye and cock my head toward his bedroom. He needs to know about Mr. Hale’s project. He follows me with knitted eyebrows.

			The more I talk—quietly, so the girls can’t hear—the more his eyes dilate in fear. By the time I finish, his sienna skin is pale.

			“What did you say?” he whispers. His hands are shaking. I can’t stand the sight of him terrified. I walk over to him and take his hand.

			“I know it’s scary, Javier, but think about it. There’s no way Feign will go for it. Hale wants this done in his house and if Feign agreed, he’d practically admit his fraud. Shh, calm down.” I rub my hand across his back. His breathing has picked up, shallow and fast, like a wounded deer’s.

			“But, Isa, the girls! What if Feign freaks and fires me? Or I get caught? They’ll be wards of the state with a paralyzed dad and a housekeeper mom.” His whispers tremble. I squeeze his hand.

			“Listen to me. Please! Feign will come up with some excuse about the location and, at most, we’ll end up in the gallery as always. And in the end, I’ll give you all the money. I’m done here but you can go on. Maybe put it toward a college fund?”

			Javier drops my hands. “A college fund for what?” he spits out. “You of all people should know better.” He shakes his head and stomps to the other side of the room.

			“Why did you agree at all, Isa? Why even take this risk?”

			“I’m so sorry, I was afraid he’d dig deeper and I was—” I stop immediately because he shoots me a look of pure fury. His ebony eyes are so deep I have a vision of falling. His nostrils flare. I have never seen this look on Javier before. When he speaks, his voice is quiet.

			“Don’t give me that bullshit, Isa. You didn’t do this for me.”

			“What? What do you mean?” My eyes start to prickle. Javier has never been mad at me before. Not once in four years. He stalks toward me and lowers his mouth to my ear.

			“You like the American billionaire fantasizing about you, don’t you? You like the idea of his eyes looking on you even after you’re gone.”

			I start to shake my head but stop. He has spoken the truth although it has nothing to do with Hale’s money. It has everything to do with Hale himself.

			“As I thought,” Javier says.

			“Javier, no. I didn’t do this for his money or because he is American. I guess I—”

			He puts one paint-stained finger on my lips. “Don’t finish that sentence. I think I know. But this isn’t the time to get more attached, Isa. If we have thirty-two days left as a family, we shouldn’t waste them with strangers. There are lots of those, sweetheart, but you only have one family here.” His voice loses the anger and becomes soft.

			Tears roll down my cheeks. He wipes them away with his index finger and pulls me into his arms. The homey smell of paint and peppermint surrounds me. He presses his lips on the center of my forehead where my dad used to kiss me. Silent sobs crash against my rib cage so violently that I can’t make a sound.

			When the sobs turn to tears, I perch on his painting stool, wiping my eyes with my sleeve.

			“Did you decide what you’re going to do?” Javier says, folding cross-legged on the floor.

			It takes me a moment to remember what he is asking. “Oh, yeah. I can’t face it, Javier. I can’t walk on that stage, with all those parents around.”

			“Maria and I would be there.”

			“No, you both need to work. I’m not messing up your lives too.”

			His eyebrows furrow until they become a paintbrush. “All right, we’ll just throw you a little party here next Sunday.”

			I start to protest but my phone rings in my pocket. Reagan.

			The moment I answer, she squeals. After several falsettos, I surmise that she has a job offer as a research assistant at Oregon Health & Science University, testing models for behavioral therapy. Finally! Something right for one of us.

			“So, we’re going to Andina for drinks. Dad’s treat,” Reagan announces with finality. “Bring Javier too. It’s the last thing Dad’s paying for. And we can all use a drink. Or six.”

			* * * * *

			Andina—Portland’s crème de la crème Peruvian restaurant—has a din loud enough for conversation to blend in with the crowd, but not so loud that we develop laryngitis from screaming. Reagan has saved us a spot in the downstairs lobby. We order sangria, mojitos and ceviche. One mojito in, Reagan peers at me with narrowed eyes. I gulp my sangria. Every time she has that look, it involves an idea like bungee jumping.

			“Isa, I’ve been thinking,” she starts with an ominous tone. “Why don’t you just stay illegally? It’s better than an empty home. You’d give up science but…” She trails off with a shrug.

			Truth be told, I’ve thought about it. Maria could find me a cleaning job at the hotel. But my science dream would die.

			“I’m thinking about it,” I mumble and down the rest of my sangria, filling up the goblet again.

			A sultry tango tune starts—“Sentimientos”—and Javier leans in. “Let’s dance. Before you get completely plastered.”

			Javier has something that most American men don’t—rhythm. He can dance, and he’s good at it. I never understood the aversion American boys have to dancing. I love Argentine tango.

			After four years of doing this, we dance close-embrace. Javier’s T-shirt is level with my eyes, and I notice some small paint stains. On him, they look distinguished, not dirty. After two more songs, we head back to the table—Javier walking, me waddling.

			“Javier, you need to teach me how to tango,” Reagan demands as soon as we sit down. She looks blurry around the edges. “Isa is a horrible teacher. I end up leading her.”

			Javier laughs, and they’re off planning while I tackle a mojito. I chug it, almost inhaling the crushed ice at the bottom.

			A clearing of the throat distracts me from my assault on ice. Bloody hell, I know that sound. I blink through the haze and there he is in all his glory. My Mr. Hale. Tall, absurdly beautiful and pinning me with his sapphire gaze. I think my mouth is closed but I could be wrong.

			“Elisa.” He nods—a quizzical note in his voice.

			“Hello, Mr. Hale.” Ugh! My words sounded like a garbled sigh, whether from the sight of him or the drinks I’ve quaffed, I don’t know.

			“What are you doing out in this weather?” He speaks slowly, as though he is addressing someone who is mentally challenged.

			“Technically, we’re not out,” I argue and laugh. That last mojito suddenly doesn’t seem like such a good idea. “Oops! Sorry, you meant not at home. Well, we came here to get drunk. Ethanol-induced neurotransmitter excitation.”

			“I see.” His voice becomes clipped, and his eyes sweep over Reagan and Javier. A flash of anger strikes in their depths as though he holds the two of them responsible for this poor decision—or for the rainstorm. Some still-sober neurons remember table manners, and I introduce them. Reagan is regaled with a formal nice-to-meet-you, but Javier only gets a curt nod.

			“How are you getting home?” Hale asks, strangely looking at Javier.

			“I’m driving.” Reagan raises her hand. “I’ve only had one mojito and my car is right outside.”

			Hale looks like he does not like that plan at all. A deafening clap of thunder chooses this moment to boom. Hale’s jaw clenches, and his right hand curls into a tight fist.

			“Sir, the Tokyo clan has arrived,” a familiar deep voice says quietly. Only now, I notice Shaq’s twin a few feet to the right of Hale. Despite his formidable size, he has the kindest brown eyes I have seen on a stranger. “They’re waiting in your private room.”

			“Thank you, Benson,” Hale answers, fixing his eyes on me. They lighten as always, and his fist relaxes. “Are you all right?” he asks in a husky voice, as though we are all alone.

			Perhaps it’s that tone or his probing intense eyes but his question cuts through the alcohol daze and in this moment, I want to be. I want to be a normal American girl, with parents, a blue passport and a bubbly giggle who can answer his question with a true yes.

			“There are about seventeen answers to that question in a dichotomous key, Mr. Hale,” I answer, forcing a smile.

			He holds my gaze for a moment, and I stare back. How did all my euphoria disappear so completely? Suddenly, I don’t want him to see this part of me.

			“Good night, Mr. Hale,” I tell him, my tone more abrupt than I intended.

			His jaw ticks once and he turns his sniper eyes on Javier and Reagan. He glares at them with what can only be described as dragon wrath.

			“Good evening to you all.” He nods formally and makes to leave, but then pauses.

			“Be safe,” he says to me, with those same intense eyes. Benson steps to the side moments before Hale turns like he already anticipated the movement. I stare at Hale’s broad shoulders and narrow hips as he climbs the stairs to the private dining rooms. Then I chug Javier’s mojito and Reagan’s leftover sangria and start chewing on ice.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			The First Goodbye

			I wake up Sunday morning, feeling like Johnny Cash, with no way to hold my head up that doesn’t hurt. According to Reagan and Johnny, a beer for breakfast helps. Who am I to question them? I go to the fridge to get one of Reagan’s loyal Coronas. I sip it from the bottle at our kitchen table, mortified when I think about last night. Who knows what Mr. Hale thinks of me now? I have no doubt I disappointed him, slurring, barely vertical and with more moods than Sybil.

			The real question is, why do I care so much? I have no business having such strong reactions to a man I barely know, in a land where I barely exist. I need to do something about this. Maybe break my femur so that the painting never happens. Femurs take thirty days to heal, for sure.

			Reagan comes to the kitchen in her workout clothes—Union Jack shorts, a pink sweatshirt and sneakers, which she insists on calling jumper and trainers. “Hey, lushie. How are you feeling?” She laughs. The sound makes my head throb.

			“Very sorry.”

			She sits opposite me at the kitchen table with a mischievous look. “Your cell rang four times last night, so I picked up,” she says in a singsong voice.

			“Oh God, was it Eric?” If he has ruined another protein batch, I will castrate him.

			“Nope.” She takes a deep breath for dramatic effect. “Aiden Hale.”

			A long moment of silence follows this announcement in my head. Slowly, I muster all my strength to form an articulate response.

			“Huh?”

			Reagan laughs again. “Yep. Five minutes after you passed out. He wanted to see if we made it home all right. He said your phone and address were in your presentation materials.”

			My pulse starts a jagged rhythm. “Did he say anything else?”

			“No. Just thank you and hung up.”

			I can’t understand the dejection that grips me. What was I hoping he would say to Reagan? I am completely mental.

			“Isa, I think he likes you. Granted, he has weird ways of showing it, but why would he give a damn otherwise?” Reagan says with certainty.

			Every hungover brain cell wants to believe it. Except, there is one small problem. Reality. And I didn’t have a chance to tell Reagan yesterday about my new modeling job. The more I tell her, the more her eyebrows disappear into her red curls.

			“Well, that may explain why he called to check if you made it safe and scratch-free, but it doesn’t explain why he was so pissed. It seemed out of proportion for whatever it was.”

			“I don’t know. He’s a rather intense bloke. Every reaction seems magnified in his case but I have no idea why.” Take when he enters a place. We all look around, but he is hypervigilant. Personal space: we all need it, but not with his radius. Privacy: he seems to raise it to isolation.

			“I wonder if he’s that intense with all the good things too.” Reagan snickers and wiggles her eyebrows.

			I remember the heat of his gaze at Paradox and suppress a shiver. I’m not ready to tell Reagan about that. In fact, I shouldn’t be thinking about it at all. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. What can I do with thirty-one days?”

			“I can think of plenty of things to do with a man like Hale for thirty-one days.” Reagan giggles again.

			I press the cold Corona bottle to my cheek.

			“Thinking about your period works too.” Reagan winks. “Or you can practice your speech with me.”

			“My speech? What speech?”

			Reagan’s mouth pops open. “Isa, when was the last time you checked your email?”

			“Before my stereochem final. Why?”

			She gasps. “Holy shit, you don’t know. You’re valedictorian. Number one in our class. I think it’s customary that you speak at graduation.”

			I’m surprised by how unconcerned I am with this information. Yes, I have strong grades, but I have no intention of giving a speech in front of proud parents when mine are… Someone else should do it, with parents there who will glow and remember.

			“I better check my email, then. I’ll figure something out.”

			Reagan eyes me suspiciously. I put on what I hope to be a solid, albeit hungover, poker face. She pats my hand and pushes away from the table.

			“Best of British luck, then. Pip-pip.” She laughs and heads out for a run.

			I stumble to T. rex and open my inbox. Sure enough, there is the valedictorian announcement from President Campbell. I write back.

			Dear President Campbell,

			Thank you for the honor accorded to me by Reed College. Unfortunately, I will be unable to speak at graduation. If it is a requirement that I do so in order to obtain my accolade, I hereby relinquish it.

			Sincerely,

			Elisa Snow

			I shut down my computer and grab my ancient camera. My mission today is simple: take as many pictures of my life here as possible.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Hale Storm

			It finally gets dark, and I can’t take any more pictures. At least I’ve documented Powell’s City of Books even if I won’t be here to read its one million volumes. I head back home for Sunday RED night—Reagan and Elisa Dinner night. Reagan’s Rule Number One: break the streak for no bloke. Obviously, she’s the only one restrained by that rule.

			As I turn the corner to our apartment building, the first thing I see is a black, presidential-looking Range Rover SUV parked not on the street but over the sidewalk and flush with the stairs. It’s practically a barricade. Calico, my neighbor’s rescue cat who is not actually a calico, is eyeing someone inside the car with wrathful eyes. I go to scratch his ears but the SUV door opens. I freeze. My knees lock, and my heart claws in my chest. Because out of the SUV, uncoiling gracefully, comes my Mr. Hale. But not my Mr. Hale.

			He looks forbidding. His eyes are glacial blue, paler than usual. He stands taller, tenser, more angular—as though every cell in his body is straining to contain a force within. This is not the dragon. This is whatever dragons are afraid of.

			“Elisa.” He does not give me his customary nod, and his voice is Kasia-cold. Thinking of Kasia, I realize why he is livid. Feign must have torpedoed the painting.

			“Mr. Hale. This is a nice surprise. Have you been waiting long?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’m sorry, I had no idea you were coming. Is everything all right?”

			“There are about seventeen answers to that question in a dichotomous key, Elisa.”

			Heat burns my cheeks—nothing less than I deserve—so I start to babble. “That bad, huh? May I recommend hot chocolate instead of sangria? The theobromine—”

			“Why is Brett Feign trying to convince me to use his protégé, Harvey Sellers, for your painting?” His voice cuts me off like an ice blade.

			Bollocks! Sweat gathers in my armpits and my stomach clenches violently. He must have offered Feign an enormous amount of money for Feign to take this risk. But I can’t take any chances with Javier’s life—even if my instincts tell me that Hale would not hurt him.

			“What do you mean?” I hedge, wishing for nothing more than a Margaret Thatcher voice but sounding instead like Snow White by the wishing well.

			He gazes at me until I reach potassium. Then something changes in his eyes. They lose their icy regard and zoom in on my face like a camera lens.

			“What are you hiding, Elisa?” he asks. The change is there in his voice too. For the first time, it is not cold. It’s calculating, with a warm undercurrent.

			In that moment, I want to tell him my secret. I want to tell him everything about me. But I can’t form the words, and I finally understand why. Because the moment Hale knows, it becomes real. He has become the fantasy, just like this land once was. And he will be one more thing I have to lose.

			“I don’t know why Feign is asking you to use Harvey Sellers.” I can’t look at him and lie, so I start worrying my camera’s strap around my wrist.

			“Maybe you know this then. Why is there no record of anyone named Harvey Sellers anywhere? No personnel files, no bank accounts, no driver’s licenses, no addresses, no credit reports, nothing. It’s almost…as if he does not exist.” He speaks in a steady, measured tone—the way a chess player moves the pawns before playing the queen.

			“In fact, Elisa, the dearth of information on Harvey Sellers is even more absolute than information about you. Then I remembered you said that CIS keeps immigration records sealed. So I became suspicious, Elisa. Very suspicious.”

			He lowers his head and his eyes come level with mine. Moth and flame. I can’t even blink. When I don’t say anything, he goes on.

			“But then last night, I found my clue in the most unexpected place.” He pauses again, and I sense he just played his queen. My breathing grows shallow and I think wildly of a hummingbird with broken wings. “Do you know what I’m talking about?”

			I shake my head.

			“Don’t you? Well, let me see if I can help you. I remembered what Kasia Moss told me the very first time I laid eyes on you. Do you remember?”

			“I remember seeing you.” I say the only truthful thing I have spoken for a while.

			If he heard the softness of my voice, he shows no sign. “Kasia Moss said that the artist uses only black, white and gray in his paintings. Is that ringing any bells?”

			I nod.

			“Imagine my surprise when I saw those very same colors staining the T-shirt of your tango partner, Javier Solis, last night.”

			Checkmate! Javier’s paint stains—I never thought they would be the telltale clues.

			“Can you explain the coincidence, Elisa?”

			“No, I cannot.” I speak the truth because I really can’t explain. It is not my secret to tell.

			He nods as if he already anticipated my answer. “Why is it that a woman with a four-point-oh GPA, who has invented a highly complex protein, and who has an IQ score of one-sixty, is unable to connect these dots?”

			“How do you know my IQ score?”

			“Arthur Denton gushed about you. Impressive, indeed. It explains your invention, your GPA, your ability to calculate dichotomous keys on the spot and your contribution at age sixteen to a paper called ‘The Hunger Genome’ authored by Peter Andrew Snow for the Cambridge University Press.”

			At the sound of my father’s name, I gain some strength. “You take a lot of liberties with other people’s privacy, Mr. Hale, yet you seem to guard yours so closely. I’m sure you have your reasons. I’m really curious about them but I won’t probe. Maybe you should afford the same courtesy to others?” My voice is strong but my stomach is churning. Beads of sweats tickle my spine.

			The change in his face is drastic. It goes from cautious to impassive in a nanosecond. He regards me intently, but the tension in his eyes slackens a little.

			“His privacy, I can allow. But not yours. I have every intention of learning everything about you, Elisa.” He says my name very softly.

			Under his gaze, I change. It’s not just the flash of heat and the flexing thighs. It’s something warm that pulsates between my lungs, perhaps a new organ that comes to life only in response to the likes of Mr. Hale.

			For the first time this evening, I allow myself to look below his neck at all his finery—cashmere navy sweater, expensive dark jeans—money and power screaming from every inch. Instinctively, my eyes flit to my sneakers. How many hours do they have left in them? I shiver when I think of what he would say if my toe finally broke through the worn fabric. Next to him, I look like Cinderella at midnight but with no glass slipper left behind for him to find me. As if we weren’t already two worlds and thirty-one days apart. I risk a peek at him and see that same tender face as he regards my sneakers too.

			He looks like he is about to say something but right then, the door of my apartment building opens and Reagan barges toward us, scarlet fascinator askew.

			“Isa!” she roars. “Where the hell have you been?”

			Before I can begin to explain, she’s off. “I’ve been worried sick. Your note said you’d be back forty-five minutes ago. No phone calls! No car! No money! What if they came—” She stops abruptly when she finally notices my Mr. Hale. I peek at him. He is watching her carefully, his eyebrows knitted. I try to act as if nothing happened.

			“Reg, I know, I’m sorry. I’ll explain when we get in.” I beg her with my eyes to stop. She nods and smiles at him.

			“What’s up, Hale?” she throws at him. He looks like he has never been greeted with the words what’s up before. He nods once, which apparently means “fine, how are you?” and turns to me.

			“How soon are you available for your first session in my home?” His voice is warm but firm, as if he wants to leave no doubt that the painting is definitely happening.

			“Tomorrow.” Ugh, I sound like I swallowed helium.

			“You don’t have plans to celebrate your graduation?” His voice softens.

			These are my plans to celebrate. “I did that last night.”

			He frowns as though recalling something unpleasant. “Are you sure? It’s a big achievement in life,” he persists.

			“The Solises are throwing me a party next weekend,” I answer, hoping to get him off this subject. And also wondering if it would be weird to invite him.

			He nods as if pleased with my answer. “Then, I’ll meet you in front of the Reed Library right after your graduation ceremony.”

			Uh-oh. That might throw a wrench in my plans. “Umm, Mr. Hale, could you give me about half an hour after that? And you don’t have to pick me up. I can come to you.”

			He shakes his head. “I said I’m picking you up. But you can have your half hour. I will meet you here at one thirty.” He sounds like an army general. If I weren’t so depleted from our conversation, it would be funny.

			“Okay. I’ll see you then.”

			Suddenly, I realize I’m out of things to say and he is about to leave. I’m not sure what we accomplished here today, but I have the feeling that we just got a little closer. And despite all my wishes to stop time, tomorrow can’t come fast enough.

			“Well, now that that’s all sorted out, you, inside with me.” Reagan has had it. “Your Cornish clotted cream is waiting and Colin Firth is not getting any younger.”

			Hale watches her with a raised eyebrow. She grips my hand and hauls me away.

			“Good night, Mr. Hale.” I smile at him over my shoulder, wondering why Colin Firth no longer looks handsome to me.

			“Oh, Elisa?” he calls as we reach the steps.

			I turn, too eager, and my breath catches in my throat. His otherworldly face—now free of anger or tension or accusations—has gentled with a glow from his eyes.

			“Yes?” I breathe. Or maybe I sigh.

			“Next time, please don’t write down your address on materials you give to strangers. It’s not very safe.”

			He wants me safe, like he said yesterday. My heart picks up a frantic rhythm. As though he can hear it, his lips lift into my favorite dimpled smile. I barely nod; I’m staring at his face, trying to commit every pore to memory.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Valedictorian

			After watching the full BBC series of Pride and Prejudice, I finally go to bed. Even though I should be exhausted, I’m so wired thinking of tomorrow that I start on the periodic table, this time in Spanish. Reagan grilled me through dinner and it took one hour to calm Javier down over the phone. Apparently, Benson will pick him up at the gallery two hours after Hale picks me up here. I wonder why he staggered our appointments, and my stomach does backflips.

			For the first time, I experiment with whispering his name out loud. Aiden. Aiden. Aiden. It’s getting easier to say it. Easier to let him in. When I finally fall sleep, his name echoes in my head.

			I wake up at the sound of Reagan pounding on my door.

			“Isa, wake up, you’ll miss graduation if you don’t start getting ready.”

			Oh, bollocks! I didn’t break this news to her last night because she was freaking out about Hale and Colin Firth. I crawl out of bed and open my door.

			“Morning, Reg.”

			“Come on sleepy head, I’ll do your hair. Your big speech!” She claps her hands.

			Okay, here goes nothing. “Reg, I’m not giving a speech. Actually, I—umm—I’m not going.”

			She gawks at me like I’m speaking pig Latin. “What the fuck?”

			I don’t expect her to understand, or anyone else for that matter. But there’s no way I’m wasting four hours of my numbered days to hear about what a great beginning this is. ICE’s formal countdown starts today, even if mine started a week ago. I’d much rather spend the next four hours getting ready for my painting, practicing the name Aiden, shaving my legs and doing other wonderful things. Not to mention that walking at graduation without my parents there makes my stomach twist worse than any hangover. I give Reagan an edited version of this. It takes a good fifteen minutes to convince her. Finally, she relents.

			“Fine. I guess I get it. Frankly, I’d be upset too. So, do you want me accept on your behalf?”

			“I don’t think they’ll let you. It’s not the Oscars, Reg.”

			She gives me a puppy-eyes look and skips to her room to get ready while I eat some cereal in the kitchen.

			The moment I’m alone, my nerves start making an unwelcome but assertive appearance. I’m about to face Aiden Hale with nothing but knickers and an undone shirt. Bloody hell, what if he picks a thong? What if the room is cold and I get all…nippy? Javier will be there too. He will see all that as well. Why on earth did I agree to this with so little information? Oh, right, because my brain was mush at the time and because I never thought it would actually happen. Now that it’s only five hours away, my hands start shaking and I have to set my cereal bowl down on the table. Deep breaths, deep breaths. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium, 4.003. Lithium, 6.94…

			Reagan walks into the kitchen, delaying the breakdown that is sure to come. She looks stunning in a simple moss-green dress. Before she can see the madness inside, I distract her.

			“Reg, you look great. Here, let me take some pics.” It works immediately. She giggles and poses, blowing kisses at my camera as I snap away.

			“Speaking of looking great, what are you wearing today?” she asks, striking a serious-psychology-student pose.

			I know exactly what I’m wearing. Or not wearing. “Whatever I can find in your closet.” I shrug with a smile.

			“My push-up bras are in the second drawer.” She giggles.

			This was not the thought I needed in my head.

			“Here, happy graduation!” I say, handing her a small box, wrapped in red, white and blue. My hand shakes a little.

			“Isa! You’re not supposed to buy me—”

			“I didn’t. It’s something I’ve had for a while.”

			She must hear the thickness in my voice because she squints at me. But Reagan cannot resist a present for more than three seconds. Three, two, one.

			She tears the patriotic paper and lifts the lid. Then she gasps and jumps back two steps.

			“Oh my God!” she whispers and looks up at me, green eyes wide. “Is this your mom’s emerald brooch?”

			I smile. “Yes. And my grandma Cecilia’s. It has always belonged to the women in my family. And now it belongs to you.”

			Reagan’s eyes fill up with tears. “Isa, I can’t—”

			I take her hand in both of mine. “Yes, you can. I want you to. Besides, it matches your eyes—”

			A red-haired fireball almost knocks me to the kitchen floor. She doesn’t speak. Nor do I. We just hold each other, refusing to say what we are both thinking. Goodbye.

			“Go on, then,” I say. “Or President Campbell will get all shirty.”

			She sniffles and smiles. “That means mad, right?”

			“Right.”

			She pins Clare’s brooch on her dress and pats it. “Okay, I’m staying at Hotel Lucia with Mom and Dad tonight. Come over if Hale is being a wanker. Or better yet, shag him silly.”

			“Reagan!”

			“Cheerio!” she calls over her shoulder and slams the door behind her.

			In the ringing silence, my nerves hit full force. I distract myself by tackling the dilemma of what to wear. Yes, it’s ridiculous because it will come off the moment I go to his house, but still, in my escapist fantasy this is almost a date. A very one-sided date. I try at least twenty outfits before I decide on a navy sheath dress and red flats. Patriotic. For good luck. Then, I march into the restroom to shower. I shave my legs, saying a silent thanks to my ancestors for the genetic quirk that has caused me to have so very little pubic hair. A Brazilian wax would be just as effective but more expensive. If Hale has opted for some lacy, see-through affair, pubic hair would definitely kill me if the nerves don’t do the job before he gets here.

			When I’m finally ready and dressed, the nerves get so bad that I start sweating. I plug in the floor fan and stand in front of it with my arms up in the air, trying to reason with myself.

			Javier will be there. He knows you. If Hale asks for anything too crazy, like legs behind the ears, Javier will put his foot down for aesthetic reasons. He’s nothing if not persnickety about his art. If you’re asked to wear a G-string, you just say “no” in a polite fashion and insist on wearing your knickers. And no matter what, don’t drop them at the sight of him.

			My thighs flex at the thought, and I triple-check my knickers to make sure they’re the right ones. The only lace ones I have, just in case I need to resort to them. My pep talk is not working so I go to my favorite chocolate, Baci, stashed in the back of the spice drawer in the kitchen. I usually have one of these for emergencies. I take two today, and tuck them in my purse. Then I go back to the fan and start the periodic table backward in Italian.

			On fosforo, the door rattles under four sharp, loud knocks. According to my dad’s watch, I still have one hour before Hale gets here. I peek through the hole and freeze. Bloody hell, it’s the Dragon, with a capital D this time. What did I do today? Oh, maybe he is canceling the painting. I put a half-baked plan together and open the door.

			“Mr. Hale, what a nice surprise,” I start with a big smile, my voice high enough for the bats to hear it.

			He steps inside. I think he’s trying to calm himself but it’s hard to tell with the smoke coming out of his ears. He runs a hand over his hair. What the devil is wrong with him? My knickers are a little terrified, clinging to my hips for dear life. He takes one deep breath and explodes.

			“Are you so above the rest, Miss Snow, that you will not deign to attend even your graduation from the institution that has granted you its highest academic honor? Or is this how little your own life means to you?” He speaks through gritted teeth.

			Oh, bollocks! How did he find out, and why does he care? Be strong, Isa. “I’m sorry, but that’s none of your business.” I ignore his second question. Something about it makes me recoil.

			He looks at me like I just insulted his mother. Honestly, I think I see fire from his nostrils. “None of my fucking business? Is that your answer?” Still gritted teeth, which I suppose is better than fangs.

			“Yes, that’s my answer.” I stay calm, hoping some of it will rub off on him. No such luck.

			“Over three thousand people watched President Campbell announce Miss Elisa Cecilia Snow, valedictorian in absentia, and a full minute of silence fell over the crowd, and you say it’s none of my fucking business?” He is spitting fire.

			Damn it! Why would President Campbell announce it? I emailed the traitor. Well, one thing at a time. The Dragon first. “No, I didn’t say fucking business. I said simply business.”

			He looks at me with flared nostrils and roars, his fists hanging down.

			“What is wrong with you?”

			Oh, this is rich. He is morphing into a Tolkien creature and I’m the freak? I am usually a calm, rational agent. It’s probably not apparent based on this last week, but I am. But right now, with my newly shaved legs and my lacy knickers on, after practicing his name all day in front of a stupid fan, I want to scratch his eyes out.

			“There’s nothing wrong with me, Mr. Hale. However, based on your behavior these last two days, may I suggest the very real possibility that there is something seriously wrong with you? I strongly recommend that you visit a psychiatrist, sir, and soon, before you become a menace on the streets of Portland and incinerate us all for exercising our right as free human beings to go wherever we bloody well please,” I hiss, feeling a kindred spirit with Medusa because he has turned to stone.

			Before I can draw a breath, he takes the two steps between us and his mouth closes in on mine, his hands like a vise around my face.

			The force of his kiss slams me against the wall and makes me gasp. His lips mold with mine, and his tongue is dancing inside my mouth. My knees shake a little. As if he knows, one of his hands leaves my face, trails down my body and rests at the small of my back, arching me against him and supporting all my weight. I move my tongue shyly around his. I taste cinnamon and something else, something Aiden. My blood ignites, and another gasp escapes me. At the sound, he presses his hips against me, and his long fingers reach into my hair. He pulls my head back until my mouth opens wider. Our tongues move together, and his anger changes to desperation and then to a slower rhythm that I can follow. Of their own accord, my arms reach up around his neck and my fingers knot in his hair. He tenses, so I try to let go but he draws me closer until there is no more space left. I feel every line of his body against mine. His teeth graze my bottom lip. It takes me a moment to realize that the moan I hear is coming from me. He pulls away, his breathing harsh and labored.

			“Impossible woman,” he growls.

			I open my eyes. His sapphire depths are blazing. Without his arm supporting me, my knees go back to shaky and weak. Then it dawns on me. Bloody hell, I’ve just been kissed by Aiden Hale! And what a kiss it was. I’ll be the first to admit I don’t have much experience with such things, but I am willing to bet my supplement’s formula that no girl, anywhere, has been kissed like this. I pinch myself discreetly to make sure I’m awake. Yes, it was real. My lips are tingling.

			“Are you ready to go?” he asks, his breathing now back in control. Apparently, we are not going to talk about it. That’s good. What if his next words end this? And what is there to say regardless? By some miracle, he wants me at some level, and I want him at all levels. That’s good enough for now. Good enough for forever for someone like me.

			It takes me a while to formulate a thought, let alone an answer. Even then, all I can manage is to nod and pick up my purse.

			He takes my hand and we step out in the first sunny morning of Portland’s spring.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Garden of Aiden

			Aiden opens the door of a gunmetal Aston Martin for me. Maybe he likes British things. I take the seat as gingerly as possible, feeling oddly adrift when he lets go of my hand. He lopes around the car, gets in and starts driving. He is abruptly tense. His eyes darken as he scans the street with sniper vigilance. The tension of his shoulders snaps back around him like an elastic band. I want to ask why but I’m afraid of the answer.

			He switches on the sound system and Lucio Dalla’s “Caruso” fills the car. What are the chances?

			“Are you all right?” Aiden asks. It must have shown on my face.

			“Yes. It’s just the song. My parents loved it.” I feel strangely as though they just gave me a blessing.

			“I can change it if it’s too much.” He is looking at me like I might break.

			“No, I like it. They must be happy up there. Besides, I love the words.”

			He studies me for an instant, like he is trying to break a code. “What do you love about them?”

			I shrug. “I guess how the two refuse to say goodbye even in the end.”

			“There would be better things to do in the end.” He nods, looking back at the road. The looming deadline suddenly takes the shape of a harpy, destroying every warm tingle his kiss left behind.

			“So, you went to my graduation?” I ask to distract myself from the burning in my throat.

			He smirks. “So it would seem.”

			“Why?”

			He blows out a gusty sigh. “I didn’t want you to be alone at one of your life’s biggest moments.” He shakes his head as if the thought itself is an aberration.

			It’s one of the sweetest things he has said. My fingers itch to touch his face, so I knot them together lest they move on their own.

			“Thank you. That was very thoughtful. And it explains why you were so upset. Alas, not a madman after all.”

			He huffs as if he really thinks he is a madman. “Elisa, why didn’t you go?” The anger is gone now. All that’s left behind is something like concern. Is that it? He’s worried about me? Under that theory, his behavior these last few days takes on a different meaning.

			I stare out of the window, repressing a sob for finding this so late in the game. End it now or end it later? Which would hurt less? The painful clenching in my stomach says plainly that either option is hideous. And if I have so little time left, would it be such a crime to hold on to him a little longer? Maybe just for today?

			“Mr. Hale—” I stop talking because he reaches for my chin with his long fingers and turns my face toward him.

			“Say my name.” His voice is low and rugged but his eyes are soft.

			“Aiden,” I whisper. Instantly, he becomes more real, urging me to nurse the fantasy of him and me a little longer. “Aiden, can we agree to something?”

			He frowns. “It depends on what it is.”

			“Can we agree that, at least for today, we implement an embargo?”

			His eyebrows knit together. “An embargo? Embargo on what?”

			“On secrets. I share none of mine, and you share none of yours. A free pass to us both, but everything else is on the table.” I keep my voice soft to mask the hideousness inside.

			He veers sharply to the right and slams the brakes. The car behind us honks and swerves around, the driver flipping us off. Aiden’s posture straightens, his muscles rise and he turns his body to face me.

			“Elisa, are you in trouble? Because if you are, you should tell me. I can help you. There’s no reason for you to suffer through whatever it is alone.”

			How can I share this pain and not forge a bond with him? And then where do I go from there? If you thought you had lost everything only to find out there was a lot more to lose, would you risk it? Or would you play it safe and try to survive?

			“Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind. So do we have a deal?” I look him in the eye, trying to hold my face together.

			“No, goddamn it, we don’t have a deal.” He looks around wildly. For the first time I notice a whisper of helplessness in his eyes. Unable to resist, I reach slowly to caress his cheek so that he sees my intention. With his force field around him, he may need the warning.

			“It’s nothing for you to worry about. I’m not in danger. Let’s just try it. Surely the private part of you finds that appealing too?”

			He shakes his head and pinches the bridge of his nose between his thumb and his index finger, drawing a deep breath.

			“As if your paintings and brain were not enough to drive any man insane, now you have thrown this into the mix. But I suppose I’m in a better position to help you if I strike this deal than if I don’t. So, yes, we have an embargo on sharing. For today.” He shakes his head as if he cannot believe this himself.

			Yes! Twenty-four hours of paradise smack in the middle of hell. I lean in slowly and give him a small kiss on the cheek. “Thank you.”

			He looks like he has never been kissed on the cheek before. I pull away in case it makes him uncomfortable. His eyes are unfathomable—light on the surface, dark within.

			He starts driving again without a word. We wind higher and higher up the West Hills, curving around the Portland Rose Garden. With a vibration between my lungs, I realize Aiden lives by a rose garden like I used to—although lives may be too soft a word. Presides fits him better.

			The Rose Garden is behind now, and we are still climbing. Suddenly, I know we have entered his domain the way we know spring has arrived. With a feeling in our blood, right before ice starts to melt. The pressure of the altitude muffles my ears until all I hear is my own heartbeat. There are no houses around anymore, only dense evergreens and sky. Aiden takes a sharp left and comes to a stop before a modern iron gate. He slides his palm over a pad in a stainless steel monitor. The gates open.

			I expect to see a house, but no. An endless hide-and-seek driveway undulates before us, framed by tall oaks and cedars. On the right, in a green clearing, is a paved, smooth circle. It takes a few blinks to realize it’s a helipad.

			At last, as though part of nature, a stately house materializes among the trees. Except, the word house is too artificial. This is almost an extension of the primordial forest. Everything about it, from the red cedar wood panels to the charcoal slate, the gray riverbed rocks and the airy spatial windows, is organic. The modern minimalist lines curve around nature rather than bending nature to their will.

			Aiden chuckles next to me, and I close my gaping mouth. “It’s beautiful here,” I say.

			“It’s getting better.” He smiles, and gets out of the car to open my door. The moment I’m out, he takes my hand again and presses his lips to my hair. I lean into him, sniffing his Aiden scent surreptitiously. I should figure out a way to bottle this.

			At the double front doors, he slides his palm over another pad. The doors open into a cream-and-slate foyer. The moment we step inside, lights brighten almost imperceptibly. I blink once and everything is back to normal. Hmm, maybe I imagined it.

			Aiden leads me by my waist to a palatial living room. As we cross the threshold, the lights brighten and dim again, blinking fast. I turn to ask him, but he shakes his head. I tuck this away as a world perched between earth and sky surrounds me.

			Straight ahead, Mount Hood is almost touchable. Refracting sunrays are my only clue that a back wall separates us, made entirely of glass. I blink, recalling Denton’s lecture on glass optical qualities. This must be the highest—nearly invisible.

			Everything from the open-flame riverbed rock fireplace to the barstools in a kitchen the size of Feign Art is bespoke and chic. All light gray and cream, except the chestnut wooden floor and the oversized salvaged oak coffee table. Colors of rivers and forests. Abstract, understated art, none of it my paintings. There is something peaceful about the stunning natural décor.

			Yet my first thought is…not loneliness. The controlled minimalism is too intentional for that. Isolation. That’s what it is. I look for signs of the inner Aiden. There are some books stacked on the coffee table. The Brothers Karamazov—one of my favorites, Byron’s Poems, The Things They Carried. Redemption, passion, guilt, war. And poetry. Aiden Hale has soul.

			My eyes drift to a shiny black piano, tucked by the glass wall. My breath catches a little at the sight. Not because it’s a rare Bösendorfer. But because on it, is the most astonishing arrangement of flowers I have ever seen. They’re not in a vase—they’re in a low crystal terrarium, like a secret garden. I walk to it in a trance, sensing Aiden’s body heat behind me.

			And there, rising over green moss, is a single bloom of probably every flower genus they sell in Portland. Hyacinth, orchid, gardenia, peony, amaryllis, calla lily, rose…

			“I didn’t know which one was your favorite.” Aiden’s warm breath tickles my cheek. It’s just air—his air—but my knees start wobbling. He pulls me against his front, his lips fluttering over my jawline to my ear.

			“So?” he whispers.

			“Hmm?”

			“Favorite flower?” He kisses the soft spot behind my ear. I shiver.

			“Umm…”

			He chuckles and pulls away. “Maybe it’s too soon to combine thinking with kissing.”

			I flush the color of the amaryllis.“Roses,” I breathe.

			He raises an eyebrow. “Roses?” There is a hint of humor in his voice.

			“What’s wrong with roses?”

			“Nothing. It’s just such a common choice for such an uncommon woman.”

			I want to kiss him—hard like he kissed me. So I start babbling. “Well, my favorite breed is Aeternum romantica. They’re very rare because they have very little pollen. They could do okay in a warm terrarium, which of course was invented by botanist Nathaniel Bagshaw Ward in 1829—” Stop! Stop right now!

			Aiden’s sculpted lips are twitching with a smile.

			“Thank you for the flowers,” I mumble.

			“Thank you for the botany lesson.”

			“So, can we talk about this painting?” I ask to upgrade myself from geek to semidesirable muse status.

			He gives me a full, dimple-in-the-cheek smile. “Yes, we should. But first, we have your graduation lunch. Moot point since you didn’t go to your graduation, but it was already planned.”

			I make an effort not to gape. Or drool. Oh, these twenty-four hours are getting better and better. “If I had known you’d be there, I might have gone.” But if I had gone, would his control have slipped enough for him to kiss me? Probably not. Another reason why it was a brilliant idea.

			He leads me to a breakfast bar and a woman in a white apron appears to serve us. Aiden introduces her as his housekeeper, Cora Davis. She is in her late forties, with a kind, sweetheart face and short, chestnut hair. She sets out our lunch of wild salmon with fennel-and-apple salad.

			“The new room is ready, sir,” she says, and after a nod from him, she leaves with a smile.

			“The new room?” I ask while Aiden uncorks some wine with a name that is one paragraph long. I couldn’t repeat it if I were at gunpoint.

			He smiles. “Yes. For your painting.”

			“You created an entire room for my painting?”

			He shrugs like this should be obvious. “Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“I have a specific idea in mind.”

			“What’s the idea?”

			“A fantasy.”

			His voice is soft but something about the word—desired but never real—makes my stomach twist sharply. Just like he will always be for me. Except, without my numbered days, I’d want more than a fantasy. Would he?

			“Javier will love it,” I say to move away from the dark thought. “It will be his first domain.”

			I meant to lighten my mood but Aiden puts down the wine bottle and looks at me, his eyes midnight blue. The change is so sudden that it makes me gasp.

			“I’ll ask you this once today despite our embargo.” His voice has lost all its seduction and is now back to cold. “What is your relationship with Mr. Solis?”

			It takes me a moment to find words. I can’t look away from his dark eyes. For some reason, I have a fleeting sense of danger.

			“Javier and I have been best friends for the last four years,” I manage. “But he’s more than that, he is family. The Solises saved my life after my parents’ accident.”

			He nods slowly, and his eyes start tracing my jawline, my throat—almost like a search. As they do so, they lighten with that turquoise glow I’ve come to expect, even know.

			“My apologies, Elisa.” His voice is now gentle. “The question is none of my business.”

			Something about his words frightens me a lot more than his dark gaze. “I don’t mind,” I say, my voice cracking.

			He raises his hand very slowly and brushes the back of his fingers along my lower lip, down my throat. Lightly, like a warm breeze. But my body responds with vengeance. My pulse starts breaking through my skin. Goose bumps erupt everywhere. He smiles.

			“I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he says, tracing my collarbones with the tips of his fingers.

			“I’ve seen worse,” I breathe. “Nitroglycerin for example.”

			The dimple forms in his cheek. “I’m still sorry. It’s very difficult for me to control my reactions around you.”

			I know somewhere deep in my brain I should ask many questions. But the only one I can form is, “Why?”

			He sighs and drops his hand. “Embargo,” he says, pouring some wine and handing me a glass.

			How can I argue with that?

			I take a deep, steadying breath and clink his glass with mine. “To embargoes, then.”

			He chuckles now, shifting his chair closer to mine, our arms almost touching.

			“And to the women who broker them.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			For Love’s Sake Only

			When we finish lunch, Aiden brings out a box wrapped in purple. The color of my eyes. From the lack of bows and the precise application of the tape that matches the military organization of his home, I have a feeling he wrapped this himself.

			“Happy graduation, Elisa,” he says with a raised eyebrow. I will never live that down.

			I start unwrapping the box with shaking hands, careful not to tear the paper he touched. He shifts his feet minutely, looking almost nervous. I smile at such a normal reaction and peek through the tissues. What I see stuns me. A pair of brand-new sneakers exactly like my nearly dead ones. On each of their heels, in discreet, tone-on-tone stitching, I read:

			Elisa C. Snow

			“She walks in beauty.”

			My breath leaves with a loud whoosh. Byron’s quintessential poem of revering a woman from a distance. Unattainable yet yours, in every way. And also a pun, because shoes are meant for walking. It takes me a few tries to find my voice.

			“Does Byron’s poem have a special meaning to you?” Whisper is good. Any sound beyond that might spoil the moment.

			“Yes.”

			“What?”

			He shakes his head. “Embargo.”

			“Is there a reason you chose it for me?”

			He smiles and brushes my cheek with one finger. The caress is so intentionally gentle—as if he is touching a mirage—that I think it is meant as an answer to my question.

			“Every line in that poem reminds me of you.” His index finger trails along my jawline and over my lips.

			Like before, my body implodes. Heart beating in my throat, blood pooling at the bottom of my belly. He kisses my jaw and cheek gently, like a butterfly’s wings.

			His scar is close. Really close. I want to kiss it but I don’t know how he got it, so I blow on it lightly. He smiles but pulls away.

			“Thank you for the shoes and the poem. I’ll wear them well.”

			He chuckles. “Shall I arrange a funeral for your old sneakers?”

			“No, I think they’re museum worthy. Or at least Guinness standard.”

			“I’m glad for your other present then,” he says, taking a professional-looking Nikon camera out of the box. “The other one seemed ready for retirement.”

			I smile, fighting a lump in my throat. Leave it to fate for an irony like this. Aiden giving me a way to preserve everything I will lose.

			His index finger comes under my chin. “Are you okay?”

			“You couldn’t have given me a better gift.”

			He smiles as though in relief. “Not even the Hubble Telescope?”

			“Not even that.”

			“I’ll cancel my order then. Now, are you ready for your painting?” he asks, excitement transparent in his voice. Bloody hell, it’s here. I feel queasy, like the salmon is swimming upstream.

			“Umm—may I have another drink first?”

			He smiles. “Need some ethanol-induced neurotransmitter excitation?”

			I nod frantically, blushing down to my toes.

			“Okay, neurotransmitter excitation, here it comes.” He pours me a glass and I down it in seconds, not bothering to look ladylike.

			He laughs the first carefree laugh I have heard from him. The sound reverberates at that warm spot he ignited between my lungs. “Another one?”

			“Yes, please. It can’t hurt.”

			He fills it only halfway this time. I gulp it down.

			“Okay, that’s enough. I don’t need another lesson on dichotomous keys—the last one kept me up all night.” He pries the glass out of my fingers.

			I guess I’ve earned that. I want to ask him about staying up all night—preferably together—but I don’t think my nerves can take it. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium— Oh, bloody hell, I don’t have time for the whole table. That’s fine—I have backup. I pull out the Baci chocolates from my purse immediately.

			He looks at them and chuckles. “More emergency provisions?”

			I nod and eat my leftover apple slices, then drink some water. This is how my mum taught me to eat chocolate.

			“What are you doing?” Aiden asks, eyeing the last apple slice with confusion.

			“Oh, sorry. This is how I eat chocolate. Would you like one?” As Javier and Reagan will tell anyone who will hear, I don’t share chocolate lightly. But Aiden could have my right arm, let alone my last chocolate.

			He smiles. “Sure. But what’s the deal with apples? I’ve never heard of this.”

			“They cleanse your palate.”

			“And the water?”

			“Cleanses the palate after the cleansing.”

			“That’s a lot of cleansing.”

			“Yes, but it’s worth it.”

			Aiden chuckles again, eats the last apple slice, then drinks some water. He peels the Baci and pops it in his mouth. Knowing the effect his mouth has on me, I busy myself reading the note that my Baci had inside.

			“Hmm, I can see the big deal. That’s quite good.” He licks his lips.

			“Yes, but Baci chocolates are meant to be read to get the full effect,” I blurt out without thinking.

			He looks at me like he thinks he should have built a padded room, not a painting studio.

			“Read? How do you read a chocolate?”

			“Well, Baci chocolates have little love-related sayings in them. Even baci means kisses in Italian.”

			“Am I supposed to add ‘in bed’ to the sayings like they do with fortune cookies?” He looks sinful, his perfect eyebrow arching arrogantly.

			I flush. “I don’t think so. It would…ruin the poetics,” I mumble but all I can think about is Aiden saying in bed.

			“Well, let’s see what my fortune holds.”

			He fishes his note from the silver wrapping paper. I hold my breath.

			“‘Love me for love’s sake only,’” he reads slowly. A deep V forms between his eyebrows. He looks like he would rather be whipped than loved for love’s sake only.

			“Elizabeth Browning could write. But don’t worry, it doesn’t mean it’s coming for you.” I go for a joke, but inside I’m reeling. I have never seen such a visceral reaction against love. As though he does not think it belongs in his world.

			He peers at me. “Clearly. What does yours say?”

			“‘If you gave me all the kisses in the world, they would still be too few.’ It’s a proverb by Sextus Propertius.”

			“Yours sounds more fun.” He smiles, but his eyes remain tight. Then, he takes my hand. “Come.”

			I stand, amazed that my knees can support me. We walk through a hallway along the ubiquitous glass wall, our footfalls echoing on the polished hardwood floor. Over the sound system, Neil Diamond croons about a girl becoming a woman. We walk past six open doors and stop at one that is slightly ajar. He opens it and steps to the side. I enter, feeling like I am walking into a haunted house and a dream at once.

			It’s his bedroom.

			Everything here is gray and cream too, but my attention is riveted by the walls. Here are my paintings. All of them, side by side on the wall facing his bed. The one with my neck is first, then my shoulder, my waist and finally my leg. As though he is undressing me for the very first time. The bottom of my belly tightens violently at the thought.

			“In your bedroom? Not where I expected them,” I say, trying and failing to control my blush.

			“Where did you expect them?”

			“I don’t know, to be honest. But not here.”

			“Well, my office seemed inappropriate.” He chuckles, shaking his head, as if he really considered the idea.

			My eyes flit to the enormous, cream-colored bed. Resting on it are a white shirt and a pair of knickers. I walk over and pick up the knickers gingerly. My immediate feeling is relief. It’s not a thong. It’s a silk bikini, the color of my skin, with lace only on the sides. I almost jump him in gratitude but that would not help me at all.

			“Relieved?” he asks, amused.

			“Yes, very much. I was imagining a lot worse.”

			“Worse? Hmm, I’d use the term ‘better’. Believe me, I drove myself mad thinking of the options.” He caresses my lower lip. It burns at his touch.

			“I’ll let you get ready. Not a good idea if I’m here.” He winks and saunters out of his bedroom.

			The moment the door closes behind him, I sink on the floor. Deep breaths, deep breaths. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium, 4.003. Lithium 6.94… Oh Isa, don’t be such a baby. It’s just a shirt. I stand up, the wine fortifying me a little, grab the shirt and the knickers, and march to what I think is his restroom. The lights brighten again. The restroom is massive, like everything else in the house, but I don’t have enough presence of mind to analyze my surroundings. I turn my back on the mirror, afraid I’ll lose the nerve.

			I slide on the knickers, ignoring the way they feel against my sensitized skin. A small but rapid pulse beats between my legs against the delicate silk. I take his shirt and have the urge to smell it. Sandalwood and Aiden. As I inhale his scent, I realize he has already worn this shirt, maybe even today, perhaps to mark it as his. The thought sends me into near convulsions but also, oddly, gives me some courage. Maybe he knew I would be nervous but unable to resist wearing it, knowing it had been on him. I put it on, and his scent brands my skin.

			I don’t look like those long-legged blondes in a man’s shirt that seems custom-tailored for them. No, I look like a gawky teenager wearing an extra large T-shirt. The hem drops to the middle of my thighs and the sleeves roll past my fingertips almost to above my knees. The rest is a shapeless sack but at least it’s big enough to cover my breasts. My nipples show a little, but I have no idea what to do about that. Maybe if I put some Band-Aids on them? Bollocks, why didn’t I bring any? I start rummaging under the two sinks, noticing that one of them does not look used at all. No Band-Aids. Not even tape. Oh, bloody hell! I hear a knock on the door and almost collapse.

			“Elisa, can I come in?”

			“Umm—ah—just a minute.” My voice is at bat-ear frequency again. I fold my clothes, smooth over the front of his shirt, take a deep breath and open the door.

			He takes me in from the crown of my head to the tips of my toes, which curl a little at his sight. Oh, good, maybe he won’t like it at all and put an end to the madness. But his eyes are on fire. He takes my hand and walks backward into his bedroom, his eyes never leaving me. I have surpassed the moth stage and am now in snake-and-charmer territory. He stops at the foot of the bed, his body inches from mine.

			His gaze makes me squirm, so I break the silence. “Umm, do you want me to wear makeup? I have to warn you, I’m really bad at it.” My voice sounds breathy.

			He leans in, his mouth to my ear. “No makeup,” he whispers, and his lips flutter from my earlobe, along my jaw, to my chin, and back. He repeats the circuit three times. I don’t bother to calm my loud breathing. He pulls back, and even though his distance is more familiar than his closeness, I feel adrift.

			“It’s not because I don’t want to,” he says as though he senses my doubts. “In case it’s not obvious, Elisa, I’m burning.”

			He wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me close. His erection presses against me imperiously. Oh! What an effective demonstration.

			“Nonetheless, in light of the fact that your friend will be here any minute, I have to restrict myself to things like kissing.” He smiles and starts rolling up my sleeves. Every time his fingertips graze my skin, my heart thuds so loudly, I’m afraid he will hear it.

			My sleeves rolled, he steps back and gazes at me. I’m sure I look ridiculous.

			“Why did you pick a shirt for the job?” I ask to distract myself.

			“The series is called La Virgen. I don’t know if the title reflects fact, but it seemed that the finale should be about both liberation and belonging. Don’t you think?”

			“You mean belonging to you?”

			His eyes turn a stormy blue and the tectonic plates I first saw at Paradox shift out of focus—almost like a thousand-yard stare.

			“At least in a painting,” he says after a moment.

			He takes my hand and we walk out of his bedroom, winding through more airy corridors. Finally, light streams brightly from an arched doorway.

			“After you,” he says, but it sounds like he means for you. I walk inside in a trance.

			My first thought is that the lights don’t dim here.

			My second thought is…peace.

			Two vast glass walls curve around the room with sheer white curtains gathered to the sides. Beyond the glass, a wild meadow slopes into the thick forest. Celestial light pours inside, shrouding the room with an almost sacred air. The floor is bleached hardwood and in the very center, where all the rays of light fuse into an earthly North Star, are a chaise and chair identical to the ones in Aiden’s bedroom. The rest of the room is soft white, like a fairy tale version of a blank slate.

			“Your bedroom furniture?” I ask with a muted voice, afraid of desecrating the purity of the room.

			“Yes.” Aiden’s voice is lower too.

			“Why not your real bedroom?”

			“Because that’s not for Mr. Solis’s presence. And I wasn’t sure you would want it.” There is battle in his eyes, as if something dark is throttling the glimmer of light that brightens the sapphire depths at certain moments. I take his hand in both of mine.

			“Do you want it?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Hale and Sun

			“I shouldn’t,” he says.

			“Why not?”

			He shakes his head. I have no idea what his cryptic words mean but I know I shouldn’t want this either. I caress his sculpted cheek, shivering at the combination of sharp planes, soft stubble and fragrant skin.

			“Maybe for today, we can both pretend we should,” I say.

			He pulls me roughly against him. His lips mold mine with a new edge of conflict. As though a force urges him on and another restrains him. From outside the door, comes Benson’s voice.

			“Mr. Solis is here, sir.”

			The effect of Benson’s announcement on Aiden is instant. His posture straightens and tenses. He stands taller, as he did yesterday outside my apartment. The battle is gone from his eyes, and a sniper focus has taken its place. At first I thought this look meant he was mad but I saw mad today, and mad was the Dragon. This look is something else. Vigilance. Or defense. Before I can think of something to say, he sweeps out of the room.

			I use the alone time to try to calm down. It will be awkward with both of them here and me in a pair of nude knickers and an unbuttoned shirt. Too soon, their footsteps ring outside the room. I sit on the replica bedroom chair, crossing my arms over my chest and curling my legs under me. I can’t face Javier standing.

			Javier and Benson walk in the room first, carrying the easel and cardboard boxes, followed by Aiden. Javier does not look like Javier. He is wearing a button-down pale blue shirt over a dark pair of jeans I have never seen before. His only dress shoes are polished better than the brand-new hardwood floor.

			He marches straight to me and sets the box of supplies at my feet. Wordlessly, he takes something out of the box. My white sheet. I almost collapse with relief. He throws it over my shoulders, not looking below my chin. I clutch it over my chest for dear life. If I were not en déshabillé, I would hug him. He must have known I’d fall apart. He gives me a nod and a small shrug. I nod back but then I notice Aiden.

			His jaw is sharp, posture rigid, eyes dark, glaring at Javier’s back. Before I can breathe, he flashes to my side. His shoulders twitch as he stands closer to Javier than I’ve seen him stand to anyone, except myself.

			“If you don’t want to do this anymore, I can cancel it.” His voice is even, except the slight drop in cadence at the word cancel.

			Two hours ago this would have been a gift. Now, it feels like a stab in my stomach. Not so much canceling the painting, but leaving him.

			“Of course I do. I’m just putting on my work uniform.” I smile, pointing at my sheet. He searches my face, perhaps for confirmation.

			“So, Mr. Hale, what do you have in mind?” Javier interjects politely.

			Aiden tears his eyes from me and looks at Javier. “I’ll give you full creative license, Mr. Solis. My only conditions are that she is in that attire and you use the same theme and colors as the others.” I’m not surprised to hear his voice back to cold and detached.

			Javier nods and walks around the room, looking at it differently than I do, and probably differently than Aiden. He runs his hand over the walls, the furniture, the curtains. I know him enough to know that he is smelling, listening and maybe even tasting the faint sandalwood scent in the air.

			As he caresses the chaise, he asks again, “Do you want me to use the furniture as part of the message?”

			“The message?”

			“Yeah. Every painting has a message. Given the furniture choice, this one is easy. She can stand or she can sit. Stay or leave. Or she could lounge for a while. What do you prefer?”

			I grin proudly like a PTA mum. Javier knows his art.

			Aiden measures Javier. “You’re the artist. I’ll be interested to see the resolution myself.” He gazes at me then, and his words from earlier ring in my ears. I shouldn’t. Is that it? A compromise between should and want? Is that the fantasy he is asking Javier to memorialize?

			“All right.” Javier nods. His eyes squint and focus on the chaise. I’m willing to bet my next thirty days that he does not choose it. It’s too obvious for his style.

			“Now, some business details,” Aiden says. “Of course, you know Feign is expecting payment for this painting even though it’s obvious who the real artist is. I’m sure you agree it’s best not to give him reason to retaliate against either you or Elisa.”

			A shiver runs through me. Aiden is right. If Feign doesn’t get something for this, he would report Javier to ICE for theft. Javier swallows hard—his own fear well masked under his politeness.

			“He said he pays you a salary,” Aiden continues. “But we all know that’s a lie. So I plan to pay you the same commission that I’m paying Feign—”

			“Mr. Hale, no—” Javier starts to protest but Aiden puts up his hand to stop him.

			“I want you to take what you deserve, Mr. Solis. On this point, I will not negotiate.”

			I want him. Right here, right now. Not because of the money but because he gave Javier some recognition. I know what that means to Javier. One look at his face and I see the same appreciation I feel.

			“Thank you, Mr. Hale.” Javier looks self-conscious, his eyes drifting to his polished shoes.

			“My pleasure. Now, given your circumstances, I’m sure you understand that’s a significant amount of money to be paid under the table. I’ll consult with my lawyers about the best way to handle it, but for your part, from a legal standpoint, it would help if you thought of the painting, not as work, but as a gift to Elisa and myself.”

			I tingle at the sound of him and me together. Javier’s forehead creases—did he hear what I did?—but he nods.

			“A gift then,” he says.

			Aiden nods back, but his eyes are on me. Thank you, I mouth and he smiles.

			“Ready to strike a pose?” Javier says.

			“Yes,” I answer with a smile, determined to make this as easy for everyone as possible.

			“All right, lean back on the chair,” he says. I was right. Not the chaise.

			“A little farther. Yeah. Relax your left arm along the armrest. No, not like you’re falling over. That’s good. Now grip the other armrest with your right hand like you’re propping yourself up. Yeah, like that. No, don’t cross your legs. Point your toes toward the door,” he instructs, his artist eye following each move.

			Javier’s Rule Number One is to leave enough vagueness for the viewer to find his own message. And this pose fits that philosophy like a glove. I can’t wait to ask him about its meaning but he won’t tell me with Aiden here. Javier’s Rule Number Two is to never disclose his own interpretation of his art. I am the only exception to that rule.

			Javier fidgets until he has me where he wants me. I peek at Aiden. But it looks like he has exchanged places with the dragon again. His eyes are trained unblinking on my feet pointing to the door. The rest of his posture emanates tension waves like scaly wings.

			“I’ll leave you to it,” he spits out and strides out of the room before I can say…anything. And, thankfully, before Javier could notice the furious eyes. Benson follows him at his customary, three-feet distance.

			Why was he angry? Which interpretation did he see in the pose? Whatever he saw, was it the one he wanted? I draw a deep breath. Well, tonight, I’ll do my best to convince him that, if I could, I would not be sitting in this chair but rather lying on the chaise, for as long as he would have me.

			Javier continues to roam about, setting up the easel, deciding on perspective, but he does not speak.

			“So, that was very nice of him to pay you as well as Feign?” I start.

			“Yes, very nice.” Javier sounds a little off.

			“Are you okay?” I ask as he measures the height of my chair.

			He pauses and looks up at me. “Are you?”

			I smile. “Yes. It’s been a good day for a change.”

			He watches me for a moment and then takes a deep breath. “Be careful, please. He seems kind of intense. I don’t know—something’s off.”

			“Like what?” My voice is both defensive and curious.

			Javier’s forehead crumples, and he squints his eyes like he is looking at an image. “Like he is too desperate for this or something.” He shakes his head as though the image eludes him.

			Desperate? Aren’t we all desperate for our fantasies?

			“Anyway, just keep your distance. It’s going to be bad enough without all this.” He waves his hand around the room.

			I shiver and clutch my sheet tighter. He is right, as always. But today is demon-free. “I’ll be careful,” I say quickly. “Now tell me, what’s the plan for this?”

			He shakes his head again but lets it go. “Well, you want to stay here so you’ll be seated and relaxed, rather than standing. But we know you have to leave, so your feet will point toward the door to illustrate the conflict and uncertainty. He can see what he wants in the image.”

			Brilliant. Javier is giving me a choice in art when I don’t have it in real life.

			“With that message, I’m guessing you don’t want me to grin like a madwoman or look morose?”

			Javier smiles. “You’re guessing right. I want you to be you. Think only of today, only of this room, and only of what you’re feeling right now.” He ruffles my hair and pads over to his easel.

			His eyes focus on me. I start to close mine before remembering that this time, I need them open. The sound of his sketching takes over. Soon, I’m daydreaming.

			I wonder where Aiden is in this palace. Can he see us? Instantly, I shiver. The idea of his eyes on me—now primal, now soft—sets my skin ablaze. What will we do when we’re alone? Will he still be furious and pin me against a wall, tear off my sheet and growl in my ear you’re staying? Or will the tender Aiden who buys every single flower to guess my favorite be waiting? I don’t know which one I want more. Is there a way to merge them? Kiss them, bite them. My thighs flex and I shift in my chair.

			Javier looks up.

			“What’s up with you? You look all red.”

			“Do I? Must be the heat from the lights,” I mumble.

			“Do you need a break or something?”

			“No, no! Keep going.”

			A break is all I need right now. I want this to end as soon as possible, because now, in this shirt that smells like Aiden, my achy thighs are not the only problem. The bigger problem is that I’m pretty sure this is what people mean by “really wet”. And the silky knickers will probably show it. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium, 4.003. Lithium, 6.94… Oh, blast, it’s not working. Right. 173 times 432 is—umm—74,736.

			“That’s it. I’m calling a break,” Javier says with finality, shaking his head. Good thing, too, because Mrs. Davis comes in, bringing snacks and drinks. I attack the ice with the desperation of an Eskimo in the Sahara Desert. After bread, salami and cheese, Javier puts me back to work.

			I take my seat again, my eyes drifting to the clock on the wall. Instantly, every ounce of desire that was ravaging my body minutes ago vanishes. Thirty days. It’s excruciating enough to split them between Reagan, Javier and the Solises. How can I give even a single day to Aiden? And what happens if I do? Already, he feels fundamental somehow. If I let him in, will I be able to let him go?

			“Okay, that’s it for today,” Javier announces, breaking my thoughts. I stumble up and stretch my legs, clutching my sheet to my chest as Javier stows his brushes away.

			“Are you going to leave everything here?”

			“Yeah. I have a few more sessions left before I go back to Feign. But I’ll sketch you first so you don’t waste your time with this.”

			When he is finished organizing his supplies, Benson offers to take Javier home.

			“Isa?” Javier looks at me. “Are you coming?”

			I guess I knew he would ask. “I think I’m hanging out with Aiden tonight.”

			A shadow of worry blurs Javier’s eyes.

			“But I will see you tomorrow. And plenty after that, too, until—” I can’t finish my sentence because my throat constricts. And also because Benson is here.

			Javier watches me for a long moment—searching my face like a map. I don’t know what he sees there, but his lips press slightly, his chin puckering.

			“We need you too, sweetheart,” he says, and with a last nod, he darts out of the room, Benson behind him.

			A choking gasp bursts from my mouth, but I gnash my teeth together. I run down the hall straight to Aiden’s bedroom, fighting the fire in my throat. My clothes are at the foot of the bed where I left them. I barge into the restroom, lock the door and put them on. On a whim I decide to keep my new knickers. Who knows what will happen tonight? Truthfully, I may be assuming things because Aiden has not asked me to stay. Either way, I’ll have a souvenir.

			The idea of a night here unfolds before me like the American flag at the immigration office. I sit on the edge of the marble bathtub that looks like it could hold six people. The image makes me nauseous. How many women have been in this tub, sitting here as I am, perhaps feeling the same despair over Aiden Hale as I do? Can I be another number? Can I be something more? Even when the clock is ticking?

			Instinctively, I grasp my dad’s watch and in that grip, two answers emerge from the chaos:

			One, Aiden Hale is dark, maybe even dangerous. His warnings—the flickering lights, the thousand-yard stare, the physical distance, the anger, the violence that radiates from him at certain moments—are living proof of that hypothesis. The right thing to do is to leave him and spend every minute I have with Javier and Reagan.

			Two, I can’t do that.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Timeless

			I march out of Aiden’s bedroom, down to the living room. I have my eyes on my red flats, planning my next words, when I almost collide with him in the kitchen. He looks warm, giddy even. The anger seems to have vanished. This is the look that confuses me above all others. The sheer joy amid bleakness and isolation. Arrested as I am by him, I can’t help the grin that splits my face in two.

			“You weren’t trying to sneak out, were you?”

			“No, I was coming to find you actually. Probably a good thing I didn’t get far. Chances are I would get lost.”

			He laughs. “Then I think it’s time for a tour. I didn’t have a chance to show you around earlier.”

			“Maybe we can fit in a lesson on art interpretation too. You know, things like ambiguous pointing toes?”

			He laughs again. “I may have to examine those pointing toes.”

			The toes in question curl at the prospect. For a moment, I wonder whether I should press the art lecture but my eyes fly to the clock on the wall. Sixteen hours and fifteen minutes of embargo left.

			His index finger comes under my chin. “No clocks today,” he whispers and wraps his hands around my waist, bending his seraphic face to mine.

			The kiss is gentle and slow. His tongue traces my lips, once, twice, three times, four. He does not rush. My mouth parts in response and only then, his tongue comes in. His hands clutch my waist tightly. Suddenly the slow pace is not enough for me. I take his lower lip between my teeth and bite it like I have wanted to do since the flood in the painting room. He moans and fists his hand in my hair, arching my head all the way back.

			He lowers his lips to the base of my throat. “This is the first part of you I saw in your painting,” he whispers. “I wanted nothing else but to kiss it.”

			His lips flutter over my skin. I’m on fire. That warm pulse between my legs throbs until the rest of me is vibrating, inside out.

			He pulls back and takes my hand. “Let’s finish that tour.”

			He strides to the clock on the wall and flips off the switch. Then, he unplugs the microwave, the stove, the sound system. All the clocks. We stroll through the rooms, and wherever he sees a clock, he turns it off and kisses me. Hard kiss, soft kiss, long, short, bites, nibbles, blows, until the only thing that keeps me from slumping to the hardwood floor is his primal hold around my waist.

			In the end, we enter his library. It rivals Reed’s Rare Books Collection. Mahogany floor-to-ceiling shelves line the walls, holding hundreds, perhaps thousands, of books. A hand-carved chessboard is set out in the corner. If I were not burning and the clock were not ticking, I’d sit here all night. He smiles at the awe that must show on my face.

			“What are men to books and libraries,” he chuckles, modifying Elizabeth Bennett’s quote from Pride and Prejudice. So bloody clever!

			“In vain they struggle. It will not do.” I spoil Mr. Darcy’s words.

			He laughs and pulls me tightly to him. “In vain, indeed,” he says, kissing me in front of Austen and all.

			On our way out of the library, I notice a calligraphy quill with a long, black-and-white feather on a shelf. A beautiful Amherst.

			He notices my gaze. “A gift from my mother. She seems to think this is a manly pen. She bought one for me and one for my father when they were in Europe.” He rolls his eyes, but there is a tender ache there when he talks about his mother.

			“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, thinking of my mum’s quill on my dresser. Like a last warning to step away from more loss. I push the thought aside and pick up the quill. It quivers like me. I caress his cheek with it, pausing at his scar. He takes it from me and runs it over my lips, my jawline, my neck and my collarbones. My breathing becomes shallow.

			Feather in hand, he leads me out of the library and down the hall, finally to his bedroom. He unplugs his alarm and takes off his Audemars, pulls out the crown and shoves it in his dresser. His eyes are liquid fire. He saunters toward me with single-minded focus.

			Every muscle in my body is coiled and tensed. The bottom of my belly is clenching with a dark, addictive ache. I am ready. I want this. He caresses my face, looking at me questioningly for permission. I can only nod and reach for my dad’s watch. I have not taken it off in four years but tonight is past-free. My hand shakes as I undo the clasp. Aiden wraps his hand around mine. I thought it would feel like my skin was being flayed but with Aiden’s touch, my wrist feels lighter.

			When the watch comes off, we don’t stop it. He sets it gently in the dresser next to his Audemars. Then, he looks at me with a pure smile.

			“Let the time stand still, Elisa.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Masterpiece

			The light of his bedroom is muted. No sound but the night and my loud breathing. He is close, very close. I smell sandalwood. Cinnamon. Aiden. I see nothing but him. And he has turned part beast, part man. The molten blue of his eyes stirs, melts, whirlpools, freezes and revives all over again, in some inner battle.

			He caresses my cheek with the backs of his fingers, along my jawline, until he reaches my lips. He traces my lower lip with his thumb and the edge of his nail scrapes my skin lightly, back and forth, back and forth. My eyes close, my head lolls to the side.

			Then, both his hands frame my face.

			“Open your eyes,” he whispers. I do, but my eyelids are heavy.

			“Elisa, have you done this before?” His voice is low, almost part of the night. I can only shake my head.

			“La virgen,” he mouths. “Are you sure you want this?”

			This, yes. What’s coming later, no. I nod. Apparently the powers of speech have deserted me. His lips hover over mine. I feel his hot breath on my mouth.

			“I should stop you, but I won’t. Because every day, every hour—awake or asleep —since I saw your first painting, you have haunted me.” His voice is on a tight leash, and the fire in his eyes rages brighter. One of his hands leaves my face and splays at the small of my back. He presses me against his body. Hardened, coiled. For me. He brings his mouth to my ear.

			“I think it’s time I haunt you back.”

			You already do, I want to say but I cannot find my voice.

			His lips brush against my earlobe, feather-light like the quill that he has set on the bed next to us. He takes my earlobe in his mouth, tugging at it with his teeth. My spine goes rigid and quivers like a strained bow. The knickers he gave me feel wet and cool. It helps my overheated skin.

			He kisses underneath my ear, my jawline, my neck. His other hand fists in my hair and bends my head back so he can kiss my throat from the base to my chin and finally, finally, my mouth. I have missed him. His tongue is alive. It moves with mine, flesh on flesh. I reach slowly to wrap my arms around his neck and knot my fingers in his hair. It’s the familiar in the new.

			He starts to kiss my cheek, my nose, my eyelids. I panic.

			“Please, don’t kiss my forehead,” I whisper. I keep my eyes closed, afraid to see who knows what in his face. I know I sound mental but this would be the worst moment in the world to have a breakdown. His lips stop.

			“Look at me, Elisa.”

			I open my eyes, terrified that he will decide I am too messed up, too much work.

			“Why do you ask me that?”

			I swallow hard and manage a whisper. “My dad used to kiss me there. I can’t bear it. You can kiss me anywhere else you want. Whatever else you want. But not there.”

			He sucks in a sharp breath, and his eyes turn unbearably soft. The sound marks a transformation. With a groan, he parts my lips with his tongue, and we are off. I realize abruptly that until now he was hesitant. But my words resolved whatever conflict he had, and now he moves with abandon.

			He caresses my spine and cups my behind. At first gently, then hard. He pins me against his hips, and there it is, that part of him that wreaked havoc in my head all day today. He grinds against me, breathing harder. He tugs my lower lip with his teeth. It’s not gentle. It hurts, but it starts a frenzy inside me. I pull his hair and, without thinking, bite him back. My muscles tense under his hands as I turn liquid.

			He grasps the hem of my dress and lifts it slowly. When it finally comes off, he throws it behind him so forcefully that it hits the back wall. I stand before him in my cream lace bra that does not match the knickers he bought me. It does not seem to bother him. He takes a step back with a look of triumph in his eyes.

			“You’re magnificent,” he whispers. “Even better than I imagined. And that’s saying something.”

			Shyness should not be here but it is. I force myself to look at him, instead of down. He is wearing too many clothes. I’ve never seen a man naked before but Aiden Hale does not seem to belong in the same species as other men.

			Uncertain that I can move, I manage a small step toward him. I lift my hands tentatively to his belt. The moment I reach for him, he wraps his hands around mine and whispers, “Start a little higher. Or this will be over much sooner than either of us wants.”

			I can’t help my proud grin. It makes him smirk, humor back in his eyes. I start unbuttoning his shirt but my fingers are shaking. After the first two buttons, he sighs, grips my hands and rips the shirt off. Buttons fly everywhere.

			“That should do it,” he says as if this is a normal way to undress.

			It makes me giggle and squirm at the same time. That was… I cannot think of a word. Brain-frying hot? That’s the best I’ve got.

			He is wearing a tight T-shirt underneath. It strains against every muscle like wrapping tissue on a present. I slide my fingers under the hem and take it off, hypnotized by the body that materializes one inch at a time. First, the hard edges of the V that disappears into his low jeans. Then the short dark hair that trails toward his navel. And every peak and valley of his abs, perfectly symmetrical. I stop and stare. I don’t know for how long but eventually a throat clearing brings me to my senses.

			“Elisa, when you’re quite finished ogling my body, would you be so kind as to remove my T-shirt all the way?”

			I look up at once, noticing that, in my awe, I abandoned the T-shirt. It is now covering his face and hanging limply down his back.

			“Oh, sorry,” I mumble, heat burning not just my face but the rest of my skin.

			“Not at all. You can ignore my face for my body anytime you wish.”

			I pull his T-shirt over his head and his glorious face is mine again. I rise up as high as I can on my toes and kiss him on the lips. “Impossible to ignore this face,” I murmur against him.

			He lengthens the kiss. I can’t resist sucking on his lower lip and biting it gently. His gasp makes me braver. I place my hands on his shoulders. His muscles ripple underneath me. He is breathing hard, but this breathing I know. It’s like mine. Fast and shallow. I drop my hands to his chest and then slowly across his rib cage, his stomach, along the waistband of his jeans.

			I snap his belt open and unbutton him. Then I stop moving and stare shamelessly. What exactly am I going to do with the bulge that is straining against his jeans?

			Don’t be ridiculous, he’ll guide you, I scold myself. I suck in a breath and unzip him. I slide my hands under his jeans and start taking them off, praying with my one rational brain cell that he does not get caught on something. I hear a hum from his chest, but he does not rush me. Perhaps he is letting me enjoy my first unveiling. I drop to the floor along with the jeans and slide them off his feet with his shoes and socks. Even his feet are attractive. I lean back, feeling like I just unveiled a sculpture commissioned personally for me from Michelangelo himself.

			His legs have a light dusting of dark hair. My eyes follow them up until my head bends all the way back. The hard muscles rise up to the heavens. Or rather to the one and only heaven that has now captivated my entire focus: the snug dark gray boxers he is wearing. I rise up slowly, checking to make sure my legs can support me, and reach for them, running my fingers along the band where it meets his skin. He tenses and twitches beneath my hands. I gather the last bit of courage from the gnawing need in my veins, and drop his boxers to the floor.

			He springs up as if he broke through a leash, blind to everything but me. Oh my fuck! A naked man is a whole different plane of existence. Utilitarian and beautiful. Lewd and romantic. And the only axis holding the contradictions together is now before me. Hot. Heavy. Hard. Present. The cock.

			At that first sight, awe and everything else leave me. I become ruled by instinct. Male and female.

			He is watching me, amused and hungry.

			“It’s not that scary, is it?” he teases. “Trust me, it works out.”

			I nod. He would know better than I. He takes the small step between us blindingly fast. In the same move, I am in his arms, my legs wrapped around his waist, and my bra is off. Maybe he is a magician. Or maybe my bra melted on its own. Whatever it is, I can’t be bothered with it, because he is kissing me with a desperation I’ve never felt before. I give him back everything I have. I must have gotten it right because my moan mingles with his. His abs ripple against the hot wet spot between my legs. My lower belly trembles. I flex my legs around him, half-afraid of the motion, half-mad with need for it.

			He walks the two steps to the bed and lays me on it, my legs on each side of him. He looks at me so intensely that my hands fly up to cover my breasts, but he grips them and shakes his head.

			“Don’t,” he says. “Let me look at you. Not your paintings tonight. You.”

			I can’t hide. Under his eyes, I feel like a woman. Not because my breasts feel tighter, heavier, but because a man is looking at me this way. I arch my back instinctively for his touch. But he takes the feather quill to my skin. I feel like a blank page.

			The feather moves over my cheeks, jaw, neck, collarbone, shoulder, breasts, ribs, waist, hipbone, knickers and thighs. The trail of the paintings. He brings it back up, drawing other lines, blazing new paths. With every whisper of the feather, I turn more incandescent.

			“I knew it. Not a single mark anywhere else,” he says as the feather traces circles around the three freckles on my hip. He switches between the feather and the tip of the quill. Soft and hard, smooth and sharp. Drawing circles around my nipples, over my breasts. It feels like he is writing on me. I try to make out the letters, the words. I miss some. I get others. I. Mine. A.H. The trembles in my lower belly become tremors with a life of their own.

			The feather trails up to my lips and flutters over them.

			“Tell me what you want, Elisa,” he whispers as the feather sweeps back to my breasts and nipples. Round and round. They tighten, they hurt, they need something stronger and, though comparatively small, they lift the rest of my body toward his hand.

			“I don’t have the words,” I gasp, and he smiles. He drops the feather and lowers his body over mine. Skin on skin for the first time.

			“No, I suppose you wouldn’t, innocent as you are. Let me give them to you. Repeat after me.” He brings his face close to mine.

			“Mouth,” he says.

			“Mouth,” I whisper, and his mouth closes on mine. His lips are hot and wet. They mold, coax, flex and enfold my own.

			“Tongue,” he says between kisses.

			“Tongue,” I breathe back, and his tongue dances with mine again. Soon, his pace leaves me behind.

			“Throat.” His lips travel over my chin, hovering and waiting for me to speak.

			“Throat.” My voice is part of the silence, my breathing too loud to allow any other sounds but his to interfere.

			“Skin. Perfect skin.”

			I say it back, and his lips trace my collarbone.

			“Shoulder.” He blazes a new path and plants soft kisses there.

			“Now the hard words, Elisa. They’ll get harder and harder. Say them,” he commands.

			He speaks and moves, my words sounding more and more like pleas. He stops at my breasts. His mouth closes around my left nipple and pulls on it gently, while his hand pinches the other one. Kissing, sucking, biting, some bites light like nibbles, some harder than even his pinch or the quill’s tip. My tremors turn violent. He moves to my other nipple and sucks hard, alternating between sharp bites and gentle rolls of the tongue. Every muscle below my waist flexes and burns. Every flick of his tongue sends a new jolt through me, and right as I’m reaching a precipice, his mouth moves lower.

			Belly. Belly button. Waist. Hip. Hipbone. Thigh. I repeat his words in a daze. Every time his lips touch me after a word, the pulse between my legs beats faster.

			“Speak up, Elisa,” he says, and only now I realize that I missed the last word. The final word. The one that is making the world go around. He says it again—carnal, dirty, vital—as he hovers lightly over the knickers he chose that are now trembling. His hot breath inflames my skin. I know he is waiting for me. Oh, what the hell. I repeat the final word like it’s a call for salvation, and he presses his lips and nose into my knickers. I writhe and he pulls back. The pleasure becomes painful. Please. Now, I beg him in my head.

			“These have been wet all day today, haven’t they?” he asks. My moan is confirmation enough and my hips lurch toward him on their own. “I’d like to shred them but I’ve grown rather attached.” He slides them off in one swift move. Naked for the first time, my hands fly down to cover myself.

			“None of that.” He shoves my hands away not at all gently. He looks exultant. His control is slipping too. Good, he can’t wait much longer, and frankly, I will go up in flames if he does. He starts a trail of kisses inside my thigh. His destination is obvious. Once there, he blows a warm gust of air that makes me hiss. He places a small kiss on my pubic bone. His stubble tickles. His words rain on me again, sentences now, commands, dirtier and, oddly, more romantic. More intimate. Some I can repeat, some I cannot. He continues undeterred and finally, finally, he is at the center where the frenzy is at its worst.

			His mouth closes on the spot at the same time that one of his fingers slips inside me. My cry rends the air and I grip the bed cover. My hips start to writhe on their own. He restrains me with his other hand and sucks in rhythm with his finger, sending another cry in the air. Then his tongue takes over, circling, and a second finger joins. The pressure of his mouth increases. My thoughts break. Faster. Deeper. Harder. I’m tensing. Rising. Falling. Tunnel vision. Darker at the edges. Breaking. Burning. Calling. Fire. Ice. Air. Aiden. Aiden. Aiden.

			A scream is echoing on the walls and in my head. I crash back on the bed. Was I levitating? As the world resurfaces, I still feel his mouth on me but now in kisses, like a soothing, hushing motion.

			I feel new. Almost sacred. Benediction through sin—what a concept. I gaze at him, and he looks victorious. He traces kisses up, up and up until he comes flush against me, face-to-face.

			“Hey,” he whispers, his voice bending under his own need.

			“Hey,” I whisper back hoarsely.

			I wonder if he can see the worshipful adoration in my eyes. He kisses my lips and my single rational brain cell registers where his mouth has just been. I can’t quite care. His desperation breaks through the kiss, and he knots his fingers in my hair, pulling at it almost angrily. His teeth clamp down on my lower lip and his tongue begins an encore performance inside my mouth.

			When he breaks the kiss, his voice is guttural, husky. “I need you. You still want this?”

			“Yes,” I say confidently, “more than anything.” I sound needy even to myself. How can I crave him so desperately after what my body just went through? Although, maybe it is precisely because my body knows now, and it is finally free to soar and fall.

			He watches me for an instant, as if he cannot believe it. There is something new in his eyes. Beyond the raw need, the beast, the darkness—something far in the back that is seeing the light for the very first time.

			He rains kisses on my nose, my eyelids, my cheeks. His hands travel down my body. Their caress is unbearably sweet. Different than his previous demanding possession. I get lost, focusing on the dusting of hair, rough against my newborn skin, and the flexing of his muscles on my chest, my belly, my thighs.

			From somewhere near or far, I hear the scrape of a drawer opening and closing. My eyes focus as Aiden edges himself between my legs. He tears the foil of a condom with his teeth and slides it over himself without needing to look at what he is doing.

			“Don’t worry, I’m clean,” he says. “But knocking you up would be a new low, even by my standards.”

			I don’t know what he means but since I only have one rational brain cell left, I tuck it away. “Umm…I’m clean too,” I mumble.

			He chuckles. “Somehow, I wasn’t very worried.”

			I blush. Way to be an idiot, Snow. He comes back to my mouth, all humor gone, and his hands move to my lower back. He massages every spot on his way down, around my hips, my behind and my thighs. My muscles—already Jell-O—relax and my eyes close.

			“Eyes open. I want to see you. Always,” he commands. He sounds strained, at the far edge of control, and I feel a small amount of pride. Okay, I’m not that bad at this. His hands continue the massage, and my hips sink sleepily against the covers where he holds them. Then, in a sudden movement, he slides inside me. The feeling is bewildering. I stop my cry on its way out. Not because it does not hurt, but because this is not a moment for a cry or for a cliché glass-breaking scream. This is my resurrection and, I have a feeling, perhaps his redemption. These are moments when the soul does the calling and the body must listen. My fingers dig into his arms and I breathe. He watches me with awe, then kisses my lips.

			“Almost there,” he says gently, and I realize he has remained silent too. He thrusts deeper and stops as he reaches the farthest confines of my body, into dark, unknown places. At the full, achy feeling, my teeth clamp down on his lower lip to ease the impact. He gives me time to adjust. Slowly, I release his lip, kissing it, afraid that I hurt him. He smiles.

			“Beautiful, Elisa,” he whispers. His husky voice turns my name into music. I relax, and he pulls back slowly. Despite the ache, I feel empty immediately and want more.

			“One more time,” he murmurs, and now he flies inside me without stops. My fingers dig again into his arms but I’m adjusting. It’s not pain exactly; it’s a desperate ache that wants more of him, not less. He rests again. Of their own accord, my hips shift needily against his.

			He smiles a pure, unadulterated smile and starts moving over and over, without any stops this time. There is only fullness and a slow rhythm I can follow. I let my lungs free and moans that have nothing to do with pain surround us. I wind my arms around his neck and he wraps my legs around his waist. My hips move hesitantly at first, but he guides them until they undulate eagerly against him. He picks up his rhythm and I falter, trying to keep up. I cannot.

			He reaches a sharp crescendo, harder, faster and fuller than before. He grasps my hips, tilts them up and thrusts in the same motion, blindingly exquisite and impossibly deeper. I jolt to the edge of the bed, my head lolls back and my hair tumbles to the floor. He grasps my shoulder and pins me down so I don’t move. Then his hand closes around my throat. Not enough for me to lose air, but enough to lose everything else. With every thrust, I gasp for oxygen. His grip loosens, and he kisses my throat. Another thrust. Two. Three. His teeth clamp beneath my ear and my blood blooms there. My moans change to cries as my body builds. My insides begin to convulse and clutch against him desperately. He puts more weight behind his thrusts. Six. Seven. My vision darkens, my ears ring. Eight. Nine. I explode. One single word fires through my lips. His name. He thrusts once more and comes with a cry of his own, convulsing and, at last, stilling on top of me.

			We stay like this—it could have been minutes or hours. The sound of our harsh breathing fills the air. The scent of steel mixes with sandalwood and cinnamon. Tonight in our no-man’s land; we stopped time. No clocks. No past. No future. Just this one bubble, shimmering at the edges.

			Slowly, consciousness arrives. At first like a taste in my mouth, then a thought, then an afterthought. I move through my thoughts, rushing over past fantasies, ex-flames, ex-versions of me. Nothing compares. All that I find on the other side is a new me. And, despite all the paintings, I only now feel like a masterpiece.

			I cannot move my limbs but I turn my head and kiss the top of his where it is still resting on my chest. He stirs and moans incoherently. He rises slowly with me still soldered to him, and rolls on his back. My hands are lost in the expanse of his palms, my fingers twined with his.

			He opens his eyes. They are peaceful, content. For once, nothing is raging there. He reaches behind me and pulls out. The hollowness left behind must show on my face because he smiles.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon. I think I found where I want to be buried.” His voice is hoarse and husky. He chuckles at his own pun.

			“How are you feeling?” he asks then, in a serious tone.

			I smile. “You’ll need to teach me some words for that.”

			“I’d rather hear your words first.” The V appears between his eyebrows. I reach a finger to smooth it.

			“Hmm, all right. Happy, content, orgasmic, ecstatic, surreal—” I start laughing because he rubs his stubble against my breasts and retaliates with a bite.

			“Do you need a thesaurus, Elisa?” The V is gone and his eyes sparkle with humor.

			“No, I like your dirty words better.”

			“Elisa, you haven’t heard my dirty words yet.” He laughs and kisses me lightly. “Apart from your newfound struggle for words, how was the rest for you? Did I hurt you?” He sounds worried.

			“Well, I don’t have much experience but from my perspective, things don’t get any better than that. I believe you would be better suited to answer that question, however, given your obvious authority and expertise on the subject,” I tease, in my most scientific tone.

			He simply laughs, twisting and untwisting a lock of my hair in his fingers.

			“Let me check something,” he says. He rolls me back on the bed, and flits to the restroom. He emerges back with a washcloth before I can sigh. Oh no. This will be mortifying. Why do you care, idiot, after everything you’ve just done with him?

			“Let me see. Don’t be embarrassed. I just want to make sure you’re okay,” he coaxes gently. I close my eyes, pretend I’m invisible and open my legs. I feel him wipe the warm, wet cloth over me. It doesn’t hurt. It feels good. He shifts on the bed and I open my eyes. He has put the washcloth on the nightstand. I don’t even look at it. I know what I’ll see.

			He cups my face, caressing my lips with his thumb. I smile. It’s not like I was waiting for my wedding night. I was waiting for desire to find me. And after all these years, find me it did.

			He wraps his arm around my waist and brings me on top of him. I rest my head on his chest, inhaling his scent. Spasms quiver over his body like earthquake aftershocks. His erection presses against my belly but he does not pounce. Perhaps, he wants to give me time to recover. Or perhaps, he does not want to hurt me. Whatever his reasons, he simply runs his fingers through my hair, kissing it and whispering slowly. “‘She walks in beauty, like the night of cloudless climes and starry skies; and all that’s best of dark and bright meet in her aspect and her eyes.’”

			His voice is soporific, as I listen to Byron’s poem, trying to understand why it reminds Aiden of me, and why he chose it for this night. With every word, my body and mind find a stillness they haven’t known before. Perhaps so does Aiden because the woman in the poem brings hope, reconciling innocence and lust, darkness and light. In her, somehow they coexist without contradiction. Much like they do on our embargo night. I have never spent much time thinking about my beauty. But tonight—part woman, part art—I feel beautiful, inside out. Awake, even as I fall asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Wide Awake

			Close your eyes, Elisa, Aiden says.

			I do, and he kisses my bare skin. My lips, my throat, my breasts. Suddenly, his lips leave me. I wait for them, but instead arctic air bites my skin. I open my eyes and all I see is blizzard. Heavy snow blinds me, as I stand naked in a white expanse. Ice crystals are blocking my airways. I look at my hands and they turn purple. A disembodied, blue, rigid hand grips mine.

			Come back, Elisa, my mum’s voice calls me. At the sound, the blizzard turns into the Portland airport. I’m naked at PDX. Alone. No Aiden. No Javier or Reagan. Last call for Flight 602 to Heathrow, London. Flight 602. Passenger Elisa Snow… Elisa Snow… The disembodied hand grips mine tightly and drags me to the gate.

			I jolt awake, gasping for air. I find none. My name is echoing. Elisa. Elisa. Two sapphire eyes meet mine as the world comes into focus.

			“Elisa? Elisa! You’re fine. Look at me. Look at me.” Aiden’s voice is urgent, his hands hovering over my face as though he is not sure whether he should touch me.

			At the sight, air finds its way into my lungs. It comes out in fast and shallow spurts, and a sheen of sweat gathers on my forehead. I have not moved an inch but even my skin is trembling.

			“Elisa, you’re here. You’re safe.” Aiden speaks methodically, as though he is walking me through a survival exercise. “Breathe. Breathe.”

			I obey, drawing in a deep breath of sandalwood and cinnamon air. It soothes my throat as my lungs start stabilizing.

			“That’s good. Good girl.” Aiden smiles and his fingers brush lightly against my cheek.

			I blink to banish the image of my mum’s blue hand and focus only on him. He is sitting up in bed, close to me. His eyes are vigilant, shoulders tense, spine rigid as though he is preparing to fight. The bedroom light is still on. The feather quill is still at the foot of the bed. Everything is the same. Except me.

			“Better?” he asks.

			I nod, suddenly embarrassed. I want to crawl into a fume hood and stay there at least until after June thirteenth. But since that would require not seeing Aiden, I force a smile.

			“I’m fine, don’t worry. I’m sorry I woke you.”

			“You didn’t.” He cups my face. “Are you sure you’re all right? Do you want some water? Food?”

			“No, I’m okay. It was just a bad dream, that’s all.” I put my hand on top of his.

			He leans in and kisses across my cheek to the corner of my lips, back and forth, back and forth. Light like the feather quill, as though anything more might startle me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

			“Not really,” I respond a little late, focusing only on his lips. Talking about the dream would breach the embargo to its fullest and ruin every minute of fairy tale left.

			“What is six-oh-two?” he asks, his lips still on my skin.

			Oh, bloody hell! I was talking? That’s not my usual dreaming style. Reagan says I mostly just whimper. Well, at least this one is somewhat explainable. “Avogadro’s number. My dad’s favorite constant. Apparently my brain borrowed it for the dream.”

			His eyebrows knit together and I can see the battle in his eyes: ask, don’t ask, embargo? At last, he nods but doesn’t press further. Maybe he wants the embargo to last a little longer too.

			“So how come you’re awake at this hour?” I change tracks. “Can’t stop watching me drool?”

			The beautiful, lopsided smile lifts his lips until the dimple forms on his cheek. “Something like that.”

			“Do you want to go to sleep? It must be late.” I look at the night beyond the glass wall, wondering what time it is. It’s the worst possible question for me. How many hours do we have left? How can I leave after this?

			“No. Unless you want to. I’m not the best sleeper.” He shrugs. But I know sleepless nights too well. Nights when the terror of your dreams is just as awful as reality. This is not one of those nights. And I’m wasting it on nightmares that would cause Freud to retire early, instead of ogling Aiden.

			I scoot closer to him on the bed. He wraps his arms around me.

			“So, if you don’t want to sleep, what do you want to do?” I ask, kissing the corner of his lips.

			He watches me for a few heartbeats but does not pounce. Perhaps doing so on a woman who just had a nightmare goes against his morals.

			“I want you to tell me something that’s not embargoed.”

			“What do you want to know?”

			“Anything.” He plays with my hair, giving me time to think. He is barely breathing, perhaps afraid of pressuring me.

			In the silence that follows, I have a sudden urge to leave something behind—here, with him. Not on his bed, his wall or even his skin. Somewhere deeper, in a place only he knows. The urge becomes a compulsion. It crashes against my ribs with the urgency of someone strapped to an electric chair.

			“Are you up for a midnight stroll?” I ask.

			His eyebrows arch. Perhaps he was expecting a long story or, with my track record, a battle for information. “Where?”

			“There’s a place I usually go to alone. It will be closed now but we can still go in. I’d like to show you,” I say, more than a little bewildered by my choice. Over Javier, over Reagan, over everyone I have met here, somehow it is this beautiful stranger who feels right.

			Aiden smiles. “It would be my honor.”

			That little ember between my lungs glows and vibrates while the rest of me starts hunkering down for what I’m about to do. Making the end excruciating. But I’ll worry about that tomorrow. And maybe this way he will share something that matters with me too.

			“Let’s go,” I say, climbing out of bed. He does the opposite. He leans back on his elbows, his eyes traveling over me. I cover my breasts and scuttle to the other side of the palatial bedroom where my dress is in a heap on the floor. He laughs a buoyant, carefree laugh that fractures the night. It’s freeing, like the sound of a waterfall.

			“Elisa, I have memorized for life everything you’re hiding. So you might as well let me enjoy the show.”

			He’s right, idiot. He’s seen it all. Still, I pick up my dress and clutch it to my chest, blushing head to toe. He uncoils from the bed covers and saunters my way in nothing but flawless skin. I know he is walking at his normal pace but it looks like slow motion to me. In fact, I’m pretty sure angels are singing.

			“Doing some memorizing yourself, Elisa?”

			“Not really. Just realizing that memory does not do reality justice.”

			He smiles but this time, the dimple does not form in his cheek. “Depends on the memory,” he says so quietly that I’m not sure I heard him right.

			He reaches me, covers my hands with his and pries the dress from my fingers. His eyes start a path from the roots of my hair to my curled toes. He leans in, his mouth to my ear.

			“Don’t hide from me.” His breath sends a fiery current over my skin. But the instant my breathing picks up, he pulls away.

			“Tempting though you are, I don’t want you to be sore. You have to sit for your painting tomorrow.” He winks, and just like that, his humor returns.

			Oh, bloody hell, my painting! Will he still insist on that when he hears the truth?

			He strides into his walk-in closet—or rather, walk-in apartment—taking my dress with him.

			“I don’t think my dress will fit you, Aiden. Might be a bit tight around the—ah—groin.”

			He laughs that waterfall laughter again. The closet lights flicker as he crosses the threshold. He flits to the far back, the muscles of his exposed back rippling with tension even from this distance. Why? What causes this? I want to ask but I’m sure the reasons are embargoed.

			He puts on a pair of dark jeans and a navy sweater with blinding speed. Then he digs some clothes from a polished wood dresser and is back to me in seconds.

			I look at the mountain of clothes, horrified. “These are for me?”

			“Yes. It’s cool out and you only have your dress with you.”

			Before I can open my mouth, he slides a white short-sleeved T-shirt over my head, then a long-sleeved one, then a navy hooded sweatshirt. They all fall to my knees. He kneels in front of me and guides my legs into a pair of gray sweatpants.

			“Aiden, do you think this is going a little overboard? Considering that it’s May in Portland, Oregon, not winter in the Arctic tundra?”

			“Not at all,” he says, lifting my right foot. He kisses my toe and slides a woolen sock over it. He repeats the process with my left foot and tops off the preparation for the Ice Age by sliding a knit hat over my head until it covers my eyebrows. He steps back, regarding his handiwork with solemn deliberation.

			“Are you sure we don’t need a scarf and gloves? Or a biohazard suit?”

			“Don’t tempt me.” He smiles and swats my behind. “You’ll do. Come, let’s go fend off the elements.”

			“I look ridiculous.”

			“I’d still fuck you.”

			“That’s rude.”

			“But true.”

			“I’m sweating.”

			“Even better.”

			“Aiden, honestly, can I at least take off the hat? I can barely see. I’ll trip.”

			“No, you won’t,” he says, picking me up like I weigh as much as the hat, not twice my normal pounds from all the fabric layered over me.

			I wrap my arms around his neck. His ever-present tension relaxes and he marches out of the bedroom with purpose.

			The moment the night air whips my skin, I’m grateful for my Eskimo attire. The wind is sharper up here than in town. Aiden sets me down by the Aston Martin and opens my door. For the first time since the accident, I wish I had my own car so I could drive instead of giving directions. Hmm, on second thought, then I couldn’t stare at him.

			Aiden folds gracefully into the driver seat despite his tall frame, and turns on the ignition. He presses a button on the steering wheel and “Für Elise” fills the car.

			My eyes fly to his. He smiles. “It seems appropriate.”

			“My mum named me after this,” I volunteer, surprised at how easily the words leave my mouth.

			“It suits you. It has a calming quality, I think.”

			“Calming? You mean soporific?”

			He laughs. “We’ve already established you keep me up at night. So, no, soporific is not appropriate. Where to, Elisa?”

			“Down the hill, to the left.”

			I listen to the melody as the Aston Martin curves smoothly, its light beams piercing the thick darkness. Every few seconds, my eyes flit to Aiden’s face. There is a different kind of beauty about him now—something that glows underneath. The music changes to the “Moonlight Sonata” as we take the final curve. The closer we get, the louder my heart beats until it drowns even the angelic piano. I keep my eyes ahead where in a few meters, the tall, rose hedges will appear.

			“Ah!” Aiden smiles. “The Rose Garden.”

			I nod, rolling down the window. The moist May air steals inside, heavy with the scent of early blooms. Aiden parks the car and scans the night with sharp vigilance. It’s so intense that I follow his gaze, half expecting shadows to morph from the darkness. But there is nothing.

			He gets out and comes to my window. He brushes his knuckles along my cheek. “Sure you want to be here?”

			“Yes. You?”

			“Yes.” He frowns as though the answer is a surprise. He opens my door, wraps his arm around me and pulls me to his side. I expect the permanent tension that strains his muscles, but they are half-relaxed, like violin strings after a long concert.

			We start strolling to one of the oldest public gardens in the United States. Ten thousand roses and counting. But that’s not the only reason why I come here. I stop under the enormous trellis at the entrance, the way I always do. Christmas lights and soft halogens light up the paths. The rest of the blooms are tucked in the darkness, their petals humming with critters. There is a whoosh of hilly wind, almost like a whisper. I lock my knees, bracing for the crater that ruptures in my chest when I come here. But tonight, it is contained. Not like it does not exist, but like the ember that glows at Aiden’s presence fills it with light, not void.

			“You come here alone.” Aiden’s voice is low—a statement, not a question.

			“Yes. I grew up with a rose garden. Not as grand as this one, of course. But it smelled the same.”

			I take a deep breath, wondering if my lungs know the difference. Aiden breathes in the air, too, as his eyes assimilate the garden. There is something unique about the way he perceives things—as though he is consuming them with all his senses.

			“So you come here when you miss home,” he states quietly.

			“No. I don’t miss England. I come here when I miss them.”

			“Your parents?”

			I nod. “This is the only spot I’ve found here that suits them. Come. This way.” I take his hand and start on the mossy, cobblestoned path.

			“The path to our cottage in England looks exactly like this except it’s barely two feet wide,” I say, having the odd sense that I am inviting Aiden not to my home, but to my origin.

			His sentient eyes scan the path. Then he pulls me to his chest and caresses my lower lip with his thumb.

			“Why do you come here alone? I’m sure it’s not because you can’t find the company.”

			“We all need a place where we go alone. Don’t you think?”

			“Yes, I think that’s true.”

			“Do you have an Alone Place, Aiden?”

			Walls rise up in his eyes and he stops caressing my lips. “Yes, I do.” His voice has a hard edge.

			I wait for him to tell me where it is, but he doesn’t. I don’t push him even though I would give some of my remaining days to know. Things like this are only shared by choice.

			“So you know the feeling, then.”

			He nods. I reach on my tiptoes and kiss his lips lightly. “Come, let me show you the rest,” I say, following the mossy path.

			“Do they have your favorite roses here?” he asks, as we enter the round Shakespeare Garden with its twinkling lights.

			“No. Aeternum romantica grows only in East Africa. Portland’s soil would be too wet for it. In truth, I’ve only ever seen it in pictures. But I did see its purple cousin once when it was shipped to England for the Countess of Wessex. My dad was asked to extract the oil from the petals so that the Countess could use it.” I smile at the memory of Dad bouncing on his heels, much like Denton, when the royal summons arrived.

			“You’re serious?” Aiden chuckles.

			“Oh, yes. He was quite overcome. Before he was locked up to distill the geraniol oil, he managed to get security permission for me and my mum to see the roses.”

			I pad along the perimeter of the Shakespeare Garden, stopping at the purple floribunda bush. I sense Aiden behind me like a shadow.

			“The Purpura romantica looked similar to this one,” I say. “Except its blooms were smaller and it smelled like honey.” I caress the deep purple petals. Aiden’s fingers cover mine, feeling the petals too.

			“Like your eyes,” he says.

			I nod. “And my mum’s. And my grandma’s before then. I think it’s why Dad worked so hard to get permission for those roses. He exchanged his annual bonus for some blooms.” I swallow the wave of tears rising in my throat. It does not take the supernatural strength it usually does.

			“My mum, Clare, was in seventh heaven. She was very fond of roses—something she inherited from her mother.”

			I start leaving the floribunda, but Aiden wraps his arm around my waist and draws me to him. He bends his head, running his nose over my throat to my chin. Inhaling deeply. Then his warm lips press against mine. If I live a million years, I will not be able to describe Aiden’s kisses. This one is slow at first, soft like petals. His lips and tongue fight for dominance over my mouth until they combine forces and I surrender. My arms hang limply on his shoulders, all nostalgia forgotten. Was that his plan? He pulls away, smiling.

			“You smell better than this rose,” he says. “Now carry on.”

			“I like your smell test but the olfactory sense is fooled by sex hormones. So you see, your conclusions are unreliable.” I take his hand and follow the Shakespeare circle to the tall tea rose. His low throaty chuckle blends with the night. I tap his nose with one of the cyclamen buds. He smiles and sniffs.

			“You still smell better.”

			“You wouldn’t want my mum to hear that. She was born to aristocratic Lady Cecilia Juliana Sinclair. This rose—La France—was Cecilia’s favorite. Each Lady Sinclair has a signature rose, I’m told.”

			Aiden tilts my face up and kisses me again. “I had a feeling about you,” he says against my lips.

			“What feeling?” My words sound more like sighs.

			He pulls away, running his thumb over my lower lip. “When I first saw you, you seemed so…defeated. But you had this dignity about you, like someone slapped you and you were turning the other cheek. The words ‘grace’ and ‘aristocratic’ came to mind.”

			I laugh. “You’d be the first to apply those words to me, I think.”

			“I highly doubt that. And I really dislike your self-deprecation.” His jaw sharpens against his skin.

			“I’m British, Aiden. Self-deprecation is our national trait.”

			“You’ve managed to Americanize your speech but not your outlook? There has to be more to it than that.”

			“Well, quite obviously, I was waiting for a man to buy my naked paintings. Nothing is more beneficial for a woman’s self-esteem than being wanted only for her body,” I say, trying to keep a serious face.

			He smiles and presses me close to him again. “What about being wanted for her insufferable know-it-all attitude?”

			I laugh. “That’s a genetic trademark.” I shuffle my hand over the tea rose buds, remembering Mum complaining about the same thing in Dad.

			“So what happened to Lady Cecilia?” Aiden prompts, no doubt thinking that my know-it-allness comes from my aristocratic line.

			“She ran away with the family butler, Franklin Brighton—my grandfather. When the scandal broke, her family disowned her and removed her name from the inheritance. They never reunited. She and Franklin were both gone by the time I was born.” I tap the rosebud one more time and traipse across the grassy circle to the ivory hybrid in the corner.

			“Another rose with special meaning?” Aiden asks.

			“Not as special as the others. But it’s part of the story. My mum met Dad when she worked at the Ashmolean as an assistant curator. It was love at first sight, they said. And by what I saw, it does exist.

			“They married in six months. I was born only a year later, right as my dad got a professorship at Oxford. They moved to a tiny cottage in Burford, a small town close to the university for my dad.

			“Mum loved to garden. Her pink English roses slowly took over the cottage’s bricks and even the shingles on the roof. It looked more like a fairy tale than a twenty-first century home.”

			“Is this rose your mother’s favorite?” Aiden points at the pale bloom.

			“No. This is very similar to the hybrid she cultivated for me.”

			A soft, cinnamon gasp leaves his lips. “It’s beautiful.”

			“Yes, it is. She worked on it for years. Named it Elisa, of course. This here is called centifolia because it has precisely one hundred petals. The Elisa has fewer but it’s the same color and fragrance.”

			Aiden leans in and smells it. “I like this rose best. But with all due respect to your mother, you still smell better.”

			“Especially after sweating in these clothes.” I raise my face to his, prepared for his kiss this time. As his lips mold to mine, I realize he is kissing me by each rose. I don’t know if it’s to keep my memories at bay or simply because he can, but whatever the reason, this stroll feels new. More mine, less my parents’.

			“Come, one more stop,” I say when I can speak again. He follows me out of the garden, along a corridor of climbing English roses.

			“No longer Shakespeare,” he muses, as though he is speaking to himself. I shake my head. Does he know the end is coming?

			“Do they have your mother’s roses here?” he asks, never releasing my hand.

			“No. Her favorite was pale pink English garden rose. The closest they have is right above us.” I point at the rose canopy over our heads.

			We leave the rose tunnel and step into the heart of the garden, at its curvy, tiered fountain. It gurgles cheerfully the same way it has greeted me these last four years. The soft yellow light at the bottom of the pool turns the water a molten gold. Hundreds of copper pennies and silver quarters litter the granite floor. I perch at the edge, dipping my fingers in the water. I expect Aiden to sit next to me, but he picks me up and cradles me on his lap.

			“A fountain this time?”

			“Yes. My parents didn’t make much money but once a year, they’d pick some place in the world they thought I ought to see before college, and we would go. Dad sometimes left a day or two early to set up a treasure hunt for Mum and me. Usually, for her, he’d hide things that meant something to the two of them alone. On our last vacation together, in Rome, he hid a pair of lacy knickers in the Fontana di Trevi, which completely scandalized her but I thought it was hilarious. She berated him in front of the fountain, except in her fluster, she forgot that she was still carrying the offending unmentionable and was waving it at him. I never saw him laugh that hard again.”

			I pause to let the lump in my throat drop to my stomach. Aiden runs his thumb back and forth on my hand but does not move. It looks like he is not breathing.

			I risk a look at his face. I see many words in his eyes but he does not interrupt. He takes my hand, which is clenched into a fist, and covers it with his. It’s warm, and it keeps me going.

			“They were driving home from Oxford on January 4, 2011. The roads were icy and a truck hit them. Their car saved an SUV with two children and their mum from being crushed.”

			My lungs shudder, and I breathe to halt any tears from rising to my eyes. Hydrogen, 1.008— Aiden kisses my lips and my breathing steadies. Oddly, in this moment, I feel stronger. As if he shoulders this pain like Atlas with me. I swirl my index finger in the fountain until it forms a little whirlpool.

			“Where did you go after the accident?”

			“At first, I was in the hospital for a few weeks—I wasn’t well enough to go to school. Then I went to my grandparents’ house and finished my classes online. I was admitted to Oxford, where I had applied before the accident, but I couldn’t face the school that meant so much to them. In fact, the entire United Kingdom became an enemy. It didn’t take much to convince my grandparents that I had to leave.”

			“So you picked Reed?”

			“Yes. Oxford and Reed have sister programs so Reed let me apply even though the deadline had passed. I landed at PDX on August 24, 2011, and started school that same week.”

			Aiden’s eyebrows arch and he smiles. “Really? That’s a coincidence.”

			“What is?”

			“That’s the date I bought my home.” He looks like he wants to say more but shakes his head at some unspoken thought. “What happened to the rose cottage?”

			“I used my microscopic inheritance to pay the mortgage. Before I left, I gave a key to Mum’s favorite gardener, Mr. Plemmons. I couldn’t bring myself to rent it out and have someone else touch their things. And Mr. Plemmons has taken care of it.”

			“Are your grandparents still in England?”

			“No. Grandpa Snow passed away two years ago. My grandma lives in Prague now with my uncle. He teaches at the Charles University there.”

			Aiden caresses my cheek, looking into my eyes. “You really have no one back there, do you?”

			“The U.S. is my home now. It built me back piece by piece. It’s been a good four years. Better than I could have ever hoped. This was a country worth fighting for.”

			His eyes still at the last sentence. I see a flash of anger there before he controls it. I don’t understand it so I squeeze his hand and press my index finger to his lips. He kisses it, like I knew he would. I smile and press it on my forehead, not quite in the center but close by. He smiles, too, dips his hand in the water and splashes me.

			I laugh. It’s the sound the night needed. I look at the coins, wishing I had brought my wallet.

			“How many of these coins here are yours, Elisa?”

			Bloody hell! I need to be careful around him. Nothing seems to escape his vigilant eyes.

			“A fair few. A girl needs her luck.”

			He chuckles. “That’s not very scientific.”

			“Luck never is. Otherwise, it would be predictable.”

			He digs into his pocket. “We can’t mess with luck,” he says and hands me a few quarters.

			I take the coins with a smile, closing my hand into a fist. Then, I turn my back and shut my eyes. Over the last four years, I have wished for my supplement, for the Solises’ safety, for Reagan’s finals, for my green card. But today, I don’t wish for any of that. There is little luck can do for me now. So instead I make the only wish my mind has been able to form since that horrid day a week ago. I blow on the coins once and throw them over my shoulder. They splash with a satisfying plop.

			When I turn, Aiden is standing right next to me. He pulls me to his chest and I rest my cheek there, feeling lighter than I have ever felt in this garden.

			“What did you wish for?”

			“If I tell you, it won’t come true.”

			“Or maybe it will.”

			I look up at him, dissecting his face. What do I have to lose? Everything, that vicious voice inside spews in terror. The closer we get to dawn, the more panicked it becomes. Of its own volition, my wish bursts from my lips.

			“I want another day like this!”

			Aiden frowns, his eyes on my lips as though the words are still hanging there. He puts his hands like a vise around my face, his eyes searching mine relentlessly. I have nothing to hide in this wish so I simply watch him, begging in my head. One more day, please. One more day.

			“You want another day of embargo?” he asks, sounding awed.

			Is that what I want? No, not exactly. Sometime between his first kiss and this last wish, things changed for me. Instead of wanting to share nothing but the present, I now want to share everything but a part of the future. And that’s a big difference.

			“No. I want a day with you. We can both choose what we share. Not by rules, not by embargo, but because we want to.”

			He shakes his head slowly and pulls away. He runs his hand over his hair and pinches the bridge of his nose. Is the idea of another day with me this difficult?

			“It’s your choice what to share, Aiden,” I say quietly. “I want the day to be fun for you too. Just like you made today for me.”

			“And in the end, you will tell me what you’re hiding?”

			“You have my word.”

			He takes a deep breath and nods. “Then another day it is.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			New

			There is something about the scent of a rose that defies biology. You smell it with your mind first before the rest of the senses fall in rank at its fragrance. So it’s the first thing I register now as something soft dances on my lips. I inhale as the scent becomes stronger, mixed with sandalwood and cinnamon—

			“Oh!” I gasp, flinging my eyes open.

			Aiden is sitting at the edge of the bed, his face eclipsing the ivory centifolia rose he is fluttering over my lips. He seems to have gotten better looking overnight. It’s not just the dark jeans and the light blue shirt that offsets his eyes. It’s the breakfast tray on the nightstand and the lopsided smile the moment I open my eyes.

			“Was that a good ‘oh’ or a bad ‘oh’?” he says, tapping the centifolia on my lips.

			Nothing bad about this “oh”. Nothing at all. Oh, oh, oh! He is here. And still mine for a day. He lays the rose on my pillow and leans in slowly, his intoxicating scent rendering all roses redundant. He brushes my cheek with the backs of his fingers.

			“Is the scientific study complete?”

			I blink a few times. “Huh?” is my Einstein response.

			“You’re watching me quite critically so I can only assume you’re solving a chemistry problem.”

			“I don’t think we have a chemistry problem.” My voice is soft as though it’s evaporating in my dry mouth.

			He runs his thumb over my lower lip. It pulsates a little under his touch. “No, I don’t think we do, either.” He kisses my lips gently. “I’m afraid I bit these too hard,” he says, running his tongue over them like a balm.

			Oh no, do I have morning breath? Oh, who cares! “You can bite them again if you want.”

			He blows on them lightly and pulls away with a sigh. “Maybe you should eat your breakfast first. I already deprived you of dinner last night.”

			I’m about to say food is overrated but my stomach growls. Embarrassed, I lean against the headboard and pick up the tray. Eggs, bacon, scone, orange marmalade, Cornish clotted cream, a flute of cranberry juice and a glass of water. But the best part is the apple slice and the Baci chocolate.

			I laugh. “How did you know I liked Cornish clotted cream?”

			“Your roommate mentioned it when she was berating you about Colin Firth.”

			“Wow! You have a good memory.”

			He shrugs.

			“Well, thank you! This is beautiful. Especially the Baci. Did you do all this?”

			“No, Cora did. But if it redeems me in your eyes, I placed the order and sent Benson to hunt for the rose. I did give him a picture of the Elisa look-alike.”

			“You’re redeemed.” I laugh, tucking the rose behind my ear and taking a bite of my eggs.

			“You’re stunning,” he says, almost under his breath. I look up ready for a joke, but his lips are parted and for an instant, I believe my own beauty. Then I remember I have my mouth open and fork in hand. I chew the eggs, lest they drop all over the bed and ruin my new image and his silk sheets.

			“Your blush is making the rose jealous,” he chuckles.

			“Occupational hazard of working with rubidium and bromine vapors.” I feel awkward so I change the subject to much more important matters. “So, will you tell me something that’s not embargoed?”

			The turquoise depths still. “It’s kind of early for that, isn’t it?”

			He’s probably right. Besides, I have all day. “Okay, so what would you like to do today?”

			“Well, I was thinking you could pose for your painting and then this evening, we can be together.” He looks like he has spent endless thought on this plan.

			My fork drops on the tray. “My—my painting?” It feels like the eggs are hatching in my stomach.

			His face remains impassive. “Yes.”

			“I don’t want to pose for the painting,” I blurt out. The flute of cranberry juice rattles a little. “I want to spend time with you.”

			He smiles without his dimple and caresses my cheek with the backs of his fingers. “And we will. Tonight.” He picks up the fork, loads it with eggs and shoves it in my mouth, which has popped open for reasons having nothing to do with eating.

			I chew and swallow as soon as I can do so without choking. He loads the fork again but I stop his hand.

			“Aiden, we had a deal to spend the day together. I share something, you share something.” I try to keep my voice in calm territory, rather than in wailing land where it naturally wants to go.

			Aiden’s jaw flexes as though he is clamping his teeth shut. He lowers the fork slowly on the tray. His left hand claws into a white fist in the comforter. A jolt of fury flashes in his eyes.

			“Elisa, we can spend time together after you’re finished. This isn’t very complicated.” His voice is even, so even that I can only conclude it’s hiding a storm underneath. And he left out the “sharing” part.

			“I don’t understand. Why is this painting so important that it can’t wait a single day?”

			He shakes his head and stares at the paintings on the wall. I’m about to say I quit, but there is a helplessness in the way he regards them. Then, his eyes zero in on mine like a focal lens.

			“Because I told you, Elisa. In a painting, you can always belong to me.”

			Oxygen stops in my airways. Always. If “always” is what he wants, I cannot give it to him. But there is something else about his answer that terrifies me just as much.

			“Do you like the image better than the real girl?” The question fires from my lips of its own volition. My stomach clenches violently at the thought—more violently than I imagined. I look at the breakfast tray, the twenty-nine remaining days fueling me to run, last night compelling me to stay. Overnight something changed for me. Something subtle, yet bold. Now, I don’t want to be just a portrait.

			A small intake of breath interrupts my mental dirge. My eyes fly up to his. There is no trace of fury there. The tectonic plates shift and still and shift again, as though something is burning at the core. He cups my face, his long fingers reaching into my hair.

			“Call Mr. Solis. The painting is off today.” His voice is soft.

			I nod, my insides churning. “Are you sending me home?”

			He smiles but there is a sadness in the corner of his mouth. “No, Elisa, I am not.”

			It’s terrifying that these small words should be so cathartic. “Thank you,” I say, wrapping my arms around his neck and kissing him on the mouth.

			For the first time since I tasted him, his kiss is hesitant. He blows cool air on my lips and then sets them aflame again with his slow tongue. I knot my fingers in his hair to pull him closer. Suddenly, his kiss changes. His lips stop moving and press hard against mine as though he is breathing my air. Then he releases me. His eyes are primal. For a brief instant, I have the compulsion to grip him tighter lest he disappear.

			He stands and pinches my chin. “Why don’t you finish your breakfast and get dressed? I have some calls to make.”

			“Okay,” I say, breathless whether from the softness of his voice or the desolation of the kiss, I don’t know.

			He strides out of the bedroom, closing the door behind him. The instant the door clicks, I peel the Baci and shove it in my mouth, ritual be damned. As the familiar taste melts on my tongue, I read the note.

			Love hurts the most when it knows the least. By Anonymous.

			I shake my head. Sometimes, I think these things are bewitched to read the minds of bloody idiots like me who believe this codswallop as Reagan would call it. I set the note on the nightstand, drink my water and cranberry juice and escape into the restroom for my morning needs.

			Then, since I’m here and not really sure what to do next, I snoop. The polished cabinets are organized with military precision. Toothpaste. Dental floss. A comb. An old-fashioned shaving brush and razor. His cologne. I stare at it in disbelief. It’s a simple, clear bottle with A. H. embossed on it. Bloody hell, he has his own cologne! I sniff it, and shiver. Yes, that’s him.

			As exploring goes, this was uneventful. I pick up his comb to sort out my hair but when I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror, I do a double-take. The woman gaping back is new. Eyes brighter—amethyst instead of violet, cheeks flushed, lips darker and swollen. I touch them gently. They throb a little under my fingertips. I smile. I have sex injuries. Brilliant!

			I leave the restroom and get dressed, putting on my own knickers. On impulse, I leave my dad’s watch in Aiden’s dresser. Then I dig my flip phone from my purse and ring Javier and Reagan. Neither picks up, Javier probably working and Reagan probably hungover at the Lucia. I leave a message for both, suddenly missing their homey, predictable voices. Then I tiptoe into Aiden’s closet to investigate a beautiful, hand-carved wooden box resting on a tall armoire in the far back. But I’ve barely crossed the threshold when a melody I have known all my life reaches me. “Für Elise.”

			I sprint out of the bedroom and down the hall. When I reach the threshold of the living room, I stop, causing the lights to flicker constantly. But I’m too spellbound to move.

			Aiden is playing on the piano. Two bluebirds swoop outside the glass wall, probably envious of his music. He smiles when he sees me. The desolation of the kiss has disappeared. He looks at me while his hands fly over the ivory without missing a note.

			I start walking to him, slightly resentful of the palatial room that separates us. His eyes never leave me as “Für Elise” picks up its rapid ascent. How extraordinary! I’ve never seen a pianist not look at the ivory once. The song ends as I reach him, but he starts again without pause.

			“Hi,” I say.

			“Hi.”

			“You play beautifully.”

			“It must be the muse.”

			I smile, watching his skilled fingers, marveling at their versatile talent from pinching nipples to playing piano at concert level.

			“How do you do it so well without looking?”

			He shrugs. “I just do.”

			I stare at the autonomous hands that seem to have sight of their own. He smiles. “Do you play, Elisa?”

			“Not like this.”

			He leans back, indicating for me to sit on his lap. His right hand joins the keys again as I slide in.

			“Play with me,” he whispers in my ear.

			I place my fingers on the ivory, close to his, and start playing. He buries his nose in my neck and inhales. I miss the C major. He chuckles and presses his lips to my throat. Another missed C. His lips travel to my earlobe and nibble on it. I give up on playing altogether and focus on breathing.

			“They say Elise was a woman that broke Beethoven’s heart,” he says in my ear. “He proposed to her but she chose a nobleman instead.”

			I turn to look at him. “Another theory is that she was his student who learned everything from him until her untimely death.” I kiss his cheek, trying to fathom his mood.

			“I like the first theory better.” He kisses me, his lips and tongue moving in precise synchrony with the piano. The harmony is so overwhelming that for once, the heat doesn’t rise from my belly but from my eyes, as though tears are welling there. He finishes the song and wraps his arms around me.

			“My apologies for earlier,” he says quietly. I freeze. “I promise to control my…thoughts better today.”

			“Thoughts? I thought it was reactions. Can anyone really control thought?”

			“For your sake, I hope so.” He chuckles. Then before I can interrogate, he continues. “Now, let’s start this over. What would you like to do today?”

			I file his thought-control issues for future study. “Let’s go out somewhere.”

			He stills and tenses. “Where?”

			I’m lost for an instant in his reaction. Is it resistance to going out generally? Or a specific place? I know where I really want to go. I want to go to his Alone Place, but I can’t invite myself there just because I did the same for him.

			“There must be a place you like in Portland, Oregon.”

			“Oh no, this was your idea.”

			“All right, one of my favorite writers is speaking at Powell’s City of Books. We can go watch him and then roam about? They have something there I’d like to show you.”

			He smiles but his shoulders don’t relax. “Who is the writer?”

			“Nigel Fleming. He’s a scientist, actually. My dad and I relied on his Chemistry of Conscience for the article we wrote together.”

			He watches me, his eyes calculating. “Elisa, what if I could arrange for him to give us the talk in private? Would you like that? That way we don’t have to deal with crowds and lines.”

			I gasp. Private talk by Nigel Fleming? Bloody hell! There is no chemist I know who wouldn’t raise a beaker to that.

			“You can do that?” I say, my voice thick with awe.

			He smiles. “There are some benefits to being me. Is that a yes?”

			I pause for sense to return. “Aiden, that’s really thoughtful, but no, I can’t let you do that. It will cost a fortune. Let’s just go hear him. I’ll enjoy it just as much, especially with you there.”

			His shoulders are still tense. “I won’t even feel the cost for this. I’d like to do this for you. And for myself because quite frankly, I’m not waiting in line or standing in a crowd.” His voice is harder for some reason.

			“But it’s too much.”

			He sighs and pulls out his phone from his back pocket.

			“Aiden, what are you doing?”

			“Saving the day.” He presses one button and before I can blink, someone answers.

			“Benson, find the PR for a Nigel Fleming and arrange to extend his talk at Powell’s today for a private audience… Yes… ASAP… Then reserve Powell’s for the afternoon… All of it… Top, of course… Thank you. Call me with details.” He hangs up and looks at me as though he does this every day.

			I try to remember English, blinking, breathing or anything in between but cannot. Bloody hell, he just rented Fleming and two enormous city blocks! Why? I won’t lie, it has been a fantasy to have Powell’s all to myself but this is madness. Who does this just to avoid waiting in line?

			“Breathe, Elisa,” he chuckles, blowing gently on my face.

			The cinnamon scent brings me back to my senses. “Aiden, thank you. Truly. But I think you’re barking mad.”

			He chuckles again. “You’re more right than you know. Now, will that suffice or do we need a psychoanalysis session about all the reasons that led me to that decision?”

			He is smiling with his dimple, knowing he has won. Helpless to reverse what just happened, or to resist his smile, I give in and kiss his cheek.

			“I’m a chemist, not a psychoanalyst, which means I notice facts. And now I know you like lip biting, eternity and the night, but you don’t like going outside or being around people. Therefore, I conclude you’re a vampire.”

			His laugh echoes in the room. “I won’t tell Denton or Fleming about this lapse in scientific judgment. But you’re right, I do like biting you.”

			He starts kissing me in a way that stops all thought. His fingertips travel up my thighs. At his taste, the morning’s contradictions dissolve and the rest of the world disappears. My body comes alive. New though everything is, I remember him as if from a different time. Not from the past. Maybe from the future. I get lost in his lips, his tongue, his fingers flying over my skin. Higher. Higher. He slides my knickers to the side, running a single finger there, and sighs. I press myself eagerly against him. Another finger joins the torment like he is playing the piano.

			“Does this hurt?” he whispers.

			My legs begin to shake and the only sound I can produce is a moan.

			“Apparently not.”

			He unzips his fly, keeping his eyes on me as he produces a condom from his back pocket and rolls it over himself. His arm snakes around my hips. I close my eyes, waiting to see whether the feeling will be as otherworldly as it was yesterday. But he doesn’t move. I open my eyes and he smiles.

			“That’s better.” He lowers me onto him. A hiss whooshes out of me. It is just as otherworldly. In fact better.

			“Ah you,” he sighs and leans me back on the piano. He moves slowly at first, then his tempo changes, faster, rhythmic. I grip the ivory and roll my hips with his. I focus only on the way he pulses inside me and on the off-key piano prelude that at least to me sounds better than Beethoven.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Wonder

			I storm through my apartment like ICE is chasing me while Aiden and Benson wait in the Aston Martin to take us to Powell’s. Reagan is still at Hotel Lucia with her parents. I shower in seconds, strangely relishing the way the hot water stings against Aiden’s love bites. Then I skip to my room for my first shag pack ever. I put on my mum’s 1950s peridot dress. She was wearing this the day she met my dad. I’ve always wanted to wear it but no occasion ever felt right. I throw my new graduation camera around my neck, leave a note for Reagan and run out to meet Aiden, tripping twice.

			I slide next to him in the backseat. His posture is tenser than I’ve ever seen it. As though all his muscle bands are pulled taut by his very blood. His eyes are tight but the moment he sees me, they relax a fraction.

			“You know, I could have bought you some clothes, Elisa, and avoided all this shuttling.”

			“And have you spend more money on me? No, thank you.”

			He skims my arm with his fingers. “And I probably couldn’t have bested this dress. You look beautiful.”

			“Thanks. This was my mum’s.” I fluff the full, twirling skirt. “I thought it would be fun for dinner, although vampire that you are, you probably don’t eat.”

			He leans in my ear and whispers. “Oh, I eat. We can go home right now and have a thorough study of my dietary preferences.”

			Oh my God, he cannot be talking about that right now. “Anything to get out of going places, Aiden.”

			“Anything.” His fingertips skim along my hemline, lingering on my thigh. I start reciting the periodic table to distract myself from the tightening in my belly and the treacherous moisture in my knickers. Lucky for my faculties, Benson starts driving. Instantly, Aiden’s hand turns into a tight fist and rests on his knee. The deeper we get into the heart of downtown, the more rigid he becomes. His fist never relaxes.

			“Is everything okay?” I ask.

			“Peachy,” he says in a tone that can only mean “no”. He turns to Benson. “Benson, we have Elisa in the car. Let’s watch where we’re going here. That asshole in the white van is driving in two lanes.”

			“Yes, sir,” poor Benson answers, staying firmly in his own lane.

			“And Blondie over there is texting. Stay on the left.”

			“Yes, sir.” Benson looks like he’d rather be riding with Blondie.

			I’ve never heard Aiden so abrupt with Benson. Usually this dragon-speak is reserved for graduates in absentia. Feeling responsible for Benson’s day taking a turn for the worse from the moment he was tasked with finding an ivory centifolia rose, I decide to put my new camera to work and distract Aiden.

			I snap a picture of his sharp profile, his eyes scanning the world as though he looks past it to the very edge. The moment the camera flashes, his head whips toward me. Hypervigilance glints in his eyes for an instant, then they relax. It’s so quick I can’t be sure I really saw it. I lower the camera slowly but he smiles.

			“Are you checking to see if I can be photographed?”

			“Definitely.”

			My favorite dimply smile returns, and I take another picture. He shakes his head. I keep snapping, his expression changing from smile to laughter to a raised eyebrow that says plainly “enough or else”. By the time we reach Burnside Street, I have lost my camera privileges. But at least now I have parts of him for posterity. I gasp as I realize that, apparently, I want the same thing as he does: an image for always.

			Every ounce of warmth leaves my body as the world outside dissolves into the image of PDX from my nightmare. End this. End this now if you want to survive in twenty-nine days, that small voice wails like a harpy. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium 4.003. Lithium 6.94…

			“We’re here.” Aiden caresses my knee, drowning the voice. The heat of his hand thaws the ice.

			“Are you okay?” he asks, the deep V folding between his eyebrows.

			I nod, burying my face in his neck, his scent calming me more than the periodic table. He wraps his arm around me and tilts my face up.

			“What’s wrong?” he says, his sentient eyes scanning mine.

			I kiss his cheek. “Not yet, please.”

			He whispers in my ear. “You promised you would tell me.”

			“And I will. But right now, I want to enjoy this very expensive day you bought for us. And take more pictures.”

			He nods and hands me my camera, eyes still on my face. I snap another picture of him and one of Powell’s doors with a big red sign: CLOSED FOR A PRIVATE EVENT.

			At the sight, I shove everything aside. I have Powell’s all to myself with the most beautiful man on the planet and I’m wasting time being an idiot.

			“Come,” I say, getting out of the car. The change must show on my face because he smiles. With a final whisper at Benson, he uncoils out of the car. His eyes scan the sidewalk as always. Then, taking me by the waist, he strides to the doors and opens them for me.

			“After you, Elisa.”

			I know this place like Denton’s lab, yet today it feels new. It’s quiet, the only sound a mild concerto over the sound system. Two employees work quietly behind the counter, sorting and stacking endless books in towers. The smell of parchment wafts in the air. But the biggest difference is not the emptiness. It’s this sense that today, Powell’s feels like my own story. I snap a picture even though I know I will never forget this.

			Aiden chuckles next to me. “You look lovely when you’re astonished.”

			I grin, reaching on my tiptoes and kissing him on the mouth, not caring if I’m nauseating the diligent employees. “I think this merits a ‘Best Date Ever’ trophy.”

			“Well, that scraps my trip to NASA idea.”

			I laugh and pull him behind me into Powell’s color-coded maze. “I think Fleming’s talk is upstairs, in the Purple Room.”

			He follows me dutifully, kissing me in each aisle we visit like he did with his house and the roses. I stare at the shelves loaded to the brim with books, feeling like my eyes are not wide enough for the sight. By the time I’ve finished my third detour into the Isaac Newton section and head for the American Studies, Aiden yanks me back by my waist, laughing.

			“Elisa, I may be going on a limb here but you seem a tad distracted.”

			“Are you kidding? This is Powell’s! The largest independent bookstore in the world. One million volumes, 122 subject areas, 3,500 subsections and a Rare Book Room. Bloody hell, how am I going to have time for all of it?” My voice is rising in panic.

			He laughs again. “Maybe I can help but let’s go see Fleming first.”

			“Fleming, yes, right, okay. Then modern chemistry, Mendeleev, Curie, Austen, Dostoyevsky, Neruda, Dickinson—”

			His mouth swoops on mine, wiping away all thought, and I sag limply in his arms.

			“Then Fifty Shades of Grey.” He chuckles.

			I blush garnet red. “Umm, technically, the human eye can discern about two hundred fifty-six shades of gray,” I mumble and head for the Purple Room, tripping twice.

			Nigel Fleming waits in the book signing area, standing by a lectern with a mess of papers and a few copies of his book. He looks exactly as he does in pictures. Short, with a bit of a belly, a white mustache, goggle-like spectacles and a tweed suit. I take a picture of him, feeling a lump parachuting in my throat. What would Dad have done if he were here?

			Fleming looks up and smiles. “Ah, you must be Mr. Hale!” he says with a thick Manchester accent. At the sound, the faithful crater implodes in my chest. Aiden tightens his hand at my waist. Does he guess?

			“Professor, thank you for this last-minute accommodation,” Aiden says, shaking Fleming’s hand. “I apologize we could not make the talk but we couldn’t miss the chance to meet you. Your work on the interaction between agouti-related protein and proopiomelanocortin has greatly influenced this budding chemist, Elisa Snow.”

			Fleming looks at me but I’m too stunned to look anywhere else but at Aiden. I don’t know what my face looks like but I feel Powell’s air conditioning in my tonsils. How does Aiden know chemical terms? He turns to me with a smile, arching his eyebrows subtly. I blink and recover.

			“How do you do Professor Fleming? It’s a great honor meeting you, sir.”

			“Blimey! An Oxonian!” he exclaims, taking my hand and shaking it so vigorously that my teeth chatter.

			“How do you do, Miss Snow, how do you do! What is a lovely lady such as yourself doing in Portland, Oregon?” Fleming’s belly rises and drops with each overly pronounced Mancunian vowel.

			“I just graduated from Reed. My father and I used a lot of your work on ghrelin and melanocortin for our first article together.”

			“That’s well mint that. Would I know your father?”

			“Peter Snow, Professor.”

			“Oh, darling girl, yes, yes, of course. Met him in a few conferences meself. Fine chemist, your father. Me sympathies.”

			“Thank you, Professor.”

			“Now then, do have a seat both of you and we’ll have a nice chat about the arcuate nucleus and bump our gums about chemists who don’t believe in the genetics of conscience.” He fists his hands in excitement, in a mirror image of my grip on Aiden’s hand. For his part, Aiden is smiling more than I have seen him smile in all the precious time I’ve spent with him.

			We take the two chairs in front of the projector screen. Fleming fiddles with a remote control, mumbling to it about cooperation. I laugh that even a chemist like him is confounded by American technology.

			“Ah! Bob’s your uncle,” he cries as the screen illuminates and the Purple Room darkens. A diagram of the human brain appears on the screen. Fleming begins with the theory that started it for my dad and me. Because Aiden’s arm is around me, the Manchester dialect does not corrode my insides. I lean my head on his shoulder, stealing glances at his omniscient eyes. He is absorbed but meets my gaze every few moments. Once or twice, he kisses my hair.

			“How did you know about the hunger proteins?” I whisper.

			“I read about them.”

			“When?”

			“When you were getting ready in your apartment. Shush.” He indicates the screen with his chin.

			I listen to Fleming, but a part of my brain has latched itself irrevocably on Aiden. How could he have absorbed enough in ten minutes to follow this? Impossibly, in the course of twenty-four hours, the rest of him has eclipsed even his beauty. I grip his hand, marveling at how new he is making everything feel. I see Dad in every slide, it’s true, but nothing about it feels like homage. Only like a brilliant date with a singular man.

			When the presentation ends, Fleming demands to know about my work. Aiden buys me a signed copy of Fleming’s book, but when he catches me trying to buy a second one for Denton, he buys the whole stack. He also offers to connect Fleming with the owner of an international chain of bookstores.

			“Ah, very good, very good, Mr. Hale. Me good fortune after all that you wanted a private audience. Elisa, darling, give your ’ead a wobble about graduate school. I’d be delighted to introduce you ’round Edinburgh.” He shakes my hand with a wide grin. I smile back, keeping my face composed. Professor Fleming has no idea how very soon he is going to hear from me.

			When we emerge from the Purple Room, I launch myself at Aiden. “Thank you for that. It meant a lot to me.” I kiss him, feeling like the words are the most inadequate of the English language to really express gratitude.

			“You’re welcome. That was actually quite interesting. Now, if I recall, you have a plan of attack for assimilating Powell’s.”

			“Something else, first.” I take his hand and lead him to the Rose Room, which is about the size of his own library.

			He chuckles. “More roses?”

			“Not this time. Just a coincidence.”

			“Good because Benson might quit if he has to learn origami for paper roses.”

			I laugh, weaving through the aisles. He is always next to me or behind me—never ahead. Unwilling to miss a speck of him, I start walking backward.

			“Right here,” I say as we reach Aisle 738. I start rolling down the ladder but Aiden stops me.

			“Do you need to reach something?”

			“Yes. Up there, on the seventh shelf.”

			He grips my hips, lifts me like Fleming’s remote control and rests me on his shoulder. “I like this better,” he says.

			“That’s a place my arse has not been before.”

			“With some luck, your arse will find another place to sit soon, Elisa.” He imitates my accent so perfectly that I stop reaching and gape at him. He is making no effort at all to hide the fact that he is peeking under my dress.

			“Your Oxford accent is flawless!” I blurt out—almost like an accusation. Now I’m seriously consumed with his brain. “Have you lived in England?” What else makes sense?

			“I have visited.”

			“But how do you get the pronunciation so right? I’ve tried to speak with an American accent for the last four years!”

			He laughs. “It most definitely has not worked, although you’ve adopted the jargon. Now, I can stay here all day, staring at your delectable legs and these rather fetching cotton knickers but I’d prefer to shred them in private. So, show me what you need to show me because there is only so much a man can tolerate.” He slides his hand under my dress, tracing his fingers upward.

			“Okay, okay, here it is.” I reach for the familiar tome. He slides me down, my body flush with his.

			“The Science of Poverty Eradication?” he reads, his eyebrows arching.

			“I know, I know, technical titles but look.” I flip to page 845 and point. “This is what you helped me live today.”

			He takes the book, his pupils zooming in on the text. His mouth opens into a perfect O.

			“‘The Hunger Genome’, by Peter Andrew Snow and Elisa Cecilia Snow,” he reads slowly. “This is what you wrote when you were sixteen!”

			I nod, unable to speak. He looks utterly engrossed, unlike Reagan’s yawn or Javier’s roll of the eyes, which are much more understandable reactions than this fascination. He starts flipping through the pages but I yank it from his hands.

			“Oh, you don’t have to read it. I only wanted to show you because it meant a lot to me to meet Fleming today. Come, let’s go read more fun things.”

			“More fun than ‘If there ever was a responsibility for humans—one which we should not pass along but accomplish—it is to eliminate that which will eliminate our offspring. Through the production of synthetic NPY/AGRP and POMC, we can embed in our DNA artificial sequences that not only satiate hunger but also extinguish it.’” He quotes the article without looking at it once.

			I stare at him, gobsmacked, until a hand waving in front of my face brings me to my senses.

			“How did you do that?” I blubber. “You just quoted straight from page 879 but there’s no way you could have read that far. Have you read this before?”

			“No.”

			I think back through my experiences with him and suddenly, it all clicks. “You have photographic memory, don’t you?”

			He tilts his head side to side. “Not exactly.”

			For a moment, it looks like he is not going to say more but then he frowns as he makes a decision. He runs his hand over the span of a shelf, looking at me.

			“I have a version of eidetic memory, Elisa.”

			What? “Are you serious? I thought eidetic memory was a myth,” I manage, remembering my cognitive psychology professor griping that people overuse the term total recall.

			“True eidetic memory may well be a myth. Memory is not fully understood. That’s why I say I have a version of it.” He smiles kindly. He has obviously met skepticism before.

			“Will you explain it to me? How does it work?” I marvel, wondering if he will let me scan his skull with Reed’s MRI machine so I can look inside.

			“Well, it’s broader than photographic memory. I don’t remember only what I read and see, but also what I hear, taste, experience, feel—the full gamut of perception. Once I perceive something, every time I think of it, I will re-experience the same feelings and reactions with perfect clarity. It doesn’t apply just to emotional experiences, but also to mundane ones.” He chuckles, no doubt because my jaw has left and is running to the neuroscience section.

			“This is how you knew I was the woman in the painting and Javier was the painter! You remembered even my throat and his paint stains, didn’t you?”

			He smiles. “Yes. Those are the obvious parts. Sight. Sound. Centifolia’s smell. It’s why I can play the piano without looking. Why I can sound just like you or even Fleming.” He switches to perfect Mancunian accent. “Why I take no pictures or notes.”

			“What about the nonobvious parts? Will you show me some more, please?” I beg shamelessly with a spawning terror that I just lost any hope of ever wanting another man.

			He chuckles and takes my hand, heading back to the Purple Room. Fleming is nowhere in sight. “Here’s an example you may know. You said you arrived here on August 24, 2011.”

			“Yes,” I breathe, expecting everything from the sound of a Boeing triple-seven coming from his mouth to more accents from British Airways.

			“Well, I remember vividly what I did that day.” He winds deeper into the maze. “It was seventy-six degrees Fahrenheit. I had an omelet and four slices of bacon for breakfast, grilled wild salmon for lunch at Ringside, which cost twenty-eight dollars, and spaghetti with meatballs for dinner. I made fourteen business calls, sent one hundred and seventeen emails and read the paper where I learned that the summer Olympics ended in China and Judge Kaplan of Oregon District Court ruled against a local company on logging violations.” He turns on Aisle 422 and reaches on shelf sixteen for a law textbook.

			“Page one twenty-seven, paragraph three from the bottom.” He hands it to me.

			I skim the book and there it is! Judge Kaplan’s opinion, verbatim. I think I just had an orgasm. With my brain.

			“Bloody hell! You’re absolutely right! That day I bought the paper when I landed, and I’ve read it so many times over the years. I remember the news about the summer Olympics except you probably only read it once.” I resolve to dig the paper out of my closet later and read it again.

			“That’s why I picked that date. I thought it would stick out for you. And of course, you already know that’s the day I bought my house. I must have known you were coming.”

			He is not trying to be romantic. He reports this in his usual factual way. But it’s the most intimate confession of his feelings he has made. I can’t resist. I throw my arms around his neck, reaching for his lips like they might soothe this cerebral fire. But they only fuel it further.

			He laughs. “Does my place turn you on?”

			“No, you turn me on.”

			“Elisa, I think you have a fetish for men with strange brains.”

			“Yes, I really think I do.”

			“By all means, be my guest.” He brings my lips back to his but now I’m alert again. I want to know more. There is something about what he said that is hinting at the curse behind the blessing.

			“You said you also remember every emotion?”

			I’ve hit something because the tectonic plates shift in his eyes. Now I realize the secret behind those eyes. They zoom and absorb and shift because he is living in many places and times all at once.

			“Yes, I remember emotion.” His words are guarded, his voice harder. I know I have minutes, maybe seconds, before his sudden disclosure ends.

			I sort through thousands of questions for the most relevant. “Can you ever forget?”

			He smiles without his dimple and brushes his fingers against my cheek. He takes the book from my hand and tucks it back in its spot without looking.

			“No, Elisa. I cannot.”

			“Never?”

			“Some doctors theorize it will wane with age. But since age seven when we first discovered it, I have noticed zero difference.”

			His voice is slower, heavier, as though the memories of his thirty-five years are weighing it down. No matter how astonishing I find his brain, it just occurred to me what a fearsome sentence this must be.

			“Do you wish you could forget?”

			He smiles. “Some things, yes. Others—like the way you look right now—no.”

			I walk into his arms and caress his stubble. “And the things you wish you could forget? Are those what make you tense this way?” I risk the thesis question.

			On cue, his shoulders petrify. He has shut down. My time is up.

			“Come,” he says. “We have a million books, one eidetic memory and one eager scientist who wants to read them all. Put me to work.” He kisses my lips lightly.

			I kiss him back, feeling a surging emptiness. I thought once I knew something about him—something real—the craving would be satisfied. But it’s not. It’s beastly. Because I know that the eidetic memory, like his success and his looks, is superficial. The inner Aiden is still hiding.

			We leave the Purple Room, winding through the maze hand in hand, my brain exploding with information.

			“Aiden, can I please ask one more question?”

			He narrows his eyes. “One.”

			“If you remember everything, why have a painting of me to begin with?”

			He stops walking. “Because I want the fantasy.” He shrugs.

			“And what is that fantasy?”

			His jaw flexes. “By definition, it’s something that will not come true.”

			My stomach twists sharply again, as the voice inside starts wailing. The fantasy. Not the real girl. And the real girl, I cannot give for more than twenty-nine days. Run, you fool. Run now and secure some strong medication for the plane ride.

			I swallow. “You’re probably right.”

			The deep V cracks between his eyebrows. That same flicker of helplessness that gleamed in his eyes when he looked at my paintings this morning, flashes now. It’s enough to lock my feet. Madly, I miss the man who is hiding even though I’ve never met him.

			“Let’s live the fantasy a little longer, then,” I say.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Secrets

			After dinner at Aiden’s home—it was that or renting out Andina’s private rooms—I stare at the towers of books leaning against the glass wall. To my horror, Aiden bought every book we touched. All 178 of them. How am I going to bring them all to England? How can I leave a single one behind? The sun dips behind Mount Hood. The stabbing in my stomach returns so I take his feather quill and a stack of books.

			“What are you doing?” Aiden asks, still sitting at the enormous salvaged wood dinner table. He traces the lip of his wine glass with his thumb.

			I perch next to him, setting my treasures on the table. “Signing my new books.”

			He smiles and reaches for a lock of my hair. “More rituals?”

			I nod. “I always sign my books so if they get lost, maybe I’ll be able to find them someday.” I dip the quill in the indigo inkwell and start with Pride and Prejudice. Aiden leans in to watch, twisting my hair. His warm breath tickles my cheek.

			“Want to do it with me?” I ask, wanting his handwriting on these pages for when this all ends.

			He must hear the desperation in my voice because he smiles. “Sure,” he says and picks up Byron’s Poems from the stack. “So how do we do this? You seem to have a system here.”

			“Just sign your name on pages eight, twenty-four and eleven.”

			He frowns once, then smiles. “Ah! For the date you came here.”

			“Yes. And for the first date we have in common.” I dip the quill and sign The Brothers Karamazov. When I look up, something has changed in his eyes. A shadow over the turquoise depths. He controls it in seconds but it’s enough to trigger a strange itching on the soles of my feet. Like they want to run. I curl them under me.

			“Sign another?” I ask, holding out the quill for him.

			The shadow disappears. He picks up Fifty Shades of Grey and winks. “You can keep the quill, I’ll use my pen.”

			We sign side by side, our thighs touching. He picks up his barrage of questions about me. Since Powell’s, he has bombarded me with everything from trivia to Rorschach analysis. As I answer his questions, I’m really wondering how I can wheedle information out of him. Despite my valiant efforts at Powell’s (“I’ve already read these books, Elisa, this is for you.”), on our drive back (“Benson needs silence in the car, Elisa.”) and during dinner (“It’s not advisable for one to talk while chewing, Elisa.”), Aiden remains more elusive than Element 115.

			“Favorite vacation?” The interrogation continues as he signs A Tale of Two Cities.

			“I plead the fifth.”

			“You what?” he smiles.

			“I plead the fifth. I’m not answering one more question about myself until you tell me something about you. And what’s more, I will quit my painting,” I threaten, using what little leverage I have.

			“We can’t have that.” He signs The Secret Garden and sets his pen down. He takes a sip of wine. His eyes tighten but he smiles. “Fine, what would you like to know?”

			I’m so stunned by the invitation that the quill drips on The Arabian Nights and the question fires unfiltered. “Why is there nothing personal about you anywhere?”

			“Because by definition, such a thing would no longer be personal.”

			“Where do you go when you want to get away?”

			“I can’t really get away, as we’ve already established.” He taps his temple. His voice hardens so I move on to safer territory before he shuts down again.

			“Who is your best friend?”

			The smile remains unaffected. He picks up his pen and signs A Farewell to Arms.

			“Marshall.”

			I grin as I get the first real answer from him. Something as normal as a best friend. “Does Marshall live around here?” I have a strong desire for the answer to be yes. Not necessarily for me to meet him but because it means someone can break through Aiden’s walls and be by his side.

			He takes another sip of wine and signs Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. “No.”

			Oh! “Do you see him often?”

			“Not like I wish.” He signs The Birth of Venus and stands. “Would you like your dessert? I’m sure you’ll find it more enriching than my friendships.” Without waiting for my answer, he strides to the kitchen.

			“I doubt that,” I say, following him. He has moved so fast that he is already at the cabinets. I take a seat at the breakfast bar. I’m about to ask how long he has known Marshall when he turns with a smile.

			“Not even Baci?” he says, holding a dome of silver chocolates, stacked neatly on a silver platter, framed by apple slices.

			A gasp leaves my lips. How many Baci are there? One, two, three, four—

			Aiden’s laugh drowns my arithmetic. He sets the platter in front of me.

			“Thirty,” he says.

			My stomach twists and burns, as though an ulcer erupted there. “What did you say?” I whisper.

			He frowns. “Thirty? Er—I have more if you want? What are you thinking here? Sixty? One hundred?” For the first time since I’ve heard it, his voice is confused. The timbre is so endearing that I tear my eyes from the silver chocolate tower and glue them on him.

			He is still frowning. “I can see if the company that makes them is for sale?” he offers, perfectly serious. It’s enough to make me laugh. Aiden Hale may have a genius brain but a girl’s obsession with him is clearly beyond his deductive powers.

			I grip his shirt collar and kiss him.

			“Let’s start with thirty,” I say even though “starting” has nothing to do with it.

			He cups my face, his lips and tongue surpassing mine. His heartbeat is thumping under my hand. Suddenly, he pulls back and watches me. His eyes are utterly still. It’s not until I see them free of movement that I wonder whether for once he is not remembering.

			“What are you thinking about?” I ask.

			He shakes his head. “An errant thought. Would you like more wine?”

			“Actually, some warm milk, if you don’t mind,” I mumble because my brain is fully occupied with deciphering the look on his face.

			“Milk?” He smiles.

			I nod. I have an ulterior motive for this. Milk helps me with nightmares and I am not having another one tonight.

			“Okay, milk it is.”

			He opens the fridge, pours milk out of the carton in two crystal tumblers and warms it in the microwave. I snap a picture with my camera.

			He narrows his eyes. “Why do you take so many pictures, Elisa?”

			“End of an era,” I answer truthfully.

			He takes the glasses out of the microwave, eyes on me. It’s disconcerting that he never has to look at what he is doing. He sits next to me, hands me my glass and clicks his to mine.

			“To new eras,” he says.

			“And to the old ones.” I smile, unable to toast to the new epoch ahead of me. I reach for the Baci tower, picking the top chocolate and resolving to save the rest for each of my remaining days.

			“Share one with me?” I ask him.

			“Can you spare it?”

			“Barely.”

			He chuckles and takes a Baci. I watch his long fingers peel the silver wrapping and find the quote.

			“What does it say?”

			“‘All is fair in love and war.’” He reads the wax note quietly.

			“Well, that’s not so fatal.” I’m secretly glad that the bewitched Baci didn’t say something like “a woman in a painting will fall in love with you” and terrify him for life.

			“Isn’t it?” He looks at the quote again and sets it on the marble bar. “What does yours say?”

			I peel mine, fishing the note first. “‘A kiss is a secret told to the mouth.’” Thank you, Rostand! That same surging emptiness ghosts in my chest as I wonder whether this is the only type of secret Aiden will share with me. Maybe I should stop reading these bloody notes altogether.

			I swallow and look up. “Tell me a secret, Aiden.”

			He leans in slowly until our lips meet. He tastes like milk and Baci. His lips move lightly, like he is whispering. Then his kiss changes. He stands up so abruptly that his bar stool topples behind him on the floor. He fists his hand in my hair and yanks my head back, his mouth inches from mine.

			“You want to know a secret, Elisa?”

			I nod, breathless.

			“I never kiss on the mouth,” he whispers. “Too much taste, too much essence of a woman to remember. But I like kissing you.”

			I’m so stunned by this revelation that I pull back but he pinches my chin, shaking his head. He picks me up from my waist, wraps my legs around him and saunters to the long marble kitchen counter. He sets me on it, reaches for my milk glass and takes a sip.

			“There are better ways to drink milk.” He winks.

			He looks wicked. There is a streak of purpose in his eyes, as though he is on a quest. I fist my hands in his hair and pull him closer. I caress his cheek, stopping at his scar. The compulsion to kiss it is so strong that I lean in, asking for permission with my eyes. He smiles and nods.

			I blow on it gently. It’s shaped like an L. For love, I think wildly, high on Haleum. I press my lips to it. It’s a ridge, toughened by time. Its contours imprint the letter on my lips. I kiss it again.

			He moans and starts kissing the familiar paths he blazed earlier. My jaw, my throat, my collarbone. “You want to know another secret?” he whispers against my skin.

			I moan a “yes”.

			He brings his mouth to my ear. “I like you in this dress because you look like you belong to a happy time.”

			He unties the bow at the back. I’m too lost to decipher his words so I simply absorb them. Slowly, he undoes the zipper and peels the dress from my shoulder, raining kisses there. He takes it off and sets it on the counter. Then he steps back, gazing at me. I’m fully aware that the lights are on but his words from yesterday ring in my ear. Don’t hide from me. I fight my shyness until he smiles.

			“More secrets, Elisa?”

			I nod without any power of speech.

			“No one looks like you in my memory. Not even you.”

			With one of his magical moves, my bra comes off. I wish I could say something but the only sound I’m able to form is a sigh. His lips press on my throat and trail lower, and finally his mouth is on my right nipple. His tongue draws circles, and he weaves kisses and bites in a pattern that makes me shiver. I try to wrap my legs around his waist for contact but he spreads them apart, as far as they will go, spanning the length of the counter. I feel exposed, but my blood is boiling so I don’t quite care. Slowly, two of his fingers slide inside me. The effect on me is violent. My hips lurch forward, craving depth. He growls against my breasts.

			“Behave or I won’t tell you any more secrets.” He circles his fingers once, twice. The only sound I can produce is another moan. My hips writhe feverishly against his slow, sure fingers.

			“Here’s another one: I like the way you taste.”

			He kneels on the floor between my legs, blows a gust of air on me, and nips at my pubic bone. His fingers are still stretching and circling. Everything inside me starts to quiver. It’s almost here. Closer. Closer.

			“Now about that milk,” he says, and pours the still-hot milk between my breasts.

			It inflames my skin and streams in one single rivulet down my body and between my legs where his mouth waits and closes around me. The heat of the milk and the pressure of his mouth send me over the edge. The explosion begins instantly. My arms give out as he sucks the last drop of milk, and I slump on the counter. Behind my closed eyelids, darkness is tinged with a reddish haze. His name echoes in the night. I hear it as if I’m underwater.

			When I emerge, I can still feel his hushing kisses between my legs and on the insides of my thighs. I peer down at him. He is blurry around the edges. He stands up, smiling, and my vision focuses.

			“Don’t move an inch,” he orders and strides in the direction of his bedroom. I only blink a few times, reeling from his secrets and his touch, when he comes back with a condom and stands between my legs.

			“Take off my clothes.”

			Oh, finally! I start unbuttoning his shirt but it takes too long so I rip it open like he did yesterday. I ignore his chuckle as I unzip his jeans and push them roughly down his legs. He steps out of them, hardened and powerful. My eyes are fixed on the sight, but he raises my chin until I look at him.

			“Eyes on me again.” He lifts me from the counter, pulling me close to him and sliding very slowly inside. My body starts building. Just as leisurely, he pulls out and back in at the same pace. His eyes close and his jaw locks in restraint.

			“Another secret, Elisa?”

			“Yes.” The “s” lingers in the air.

			“I like that I’m the only one who’s been here. No other memories like this for you.”

			He moves again, and this time a groan whirls in his chest. The sound cuts my ties to reason. I want more. More secrets, more speed, more depth, more him. As though he knows, he puts more force behind his thrusts and my moans change into loud cries. His fingers dig and bruise in my back, his breathing faster. Another thrust. Two, three. I shatter. Everything inside convulses and everything outside throbs. The violent release sucks me under. The last thing I hear is Aiden’s final cry—not a groan, a cry—and then there is silence.

			I have the vague sense that I’m being moved somewhere but I have no idea how, or when, or where. When I open my eyes, we are magically on his bed. I’m on my stomach, and he is half-lying over me, his weight pinning me on the mattress. He is kissing behind my ear, nipping at the earlobe.

			“Are you coherent?” he says.

			“Mmm.”

			“Ready for more secrets?” he whispers and before I can answer, he grips my hair and turns my head to the side until our mouths meet. This kiss is different. Savage. Gone are the gentle gusts of air, the soft strokes of tongue. His lips have a possessive edge, as if the secret they’re telling is stormy. I match him as best I can, burying my fingers in his hair. His lips move down my jaw, back to my ear.

			“I like the way you smell because I’ve never smelled it before,” he whispers, kicking my legs apart with his knee, and holding my head down against the pillow. His voice is dark. His hand grips my breast roughly. It hurts but it would hurt more if his hands were not on me. My skin starts zapping with a static charge. His hand travels down my body where the charge is at its most potent. Every rough circle he draws with his fingers sends jolts of fire surging in my blood. My lungs can’t keep up.

			“Here’s the last secret, Elisa. The way you are right now, mine completely, this is what I’ll remember when I look at that painting.”

			He grips my hips and raises them in the air. In the same move, he slaps his cock hard against me. I cry out at the zinging feeling. My blood is pounding in my ears. I hear him tear a foil, from where I have no idea, and then he thrusts about halfway in. I moan in relief. He pulls back. When I whimper, he repeats his game over and over, until the current on my skin turns into something else, an inkling of a different storm in the horizon. This one will finish me. Not because I won’t survive. But because with this claiming, he went beyond my body. There is something so capturing about it that despite my recent liberation, I’ve never felt less free. He rubs himself against me again and stops. I give up and beg.

			“Please, Aiden.”

			“I think it’s your turn for a secret.”

			“I want you!” I shout. Wait—what? What did I just say? I search for him with my hips but he stills them.

			“That’s a dangerous secret,” he says in my ear and slams inside me. Oh. My. God. Of all the thrusts I have absorbed, nothing—absolutely nothing—compares to these. I can’t feel any other part of my body except the relentless clenching inside. I’m calling, I’m crying, too loud, too soft, begging, ordering, praying. I can’t understand the words that are coming out of my mouth but I don’t care. The only thing that matters is not just him, but this sense of being his.

			“Look at me,” he says through his teeth. My eyes fling open, lost in turquoise. The lightning strikes. For the first time, my release starts in my eyes. Tears gather there, and then everything, especially consciousness drains out of me. We collapse on the bed together. I feel him withdraw and wrap his arms around me, kissing my temple.

			“Enough secrets tonight,” he murmurs. My last thought is of the heat of his skin against my back and the fact that it looks like I still have tomorrow with him. Then I disappear.

			* * * * *

			I open my eyes with a gasp. Aiden’s bedroom is dark except for the moonlight streaming through the glass wall. There is a race running in my brain. My skin is still tingling with static like remnants of a distant storm. I panic that I had another nightmare but no. The only thoughts in my head are Aiden’s whispered secrets. If he never kisses on the mouth, he must like me. But before I levitate off the bed, another secret quashes it: it’s dangerous to want him. Why?

			I look at Aiden to calm the racing thoughts. His face is relaxed, his hair a mess of my doing. Despite the power he wields when he is awake, he looks vulnerable. But the tension of his shoulders never releases him even in sleep. I have an urge to hold him. I reach out to caress his cheek. His body heat warms my fingers and I press them gently on his stubble.

			It’s instant. He bolts upright, his hand gripping my wrist. His frame begins to shudder. His head hangs on his chest as though someone is holding it down, and his spine is petrified. His shoulders and biceps strain like he is trying to break through chains. His neck jerks side to side as though on a noose or tight collar. His rib cage expands. A menacing sound starts building in his chest and the bed begins to shake from his tremors. His fingers dig into my flesh.

			“Aiden!” I gasp in terror.

			His head whips up and whirls to me. In the darkness, I cannot see his eyes but I feel his hot breath on my face. His breathing is harsh, wounded. His grip on my wrist relaxes a fraction, and his head jerks to the side as though repelling an invisible touch. Or as though a force is trying to rip him apart or choke him. My heart is pounding but in this moment, I understand my own fear. It’s not for me. It’s for him.

			“Aiden,” I whisper, wanting to touch him but afraid of making it worse. Then I remember the way he soothed me yesterday. “You’re okay. It’s not real. Wake up. You’re safe.”

			The tremors start slowing down but his head jerks away again. I have a mad image of the sinister force trying to tear him away from me.

			I can’t let it have any part of him. “Aiden, please, it’s me, Isa—umm—Elisa. Elisa Snow.”

			He gasps like he is emerging from water. Blindingly fast, he pulls away and turns on the bedside lamp. His eyes are wild, almost midnight blue. His hands hover over my face.

			“Elisa? Jesus! Did I hurt you? Did I hurt you?” he demands frantically.

			“No, not at all. See? I’m okay.” I raise my hands so he can see. His eyes scan my arms, my torso, my face, my eyes.

			“It was just a bad dream,” I assure him though I know bad dreams and I have never seen something like this. “Do you want some water? Some fresh air?”

			I scoot close to him. I want to hold him but instinctively I know that he will not want arms around him right now. So I just put both my hands on his face and kiss his scar.

			“Shh,” I whisper. “It’s over. It’s over.” But as I say the words, it occurs to me: is it really over for him? Whatever this evil is, with his memory, can he ever escape it? “Aiden, will you tell me what’s wrong? Please? I want to help.”

			Instantly, his eyes harden. A jolt of fury strikes there. He drops my hands from his face.

			“Excuse me a moment,” he says formally, and before I can blink, he bolts up and blows out of the room.

			I stare after him, trying to calm my breathing. My lungs were doing fine until now—for him. But at the sight of the shut bedroom door, they start shuddering. I breathe in and out, but oxygen is not working. I amble to the restroom and drink some water, trying to think. What happened to him to cause this? Because if there is one thing I know like I know the periodic table it is that he has had this dream before. That this is a part of him.

			I hear the bedroom door open so I sprint out of the restroom. He is dressed in the same clothes as today, probably finding them on the kitchen floor from our time of happy secrets. I walk to him and take his hand.

			“Are you feeling better?”

			“Yes, thank you.” Same polite voice.

			“I am so, so sorry.”

			His jaw locks and he closes his eyes. “Why are you apologizing, Elisa?”

			“Because I awoke you. I only wanted to touch your face,” I mumble, caressing his stubble.

			He guides me to the bed. His eyes are still closed. I don’t know if he is imagining something or repelling it.

			“Look at me,” I plead.

			He opens his eyes. They are controlled now, lighter but frozen solid. “Elisa, you didn’t do anything wrong. Trust me. This has nothing to do with you. The only thing I regret is that I frightened you. I’m very sorry. Now go to bed. I’ll be back in a while.”

			Back in a while? No! I don’t want him to be alone and revisit whatever terrors he already must see with perfect clarity. I clutch his shirt collar and bring him closer.

			“Stay with me. We can go to the Rose Garden if you want? Or talk? Or just go for a stroll? Or make love? Just…just stay.”

			He pries my fingers from his shirt, pinching my chin. “Go to sleep, Elisa.”

			When I don’t let go of his collar, he lowers his head until our foreheads almost touch and closes his eyes.

			“Please!” he says in a low voice.

			I realize now that I have never heard him truly ask for something he needs. Well, he just did. I nod and pull away with more strength than it took to board that plane four years ago. He inclines his head once and sweeps out of the room.

			I lie on his side of the bed, feeling his warmth that is still trapped inside the comforter. I keep my eyes on the door, willing it to open. I focus only on the scent of his pillow, listening for any signs of the man on the other side of the wall. But there is only silence.

			Hydrogen, 1.008…Oxygen, 15.999. Fluorine, 18.998. Neon, 20.180…Astatine, 210. Radon, 222. Francium, 223. Radium, 226.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Breach

			Light seeps through my eyelids, tinting the world outside golden. My first thought is that I should feel warm. But instead, I’m shivering. My eyes fling open.

			I’m in Aiden’s bed, on his side. But he is not here.

			Instantly, I remember and jolt up. I feel the other side of the bed. It’s cold. On my pillow is my dad’s watch. Something crawls in my stomach at the sight. I pick it up—9:30. As I fasten it on my wrist, the soft, worn leather gives me some structure. First things first: move.

			I clamber out of bed, feeling the ache of his thrusts between my thighs. Over the chair in the corner are my dress, bra, knickers and sandals. My stomach twists again so I escape to the restroom.

			I’m so cold that I crave hot water. But as I tiptoe in the grotto shower, my skin contracts sharply. Suddenly, I don’t want to wash him off. Right now, my skin smells like him. I twist back the shower lever tightly.

			When I come out, the bedroom is still empty. The hair stands on the back of my neck. Should I go find him or should I wait here? What will make it worse or better? The shivers become violent so I get dressed. As I bend to slide on my sandals, I see one of his shirt buttons under the bed. Madly, I pick it up and tuck it in my bra. Then, with a deep breath, I head for the living room.

			He is on the sofa, facing my way, back to the glass wall, reading a National Geographic. Freshly showered, hair still wet.

			“Good morning,” I say, noticing with relief that my voice does not betray my unease.

			He looks up from his magazine. The first thing I see is the difference in his face between now and yesterday when he woke me up with the centifolia. It’s perfectly composed. But something is off in his eyes—they’re too still. A neutral sapphire.

			“Good morning, Elisa. Did you sleep well?”

			It’s there in his voice too. Polite but a bit detached. The shivers return.

			“I slept fine,” I answer a little late. “It looks like you’ve been up for a while?”

			“Yes.”

			It’s not exactly his words that are chilling me. It’s that detachment in his eyes and tone.

			“So what have you been doing?”

			“Worked some. Pondered the universe.”

			“Pondered the universe? That sounds ominous.”

			“Aren’t all such ponderings ominous?”

			“It depends on the conclusions one reaches.”

			He almost smiles. “Yes, I suppose it does.”

			That’s it? That’s all he is going to say? “So what conclusions did you reach?”

			He stands up and walks to me. His tread is slower too. “Many. But what else is there to do at night. Are you hungry? Do you want some breakfast?”

			Breakfast? “No! I’d rather talk.”

			He gives me a million-miles-away smile. “Not now—I have a conference call. Make yourself at home. I’ll see you shortly.” He strides past me, taking his distant smile with him.

			“Aiden?” I call after him. He has moved so fast, he is almost at the threshold of the room. He turns, his eyes expectant.

			“Yes?”

			“Is this about your nightmare? Is that why you’re acting so…so different?”

			Nothing changes on his face. “No, Elisa. The nightmare does not concern you.” His voice is formal, as though he is saying “it’s none of your business”.

			“Yes, it does. You didn’t act like this before last night.” With another stab in my stomach, I miss the man he was. The beautiful, warm man giving me Baci and whispering secrets.

			No emotion touches his eyes. He takes a few steps back into the room and stops—still far from me. “Before last night, you asked for two days with me and I gave them to you. Whether I had a nightmare or not is irrelevant. Time is up, Elisa.” He whirls and leaves the room, the lights flickering at his passage.

			My knees buckle the moment he turns the corner and I sink on the sofa. My time is up. How well I know it. I stare at the stack of Powell’s books by the wall, the terrarium of flowers, my new Nikon camera. They look suddenly inert. Perfunctory. Like the gravity that kept them from drifting is extinguished and now they rotate in the universe homeless. Just like me.

			I thought this was all about the nightmare. But now, listening to him, I look at last night with new, finally clear, wide-open eyes. He was saying goodbye even before his nightmare, when he was making love to me. This is what I’ll remember when I look at that painting. Why? What was it? I play with the hem of my dress as hypotheses tabulate in my brain.

			Option One: He does not like the real girl behind the painting. Maybe I was too much of a mess, too open, too closed, too everything Reagan says men don’t want.

			Option Two: This is about his demons. Whatever evil terrorizes him at night, strains his muscles and shuts him down, is keeping him from me, too.

			The instant the options form in my head, I want to run and not see what happens next. But oddly, I can’t bring myself to leave. Regardless of which hypothesis is true, I’m worried about him. But how do you help a man who will not accept it?

			I twist the hem some more, wondering what Mum would do. What did she do with Dad? They were always truthful. They never had secrets. And just like that I know what I have to do. Not only because it’s the right thing. But because it may allow Aiden to open up too. That has to help.

			I stand, my knees shaking. With every step down the hall, I test the words in my head. When I reach the closed library door, his hard voice stops me.

			“Just use my fucking card, Hendrix. Do we have to go over this every fucking year?… No, I’m actually thinking of leaving tonight… Yes, that’s fine… See you in two weeks.”

			He slams down his phone, then there is silence. He’s leaving? Why? Where is he going? Another shiver whips over my skin. I take a deep breath, square my shoulders and knock.

			“Yes?” he calls with the same hard voice.

			I open the door, feeling less welcome than in the immigration office. He is standing at his enormous desk in front of three continuous computer screens. When he sees me, his eyes betray some surprise. Then his impassive face returns. I wait for him to say something, maybe just my name in acknowledgement, but he doesn’t. He simply waits with questioning eyes.

			“Umm, may I come in?” I ask, fighting the impulse to run, which is becoming stronger. As is this visceral concern I feel for him.

			“Yes,” he says, indicating with his hand for me to take one of the cognac leather armchairs in front of his desk.

			The moment I enter the library, the sight and smell of thousands of books fortify me. I take the armchair, wishing he would come and sit in the other one next to me. He looks at me expectantly.

			I call on years of British “be calm” philosophy and smile. “I couldn’t help overhear. Are you going somewhere?”

			“Yes. A short trip with friends.”

			Odd that this relieves me. If his demons are at work, then friends must help. “Is Marshall going?” I keep smiling.

			“No. Did you need something, Elisa?”

			I feel the smile freeze on my lips as a wave of nausea rises in my throat. “I—I wanted to tell you the truth. About me. If you still want to hear it.” My voice is losing the even volume, trailing almost to a whisper in the end.

			At last, his face loses the controlled façade. His eyebrows arch in surprise. Then the deep V forms there.

			“Why now?” His voice is very cautious.

			“Because it feels right. And because you wanted to know?” I didn’t mean to say the last sentence. Or say it as a question. But a small, terrified part of me wonders if he really cares.

			“I still want to know.”

			I should try to fight the relief I feel at this but I can’t. I’ll deal with myself later.

			Okay, here goes nothing. I take a deep breath. “I’m moving back to England.”

			As I thought, the moment I say this to him, it becomes real. My stomach twists and heaves so violently that I clench my teeth right as bile crashes against them. My throat and lungs battle to keep the acid inside my body.

			He blinks rapidly a few times. The rest of him remains frozen.

			“What?” he asks eventually.

			“I’m moving back to England. My student visa expired when I graduated. I have to leave in twenty-eight days.”

			Impossibly, the V gets deeper. His hands curl like claws on the armrests of his chair. “I don’t understand. Why would you return to England after everything that’s happened there instead of renewing your visa?” He sounds annoyed. As if he disapproves of my choices.

			“I don’t want to go back. But I tried to get a new visa and they denied it. I had just left my immigration interview when I first saw you.”

			He tents his large hands and rests his chin on them. Confusion transforms to suspicion.

			“Isn’t there some other visa? It seems a little…unbelievable.”

			I bristle at the judgment in his voice but I force myself to remember that Aiden is like Reagan. Unquestionably American. Unshakably welcome. He cannot fathom what most of us outsiders have to go through only to breathe American air. It’s not his fault. He just doesn’t know.

			“I’ve tried all I can. I tried three visas, in fact. They were all denied.”

			“But what about your credentials? Your supplement? Surely that counts for something?” he demands, straightening into his high-alert posture.

			I open my mouth to explain but suddenly cannot. All those details, so vital to me, feel like banalities between us now. I swallow and shake my head. “Not good enough.”

			And it’s starting to feel like the truth—about everything.

			He stands up forcefully, the chair squeaking from his strength. There is no confusion or suspicion on his face. In fact, there is no emotion. Just purpose. I can’t deny my disappointment. I’m not sure what I was expecting, but I was hoping for something. The shifting tectonic plates as he shares something, too, and lets me help. Or a hug, a kiss, a kind word, some reassurance maybe. It will be okay. I’ll miss you. Glad we met. Or even anger. Fuck this. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. I’d even take some relief from him at having a way out. Anything but this calculated, rational problem-solving. Because with this, I have no idea if he cares or if he just feels like he needs to do something for the poor orphan who has nowhere to go.

			He paces twice behind his desk, then sits back down. He picks up his phone and presses a number.

			“Cancel my two o’clock and hold all calls,” he spits out and hangs up.

			“Aiden—” I say, but he puts up an index finger while he scrolls on his phone. I look at the clock on the wall, unable to stand the concentration in his eyes. This is not what I wanted. I don’t want to be a nuisance to him, something he needs to fix. Saying goodbye will be hard enough without feeling like in the end, I was a burden, not a woman. Like I added to his troubles, not eased them as I meant to do.

			“Aiden Hale for Scott Reeves.”

			I barely blink by the time he speaks again. Scott Reeves must be really fast or the mere name Aiden Hale makes him drop everything he is doing.

			“Scott, I need to see you now… Cancel it. I’ll pay double. Bring your best immigration lawyer, actually the whole team… Thank you.” He hangs up and starts scrolling again.

			Bloody hell! There is no reason to pay double for a team of lawyers only to hear what I can tell him for free. And I don’t want him to know about the marriage and investment options. This new Aiden may think I was setting him up all along for a green card or for his money. The thought is revolting.

			“Aiden, can you please put your phone down?” I ask with as much volume as I can manage. He looks up.

			“I know my options. You don’t need to pay an army of lawyers for me.”

			He shakes his head. “No offense to you, Elisa, but I’d rather hear a professional on this. And frankly, I pay an army of lawyers on a daily basis so it doesn’t matter.”

			He scrolls through his phone again and dials, effectively ending the conversation. I tune out his business discussion as much as I can, trying to make sense of the madness. He eventually hangs up, takes a deep breath and stands. “Let’s go meet the lawyers.”

			I suppose he means to be kind, but I can’t accept. Not when he is cold like this. Plus, it will be embarrassing to sit there in front of all those suits and look at his face when he hears that marriage or money can save me. I’m sure he gets hit like a piñata for either or both of those by countless women. And I don’t care about either. I only want his time. I stand.

			“Aiden, I don’t want to go to this meeting. It’s not what I was expecting from you and I would have never told you if—” I stop because my reasoning now seems faulty—the kind of reasoning Dad or Denton would have never let me build an experiment on.

			“If what, Elisa?”

			Well, I might as well own to it. “If I didn’t want to be honest with you and help you. I thought if I shared my secret with you, then maybe you would open up with me too. Share some of whatever makes you tense this way.”

			His jaw locks and the sniper focus of his eyes slips a little. He looks almost angry. Good. It’s better than this cold composure I’ve had to endure all morning. “I thought I made it obvious, Elisa. I do not share, no matter how many secrets you tell me or how many days you spend with me.”

			I nod as he quashes my sandcastle logic.

			“My mistake,” I say in my most even tone. “But perhaps you would do me the courtesy of sharing your last night’s conclusions about me so that we can be on the same page. I think I deserve an explanation.”

			He stares at me. His gaze is so intense, so blinding that I almost shut my eyes.

			“I think saving your future is a little more important at the moment.” For the first time this morning, his voice softens—as though he is both answering and evading.

			He is right, of course. I am desperate for a solution. But why doesn’t any part of me agree?

			As though he can sense my hesitation, he inches closer. “We can talk about the rest after the meeting,” he says and steps aside, indicating for me to walk ahead of him.

			I realize now that I have never seen him lead the way or walk through a door first. He is always the last through. Is this just his manners or something else? I tuck this question away for now and focus only on my own steps, the battalion of lawyers waiting for me and, above all, some answers. The lights flicker one last time as we cross the library threshold.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			For Sale

			The law firm’s receptionist, a beautiful woman who looks like Adriana Lima, blooms and flutters and melts and smiles the moment she sees Aiden. I think even her tongue is wagging a little. It’s not until the clearing of his throat that she comes back to earth and leads us to a large conference room, her hips swaying a little more than natural movement allows.

			Six lawyers stand up in unison the moment Aiden enters. They’re all in suits and I’m sure they’re quite wealthy in their own right. Yet, by the way they simper at the sight of him, he owns them. Aiden keeps his customary physical distance even when they shake hands. He introduces me as “Elisa Snow, a friend”.

			I memorize the lawyers’ names, especially the oldest, Bob Norman, who is the chair of the firm’s immigration law department. He has a Santa Claus belly and fluffy white hair, and is about seventy years old. His smart gray eyes twinkle in his gentle face. The others seem to be regular suits, probably surprised to be called into this urgent meeting only to face a young woman instead of an army of immigration police.

			Aiden leads me to the wall side of the enormous, black marble table, and we all take our seats. Another pattern chooses this moment to fall into place. I’ve never seen him sit with his back exposed. Not even in his home. Hmm… I file this observation under the ever-expanding Aiden Hale file for later.

			“So, Elisa,” Bob starts with an encouraging smile. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on, and I can see if we can help.”

			“Thank you, Bob. And thank you to the rest of you,” I say, grateful that my voice is calm and betrays nothing of the jungle inside.

			I tell the lawyers everything. The hundreds of forms, the tens of applications, the three visa types, even my illegal modeling at Feign Art. They scribble furiously, Bob nodding most of the time, his eyes wide. In the end, there is a very long pause. I look at each of their faces as they stare at the download of information on their notepads. Finally, Bob speaks.

			“My dear girl! You’ve really done your best, haven’t you?”

			I don’t know why my throat tightens all of a sudden. Perhaps it’s his twinkly eyes, his wheezy voice that reminds me of Grandpa Snow or his kind words. Whatever the reason, I cannot talk without my voice shaking so I simply nod and doodle atomic orbits on my notepad.

			“So that leaves one mystery,” Bob probes gently. “Surely if you know enough to have done all this, I suspect you know the only options left.”

			“I think so, but you’re the experts.”

			Aiden speaks for the first time. “I insisted, Bob. I don’t know the options and I’d like to be thoroughly briefed on all alternatives.”

			Bob nods again. “Well, in a nutshell, she’s in a real bind. She came here on an exchange student visa, which makes sense because she was partially funded by Oxford, but it deprives her of some avenues open to other students. So now she only has some temporary options and three permanent options.”

			“What do you mean by that?” Aiden’s voice is hard. It’s obvious that he is out of his depth and that this is rare for him.

			“Well, temporary visas are for those who don’t intend to live here and, like her student visa, eventually they’d all expire. And when they do, she would have to return.”

			“That sounds ludicrous.” Aiden states the obvious. “Why go through all that if she’ll be in the same spot down the road?”

			Bob turns to me. “Elisa, am I right that you want to live here forever? Immigrate, as it were? Instead of these temporary options?”

			“Yes, that’s what I want. But if I have to leave, I’d rather do it now. Later would be much harder. More connections…” I don’t risk looking at Aiden, but I can feel his eyes boring into me as my voice trails off.

			“On the other hand, it may buy you some time. Time to pursue one of the permanent options,” Bob suggests kindly.

			“What are the permanent options?” Aiden demands again.

			Bob looks him squarely in the eye. How much has he guessed about our relationship? “Marriage to a U.S. citizen, Mr. Hale, a million dollars or an act of Congress.”

			Silence follows his words. I peek at Aiden.

			“Marriage is not an option,” he says through his teeth so sharply that the lawyers fall back in their chairs.

			His tone is so cutting that I turn my face away reflexively like he just slapped me. Not because I was expecting him to marry me, but because of the way he said the words. With a bitter edge of anger, almost revulsion. So public too. He would never react like this if he saw even a glimmer of potential for us.

			I wrap my fingers around my dad’s watch, trying to find my lungs or any part of my body that I recognize. I’m in too deep. Even though I knew this would eventually end, I allowed myself to feel this way. To fall this hard, this quickly. Foolish Elisa. I want to run as far away from here as possible. I should have listened to Javier. I should have listened to that little voice in my head.

			Bob recovers first. “Well, in that case, Elisa, do you have any other marriage options?”

			I want to look down but this is too fundamental to face with downcast eyes. I look Bob in the eye. “No, Bob. And I didn’t come to this meeting to wheedle a marriage proposal.”

			My statement is meant for one man in particular and he knows it. As he must know that he just ended any chance we had together with his humiliating reaction. I don’t look his way.

			Bob smiles kindly. “I think that’s very clear, dear. I don’t think a woman like you would be in want of a husband if that was her goal. And, in any event, I should tell you that marriage likely wouldn’t work here if you’re entering a brand-new relationship.” His eyes flit to Aiden and back to me. “You see, the CIS examines marriages to non-U.S. citizens very closely for fraud. If you only found someone now and were married in the next few days, your green card would almost certainly get denied. You need to prove some history before you can convince the government.”

			I nod, ignoring a ramrod-straight Aiden next to me. Bob gives me a grandpa smile and turns to Aiden, looking a bit frosty.

			“You wanted to hear the other permanent options, Mr. Hale, so here they are. She can try to get Congress to approve her to stay but that’s happened only a few times in the history of this country, it takes a long time and frankly, she has a better chance of winning the Powerball.

			“The other option is that she does indeed win the Powerball or, said less dramatically, that she comes across one million dollars and invests it in an American business. She can effectively attempt to buy her green card that way.” Bob’s voice has none of the warmth it has when he addresses me.

			To my surprise, Aiden relaxes and leans back in his chair. He must have heard something he likes because he is not biting the man’s head off for daring to address him in such a manner.

			“Well, that’s settled then. I’ll just give her the money.” He sounds like he just bought a car. Or a prostitute.

			Suddenly, it all makes sense. He said it himself when we were at Paradox. He is selfish. Only I was too lost in my own fantasy to accept it. He wanted to fuck the girl in the paintings. Well, he did. But then she became too real in the morning. And now, to ease any guilt he feels for using a poor orphan, he’ll just throw some cash at her.

			Well, I don’t have much but I have dignity. I stand up. Everyone looks at me in surprise, but they stand with me.

			“Gentlemen, I’d like to speak to Mr. Hale alone. Is there somewhere I can do that?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Ghosts

			“Sure, Elisa.” Bob recovers first and leads us out of the room. I follow, not bothering to see if the Wanker of the Century is behind me. If he is not, I’ll take the elevator down and go home. Bob shows us to a smaller conference room with no windows and leaves.

			I walk in, keeping my back to the door. I hear it close and turn slowly, afraid that if I rush, I will rip off his head and maybe even his impressive dick. He looks wary. As he should be.

			“All right, Elisa. Let’s talk about this.”

			I grit my teeth together and glare at him. “Yes, let’s. Maybe you can start for once. Is a million dollars the going rate for a virgin these days?”

			At first, he frowns and then all expression leaves his face as he turns to stone. “You think I’m buying you?”

			“Forty thousand for a half-naked painting. God knows how much for the others. And the hymen—oh, that’s the crown jewel.” I put as much sarcasm and ice in my voice as I can.

			Under my glower, his face changes to fury. Flexed jaw, flared nostrils, thin lips and narrow dark eyes.

			“I’m not paying you for sex. I’m doing this to help you,” he hisses through his teeth.

			“Help me? Me? Really? You gain no benefit from this at all?”

			“That’s not the point. The point is—”

			“Let me save you the trouble and the breath, Aiden. The point is to give the poor little orphan girl money from the overflowing coffers of the billionaire who only wanted to fuck her. You weren’t counting on conversation, on sharing more than a bed, meals and money. When she became a person, instead of a portrait, that ruined your fantasy. Only you’re too decent to take an orphan girl’s virginity and then dump her on the streets, right?” My body is shaking with anger. I have minutes, maybe even seconds, before the dams burst. “A million dollars for the luxury of believing that you did right by me must be quite a bargain for someone like you. You can keep your millions, Aiden. The sex was on the house.” With that, I march right past him to the door. His arm flies out and he stops my exit.

			I glare at him. “Get out of my way.”

			“No. You’ve said your piece, and what a piece it was. Now you get to hear mine.”

			“I’m not interested.”

			“Tough. I’m not paying for fucking you. Take it from someone who knows, Elisa. Sex with you would not cost millions. In fact, it wouldn’t—”

			I can’t hear any more. “You’re right. It would not. Maybe you can find something cheaper and better somewhere else. It’s my own fault, not yours. What a fool I was! Our entire relationship—if it even deserves that name—started out as a commercial transaction. You paying for me to pose naked. Now paying for the aftermath. What an expensive mistake you must think you made!”

			“Enough!” he yells, as the tenuous grip we both had on our emotions all morning—in fact, the past two days—gives out. The air thickens and stills, heavy with the venom, resentment, demons and anger we just dumped on it. His entire frame is shaking with rage.

			“I am not. Paying you. For sex.” He punctuates his words. “You’re right about the other things though. Yes, I wanted to fuck you. And I enjoyed it. Tremendously. I would do it again and again. I’d fuck you here. Right now. But it would not change the fact that as we got to know each other, it became painfully obvious that I’m not right for you and you’re not right for me. So, yes, I could have been more direct this morning but despite my realization, I still wanted to make sure you were not in trouble. And frankly, I’m glad I did because, apparently, you do need my overflowing coffers that you so disdain. So I’m trying to help. I can’t be with you but that does not mean that you have to be exiled in some forsaken town surrounded by ghosts.” He stops and he is breathing hard.

			I lean against the conference room wall. Each word he spoke—each awful truth—was a blow. So this is his conclusion. He can’t be with me. Even though I knew our days were numbered before we even began, hearing him acknowledge it stabs deeper than I imagined—a lot deeper than I knew I had room to hurt.

			Yet worse than all his words are his last ones. Surrounded by ghosts. My ghosts are not coming back, no matter how alive I try to keep them. My throat burns as tears singe my eyes. I notice that his posture changes somehow, but I can’t bring myself to look at him.

			“You’re right,” I whisper. “They are ghosts.”

			I don’t ask him the questions that are burning in my brain. Why doesn’t he want me? Why does he think we are not right? None of that matters. He just does. Someday, maybe I will figure it out. But not today. Today, I just have to survive.

			“Elisa.” There is pain in his voice. The composure is gone for him too. He tries to put his index finger under my chin but I turn my face away. “Elisa, you have to start living your own life. That’s what I’m offering. Will you accept it?”

			I think it through as best I can. I don’t have other options. This could fix it all, could remove any uncertainty. I could find a job. Get a home. Work hard. Help the Solises. And maybe one day, even lay my ghosts to rest. I take a deep breath and look up at him. He looks like he is burning—his eyes almost midnight. I have to take the noose off his neck.

			“I accept your offer but on one condition.”

			“What condition?”

			“That you don’t gift the money to me. Despite your motivation, to me it will always feel like a sale price. So, I’d like to strike a bargain with you. Like I tried at my presentation. Will you consider buying my supplement?”

			He takes a step back. “You’d sell your father’s supplement to me after all this?” he whispers, dismayed.

			“Yes. It’s a fair bargain at arms’ length, since that’s the relationship you want. You’d be overpaying for it at first but if you get it approved and tested, I think you could make money on it. In exchange, I’ll also offer to invest the money you pay in one of your companies. As Bob will tell you, I need to create at least ten American jobs, excluding myself. You wouldn’t have to deal with me, would not lose control and would not be out a dime. And I’d get my green card. It’s a win-win.”

			Something like awe spreads over his face. “Would it be a win-win? For something that means so much to you?”

			“I’ve had time to adjust to letting it go for this reason. Despite what happened between us today, I trust that you will not misuse it. Your companies are solid and ethical, and they’ll last for a long time. They’ll be a good home for it.”

			He watches me. His eyes change emotion fast but I’m too wiped out to understand them. I look away, exhausted. He steps back abruptly and starts pacing. His posture is odd. Like he is on some invisible tether and would much rather walk a different direction. Eventually, he stops pacing and turns to me.

			“I’ll buy your supplement.” He sounds tired, or resigned.

			“Then we have a deal. Thank you,” I say and I mean it. Awful though he was today, he is also helping. You can’t force someone to want you. But you can be hurt and pissed. And I’m both but I’ll deal with it on my own.

			“Shall we go back to Bob and let him know?” I ask.

			He nods but his eyes are far away.

			We walk out of the small room to the large conference hall. I’m sure I look like I was crying but I can’t do anything about it. When they see us come in, the lawyers sit back down.

			“Elisa, have you made a decision?” Bob addresses me, ignoring the man who is paying his bill.

			“Yes, I have. I’ll go with the permanent investment option. Mr. Hale will buy my supplement and I’ll invest the money in one of his businesses.”

			“It’s a good option. But I have to warn you that even with this, there is a good chance that the visa won’t come on time. We’ll do our absolute best but I still want you to be prepared that you may have to go to England for a while and then come back.”

			“How long would I have to be in England?”

			“A few months. If it gets approved. If it does not, you’d be stuck there until a different opportunity presents itself, if one does. So it would be prudent for you to still say your goodbyes and live as if this may not work out. It’s always traumatic when the immigrant has not prepared for the worst. It haunts them for life.” Bob’s voice becomes very quiet, and he leans across the table. “How does that sound, Elisa?”

			I smile at the kind man. “It sounds as good as it can.” I can live through a few months in England if it means I’m coming back. True, it’s still an “if” but it will have to do.

			“And lastly, dear, you said you’ve modeled for Feign Art sometimes. Does anyone else know about that involvement?”

			Javier but there is no way I’m implicating him. That’s a secret even from my lawyer. “Mr. Hale, Feign and my family.”

			“Good. Let’s keep it that way because if it comes out, it can jeopardize you. After all, it was illegal work. It’s best if you avoid any involvement with Feign Art altogether.”

			“I promise. Is there anything else I can do to help the process?”

			“Just follow the rules and don’t risk any trouble. Don’t work at the lab now that your student visa is expired. And don’t get into any situations that may cast doubt on your moral character. Fair or unfair, the CIS expects green card applicants to be squeaky clean.”

			“I understand—I’ll be careful. I want to spend this time with my family anyway.”

			Bob smiles. “Very good. Now, Mr. Hale, you can transfer the money into our client trust account and we’ll hold it until it’s ready to be released.”

			Aiden simply nods. His face looks carved in stone.

			“On a more personal note, Elisa—” Bob turns to me, “—I’d like to represent you pro bono. You qualify for it and if you were my daughter—no offense, Mr. Hale—I wouldn’t want you tied to the pocket of any man.”

			“Bob, that’s very kind of you. Truly. But I can’t—” I start to protest, but Bob waves his hand gently.

			“It’s the least we can do for someone so bright. Consider it a service to my own country if that will make the charity easier to accept.”

			I can’t refuse him. This is exactly why I want to stay here—because of people like him.

			“Thank you, Bob. Very kind.”

			“Good. Now, if there’s nothing else, we should adjourn.” He props himself up from his chair and shakes our hands. Then with a final smile he leaves, taking with him the only buffer I had from Aiden’s presence.

			Now that it’s just us, the pain returns tenfold. My first goodbye, maybe. Or my last, depending on how this turns out.

			“I’ll give you a ride home,” he offers.

			I have made it without wailing until now but I don’t have much reserve left.

			“No, thank you. I’ll call a taxi.” I smile and extend my hand.

			He takes it and holds it instead of shaking it. “You still have a few things at my place. I’ll have Benson drop them off.” His voice is soft.

			I try to remember what I left behind—it feels like millennia ago. Just my toiletries. And his gifts, but I couldn’t bear seeing them after this.

			“No need, Mr. Hale. I have another toothbrush.”

			His eyes still but he nods. Perhaps he understands I don’t want his gifts. “I’ll call you with the business details. I’m aiming for Thursday. Does that work for you?” He is still holding my hand.

			“Thursday is fine—thank you. Goodbye, Mr. Hale.” I pull my hand back and walk out of the conference room, past the reception desk, and to the elevators. When the doors close behind me, I break.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Last Rites

			I half-sit, half-stretch in the only armchair in our living room, staring at the mess before me. Reagan is passed out on the couch in her KEEP CALM AND MARRY HARRY pajamas and emerald-green pillbox hat. Two wine bottles, leftover pizza, crumpled Kleenex tissues and dirty dishes litter the coffee table. Lana Del Rey is singing quietly in the background—“This Is What Makes Us Girls”. On the floor, there is a crude voodoo doll Reagan made out of old socks. The name Aiden Hale and a litany of words that range from sex god to pervy wanker are written in black Sharpie across its body. Now, even though it’s only 8:00 p.m., my faithful guardian is down for the count, having emptied the wine bottles herself.

			In the silence—without Reagan’s voice crooning “it will be okay” or screeching “that evil tosser”—all the questions resurface. Louder, as though furious at being ignored. How could I have let this happen? Why did he change? Did he change? Or is this his true nature? Why? Does he need saving even more than I do? What the hell do I do about that? What the hell do I do about anything?

			I clench my teeth together and shove back every question. I focus only on the answer I know: I have to get over him, and soon. If it hurts this much after two nights, I can’t imagine what it would have been like if we had kept going.

			I move for the first time in the last several hours. My joints creak at the sudden motion but I welcome it. At least this pain I can understand. I stumble to Reagan and take off her hat, brushing her red curls away from her face.

			“Fuckin’ asshole,” she mumbles and goes back to snoring.

			“I brought it on myself,” I whisper, throwing her favorite shearling blanket over her. My eyes flit to the clock on the wall, as they have done every hour or so. Not waiting for Aiden to call but for Javier to get off work. He will be worried about me. And my news—my good news—will make him happy. At 8:05, I amble to the kitchen and dial.

			“Hello?” Javier answers on the first ring.

			“Hey, Javier, it’s me.” My voice is hoarse.

			“Isa? What’s wrong?”

			I clear my throat. He doesn’t need any more worries after a sixteen-hour day. Or ever. “Actually, something is right for once,” I say, evading the question. “Well, maybe. I don’t want to jinx it.” I knock on the wooden kitchen table as I say the words.

			“Oh yeah? What?” He sounds like he is smiling.

			“I think I may have found a way to stay.” I smile too.

			There is a short moment of silence, and then a loud gasp. “Holy crap! What? How?” He is shouting now. I bet he is pacing as far as the phone cord in the kitchen will let him.

			“I have a deal to sell my supplement,” I answer.

			The line goes quiet except his breathing.

			“He’s going to buy it from you?” Javier sounds awed.

			“Yes.”

			More silence. Then a low whistle. “I can’t say that I understand the dude. But for this, I’ll always owe him,” Javier says. I have a sudden urge to run across town and hug him. No matter what his feelings are about the world, they always come second to his family’s happiness.

			“Yes, we’ll both owe him. But don’t jinx me, Javier, please. The lawyers can’t guarantee it and they say I may still have to go back.”

			Javier laughs. “Okay, okay. Aren’t you supposed to be a scientist—rational and all that?” I can hear him knocking on wood, probably the kitchen cabinets.

			“Not for this,” I say firmly, finding nothing funny and rubbing my knuckles raw against the kitchen table. He laughs again, and I hear him talking to Maria. He speaks Spanish but after four years with them, I understand. Mom, it’s Isa. She thinks she’s figured out a way to stay. Maria squeals, drowned in seconds by a chorus of the girls. Antonio supplies the baritone to the cacophony. They all get on the line and talk at the same time.

			“Isa, amorcita, happy, happy—”

			“Oh, how? Who?—”

			“When?—”

			“Come over here, linda—”

			“Mom’s making carnitas—”

			“Carnitas? Forget carnitas. I’m making tres leches cake. Javier, go get her. Dora, put on some music.”

			“Mom, Anamelia is up.”

			“Oh, that’s okay, she likes the music.”

			Finally, Javier’s deep voice rises above the rest in English. “Will you all stop? It’s not for sure yet. Don’t jinx it for her.”

			In unison, I hear more knocking on wood and more laughter. The girls break into a song that has only one line. She’s staying, she’s staying, la la la, she’s staying.

			“¡Basta!” Javier yells and it’s finally quiet. I choke at their joy.

			“So, everything else okay?” Javier tries to sound casual but I know what he is really asking: how did it go with Aiden? I swallow a few times. How many answers are there to this question in a dichotomous key?

			“Oh, you know, the usual. ICE chasing me, rich men wanting to buy my invention, dwindling supply of chocolate.” I try to joke as convincingly as I can.

			“Isa, cut the crap. What happened?” he demands.

			But I cannot tell him. He will worry himself bald. That’s bad enough. But he will also hate Aiden. And somehow, that’s even worse. I swallow hard again and give him another explanation, which is still true and saves everyone.

			“You were right all along, Javier. It’s better not to get attached. Especially since I still don’t know if I’m staying or going.”

			He cannot argue with me. But he stays on the line, sensing that I’m hurting.

			“Can I come to work with you tomorrow?” I ask. This is how I was planning on spending my last days before Aiden turned everything upside down. One day with Javier, one day with Reagan.

			He chuckles. “Isa, sweetheart, I’m painting a house tomorrow. I have to be there at six in the morning. It won’t be fun for you. Sleep in. I’ll come over after work, okay?”

			“I don’t mind getting up early. I’ll be up anyway. And I can help with the yard stuff.”

			We’ve done this before. He works so much that sometimes, he takes me to work with him or we would never see each other.

			He sighs. “All right, you win. I’ll come get you at five forty-five. You’re so nuts, Isa. Go, get some sleep.”

			“Yay,” I squeal and clap my hands.

			He laughs his deep throaty laugh. “Noches,” he says but waits for me to hang up. He never hangs up first.

			“Good night, Javier.”

			The moment I’m plunged into silence, Aiden invades all my senses. I can still smell him on my skin and feel him when I move. The burn of his stubble on my neck, the sting of his bites on my breasts, the ache of his thrusts between my legs. And the void of his absence between my lungs.

			Hydrogen, I think instinctively, then stop. Strangely, I don’t want to numb any part of this. That’s why I didn’t help Reagan drain the wine bottles tonight. I want to know the full extent of the damage. My dad had this theory. When I was running a low fever, he wouldn’t give me drugs right away. He’d say, let your immune system fight it, it will make you stronger. Same thing now. If I can live through tonight, then I can make it. Irrevocably altered but, in substance, still me.

			I leave a glass of water and some Advil for Reagan and trudge to my room. I take off my mum’s dress, trying not to think of how Aiden slipped it off last night. It seems like it happened a hundred years ago. When I unclasp my bra, his shirt button falls out and rolls dismally on the floor. I chase it under my desk, pick it up and put in on the nightstand. But it calls to me in a pea-in-the-mattress way so I tuck in my knickers drawer. Fresh sobs build in my chest, and I make a decision: I have to wash him off. It’s healthier this way even though my skin contracts at the mere thought, as if to hold on to his scent a little longer.

			It’s the longest shower I have taken. The loofah stings, as does the hot water. With each scrub, Aiden’s lips, his tongue, his fingers go down the drain. When I am rinsed clean, despite using Reagan’s blueberry scrub, I don’t glow. All the light has gone out of my skin. I think wildly of a dying firefly. Suddenly, I’m afraid. What if I never work right again? What if I never respond to another man? Losing it now, after knowing what it feels like, would be cruel.

			No matter how scientifically I try to dispel the theory, the terror is so strong that my knees give out and I sit in the bathtub for a while. I’m not crying. It’s one of those numbing pains that freeze your tear ducts. I’ve had another pain similar to this. It took weeks then before I could cry. My mind is idle, which is worse than empty. Emptiness is where a mind can sit still for hours. Idleness is a meddler. It looks for things to do, images to conjure, feelings to dredge up, questions to ask. Tonight, I can’t afford idleness. I try to focus only on the good things until the water runs cold. I stand up, turn off the shower and dry myself, ignoring the way the towel smarts against Aiden’s love bites.

			In my room, I put on my soft flannel PJs, turn off the light and let the night have me. I don’t have dreams exactly. Instead, I see images thrown together by a crazed mind. Aiden, the flickering lights, the vicious tension of his shoulders, the way they relaxed when I touched them, his memory, his nightmare, his issues with doors and walls, the meeting with the lawyers, over and over again. Like a song stuck to the brain or a word on the tip of my tongue. Is my mind reliving or discovering? I’m just not sure.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Long Night

			My day with Javier was easier. And harder. It was easier because I worked for fifteen hours straight and came up with a formula for nontoxic paint. So now I’m finally exhausted, and exhaustion is what I need tonight to be able to sleep.

			But it was harder because no matter what I did, a small voice repeated in the back of my head like a broken vinyl record, Aiden Hale. Aiden Hale. Aiden Hale. He called Feign to cancel the painting—which made it final—but he still paid Feign his full commission, which made it worse. How can I get over a man who keeps saving me in every way?

			“So the sale is supposed to be tomorrow?” Javier confirms as he pulls up in front of my apartment to drop me off.

			“I think so. We’ll see if he has called.” My stomach starts knotting. I had the brilliant idea of leaving my phone behind to avoid conversation. So, of course, all day I’ve been nervous about what sort of message is waiting for me at home, or worse, that there will be no message at all.

			Javier clutches my shoulder. “It’ll be fine. You’re doing the right thing.”

			I nod, envious of his conviction. “I’ll let you know what happens. Thanks for today.”

			I give him a hug and get out of the car. Calico is lounging in his spot on the sidewalk, waiting for his daily scratch. I wave at Javier and snap a picture of his Honda Civic as it clunks away past a shiny, black sedan.

			Inside, Reagan is on the couch watching Chatty Man in her KISS ME, I’M BRITISH T-shirt. She is absorbed in Alan Carr’s Britishisms for drunk, giggling and trying to imitate them.

			“Pissed up and off the face,” she annunciates at the TV but when she sees me, she mutes her phonetics practice. “Hey, luv. How was your day with Javier?”

			“It was good. We worked a lot. Hopefully I won’t get him fired with my painting job.” I yawn. Yes, physical labor is working.

			“Did you tell Denton about your million-dollar sale?”

			“Yes, I called him from Javier’s phone. He’s beside himself. He demanded to come with me to the sale.”

			“That’s great!” Reagan claps. “You’ll have a buffer from the dragon. Speaking of which, I’ve been fielding calls from that asshole all afternoon. Thanks so much for leaving your cell behind.”

			I hate the relief and terror I feel at her words. “Sorry, Reg. What did he say?” I wheeze.

			Reagan snorts. “Well, the first time was around two, and he asked for you to give him a call. I said ‘fine, whatever’ and hung up.” She sounds disgusted that Aiden had the nerve to call our apartment. “The second time was in the middle of dinner and when I said you weren’t here, he demanded to know when you would be back. I told him I had no idea when your date would be over.” Her green eyes glow in a way that rivals Calico’s.

			I sink in the couch, my hand flying to my mouth. “You told him I was on a date?” I whisper through my fingers, horrified.

			“Yes. And don’t give me that look. If you ask me, you deserve a real date after that stunt Aiden Hale pulled yesterday.” She looks like she is ready for the boxing ring. The only things missing are the gloves.

			“Reagan, why did you do that?” I wail, but my voice is drowned by our phone ringing. I whimper and jump up.

			“I bet that’s him again.” Reagan purses her lips like she is eating a lemon. “You want me to get it and say you’re spending the night?”

			“No. I’ll get it,” I call as I sprint to the kitchen.

			She is right behind me, looking very much like a bodyguard. I open the recipe drawer and turn it inside out digging for a paperclip. I find two. Ring, ring, ring. Ring, ring, ring. Deep breath. Oxygen, 15.999.

			“Hello?” I answer. Thanks to the paperclip and a massive internal effort, I sound normal even though I’m a bigger mess than the immigration system. Reagan gives me the thumbs-up.

			“Elisa.” Aiden’s voice is quiet, yet every cell in my body responds instantly. I’m ready to run to him and from him at the same time. I sink on the kitchen chair.

			“Hello, Mr. Hale.” The formal address burns my tongue but Aiden would be more painful.

			Reagan gives me another thumbs-up.

			There is a long pause. My paperclip is now a straight wire.

			“How was your day?” he asks after a few moments, his deep voice even.

			“It was good, thank you. Reagan said you called.” My voice is even too. I should get an Oscar for this. Reagan’s raising-the-roof gesture confirms that my performance is solid.

			He pauses again and clears his throat once. “Yes, I drafted the agreement with standard terms, but we can change it if you wish. Does tomorrow still work for you?” For the first time, his voice wavers but it’s so brief that I can’t be sure if it’s bad reception, static or something else.

			“Yes, it does. By the way, Professor Denton is beyond himself with excitement and has asked, or rather begged, that he comes tomorrow. He has been there from the beginning, and I’d like to give him that opportunity. Is that all right with you?”

			Another pause.

			“Yes, that’s fine.” His voice is clipped. The dragon is alive and well and it’s taking aim at poor Denton.

			The longer I’m on the line, the more my knees tremble. It’s a matter of time before my voice starts to shake. I have to quit while I’m ahead.

			“So what time tomorrow, Mr. Hale?” Reagan hands me a pen and notepad as if there is any chance I would forget.

			“How about ten at my office? I can send Benson to pick you up.” His tone is softer.

			“Ten works but I don’t need a ride. Professor Denton will feel very slighted if I ride with anyone but him. But thank you for the offer.” I stick to British gentility, which is going to be my theme tomorrow.

			“My pleasure, Elisa.” It sounds like he wants to say something else. He stays on the line.

			“Thank you for putting this together so quickly for my benefit. I’m sure you have better things to do with your time.” Reagan breaks into a cheerleader dance, using napkins as pom-poms.

			“It was…cathartic. I’ll see you tomorrow, Elisa.” He hangs up.

			Cathartic? Does this man ever speak in plain, transparent English? I stare at the receiver, amazed that it survived the commotion. Reagan takes it from my hand and places it back on the wall.

			“You were brilliant,” she says. “A total pro. If Aiden thought you were going to pine for him all day, he’s sorely disappointed. Now the real question is, what are you going to wear?”

			She sprints to her closet mumbling to herself while I call Denton. When I finish, I have no time to take in what happened because Reagan is bombarding me with possible outfits. She thinks I should go for sexy and has four dresses that belong in a bar, not a boardroom.

			“Reagan, no way. These are too obvious. I’m not going there looking like I’m begging for him to notice me. I just need to get through tomorrow with as much dignity as possible and deal with the rest of this mess on my own.”

			Reagan pouts. “Okay, I see your point. It’s not that I think you should lure him. I just think you need to remind him of what he’s missing.”

			Remind Aiden? Aiden doesn’t need reminders. He will remember every part of me—every flawed, inadequate part that couldn’t keep up with the fantasy—forever in his eternal mind.

			“Do you want to see what I’m going to wear tomorrow?” I ask gently.

			She smiles and lets it go. “Yes! Although I think it should involve a hat. Or at the very least a fascinator.”

			She follows me into my room, discussing the merits of a birdcage hat. I dig in my microscopic closet for a garment bag in the back. This is one of my most precious treasures. My mum’s dress that she wore on her first interview at the Ashmolean. It’s one of those timeless pieces that look like something Jackie O. would wear. Lilac, three-quarter length sleeves and tailored. I’ve never had a chance to wear it. When I show it to Reagan, she whistles.

			“Elisa Cecilia Snow, this is an amazing dress! Yes, forget everything else. That’s what you’re wearing.” She does not touch the silky fabric but looks at it with reverence.

			“But you have to wear my lucky Louboutins,” she orders, her eyes still on the dress.

			“Lucky? How are they lucky?” I’m all for luck these days.

			“No man has ever turned me down when I was wearing them.” She shrugs.

			“Reagan, that’s because you’re you. It has nothing to do with your shoes.”

			She ignores me, bolts out of my room and comes back before I can blink, carrying the nude Lucky Shoes with their signature red soles.

			“If I click the heels together three times, will they return me home?”

			“Only if home is here, luv.” She throws her arm around my shoulders. “You’re really into him, aren’t you? I’ve never seen anyone’s knees give out from the sound of a voice alone,” she says with feeling.

			“Yes, I guess I am. But that’s how it is for every woman after her first time, isn’t it?”

			Reagan perches on my bed, shaking her head. “Not always, Isa. I was head over heels after my first time, but we had dated for a whole year. And I didn’t tremble at the sound of Jason’s voice. But you have it harder than I did because Jason was not a dragon in the morning. And he didn’t pay a million dollars to get me out of his life.”

			“He’s also saving me, Reg,” I mumble.

			“Yeah, out of guilt.”

			I pick at the blanket that Maria knitted for my last birthday. “It’s my own fault anyway. I knew it was going to end and I still let it get here.”

			She grips my hand. “You listen to me right now,” she says, squeezing my fingers on each word. “This was not your fault. You thought you’d get hurt because you had to leave. Not because you opened up to a man who treated you like a hooker in the morning.”

			I sigh. The feeling is strange, empty—the way the wind may blow through a vacant crypt.

			“You should get some rest,” Reagan says. “Big day tomorrow.” She pecks me on the cheek and leaves the room.

			After she closes the door, I sit on the bed a little longer. Oddly, even though she listed all the reasons to be angry with Aiden, anger leaves me like smoke from a fume hood.

			I take a deep breath and start organizing my ammunition for tomorrow. Terms of sale? Check. Supply of paperclips? Check. Dad’s picture so he can come too? Check. Baci chocolates for after? Check. Frantic heartbeat? Check and check.

			The preparation takes only twenty minutes. The rest of the night is a different matter. I plug in my dinosaur stereo—a garage sale find—curl in bed and turn off the light. Lana croons quietly about million-dollar men with dangerous flaws.

			I can’t be with you… Start living your own life.

			His husky voice echoes in my head. I turn up the volume to drown it, afraid of another nightmare. But my heart pumps faster as if its beats are numbered. I recite the periodic table over the music to calm it. It doesn’t work and I know why. Because these aren’t nerves. It’s terror. Terror that he woke me up so I can feel too much. That he is saving me from ghosts only to haunt me. That he is giving me freedom, yet I’ve never felt more bound.

			That this is still the end, not the beginning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			The Heart Of Business

			I wake up to the simultaneous sounds of a knock on my door and my alarm clock. Before I can blink, Reagan barges in with a curling iron.

			“It’s your first million-dollar sale, and you’ll look like a million bucks.” She giggles.

			I yawn and sit up. “Good one, Reg. We have three hours. Do your worst. Or best.”

			After I shower, she sets herself loose on my hair. The whole time, she fires pearls of wisdom at top speed.

			“Stay close to Denton. Don’t sit by Aiden because then you’ll smell the cologne and that’s a toughie. If you get all hot and bothered, say some Hail Marys and think of your period. Bloating, cramps, the works. Also, avoid being alone with him. An advanced guy like that only needs two minutes tops to break a woman. So, if he tries something like ‘Elisa, let me show you my office’, you say ‘thanks but no thanks’ because the moment that office door closes, you’re a goner. And anger works really well. Do you have any anger left?” she asks, brandishing the curling iron at me like a sword.

			I shake my head. “No. It’s kind of hard to be mad at the man who is saving your life.”

			“Sure, but it’s not like he’s doing charity. He’s getting a really cool invention in return and you’re investing the money in his companies so he’s not out anything. That’s why today, you can walk in there with your head up high.” She continues to point the curling iron at me as if I’m thinking of crawling on the floor at Aiden’s feet.

			I nod, and that’s all the encouragement she needs. She’s off again. “Okay, so let’s practice. I’m Aiden, obviously.” She clears her throat and deepens her voice trying, and failing, to imitate the timbre of Mr. Sin. “Elisa, we should celebrate tonight. I own a multibillion-dollar club and there’s a table floating on water with ten thousand candles around it and unicorns for waiters. Would you like to go?”

			I laugh. “No, Mr. Hale. But I do hope you and your unicorns have a marvelous romantic evening together.”

			“Perfect,” Reagan says in her regular voice, and then switches to Aiden again.

			Her scenarios get more and more ridiculous but this is exactly what I need. By the time she is finished with me, my cheeks hurt from laughing.

			“There. You look just like young Liz Taylor,” she says, her eyes sparkling.

			I look in the mirror and, as always, see Mum, from the dark hair and lashes to the dress. But this time, the image gives me strength. This is as good as I get.

			“Reg, you’re a magician. I don’t think even Kate Middleton got this treatment the day she married Prince William.”

			* * * * *

			When Denton honks outside, I head for the door, Reagan behind me.

			“Click those heels three times if you want to come home.” She winks. I give her a hug and skip past the pink rhododendrons in the front yard to Denton’s Prius.

			When Denton sees me, he smiles proudly like a dad. “You’re all grown up, kid.” He laughs. “Ah, this is so exciting. I tell you, Isa, there’s no better day for a professor than seeing his student succeed.”

			“I couldn’t have done it without you.” I put as much gratitude as I can in my voice.

			Denton starts driving slowly, like a driver’s ed instructor. I guess once a teacher, always a teacher. When we reach Fifth Avenue in downtown Portland, my palms get sweaty. I distract myself by helping Denton look for a parking spot. But we don’t need to. In front of HH’s headquarters, there is a man in a gray suit, two Dentons tall, holding a professional plaque that says MISS SNOW AND PROF. DENTON. Bloody hell, we have our own valet.

			Denton stops his Prius, looking gobsmacked.

			“Oh my, this is special treatment,” he chuckles, and gets out of the car. He looks like he is bouncing on his heels. He starts chatting up the valet who directs us to take one of the elevators to the fortieth floor before driving off with the Prius.

			We climb the twenty marble steps to the revolving doors that let the masses in and out of the impressive edifice that houses HH. The high-rise curves like a modern rendition of an hourglass. Two columns stand sentinel on each side of the glass doors. The message is unmistakable: power, detachment, defense. If that’s not Aiden’s motto, I don’t know what is.

			Our elevator ascends at supersonic speed. My ears pop. I use these last few moments to recite the periodic table backward in Italian.

			The doors ping open into a glistening black marble lobby. Sleek leather furniture lines the wraparound glass wall. Aiden obviously has a thing for airy surroundings. Denton looks around like a scientist at NASA. I bet he wishes he’d brought a camera. For my part, I left mine behind—there isn’t much about today I want to preserve.

			We walk, or rather I walk and Denton bounces, to the reception desk manned by a stunning African American woman with green eyes. Bloody hell, if Aiden sees her every morning, what on earth was he doing with me? With every minute I spend in his kingdom, the chasm that separates us grows deeper and his decision becomes clearer.

			Denton is chattering with the beauty before him—Alicia, apparently. To my embarrassment, he starts telling her about my “stupendous invention”. I blush until a voice I’ll know even dead calls behind me.

			“Elisa,” Aiden says. I turn around to face him, and the rest of the world disappears from view.

			He looks forbidden. Not Adam, but the apple. He is wearing a charcoal suit, a white shirt and a purple tie. Our clothes match. His eyes shift and burn the same way they did two days ago. The only difference is the circles underneath them. I have an urge to run my finger over his skin to wipe them off. I test my lungs for air and when I find it, I muster a smile.

			“Good morning, Mr. Hale.”

			He extends his hand and I reach for it, knowing full well what will happen the moment we touch. Yes, there it is. The zap, the heat, the stutter in my pulse. Like last time, he doesn’t shake my hand, he holds it. It looks like he is working very hard not to look anywhere below my chin. A very simple truth finds the tiniest of cracks in this moment to seep through: I have missed him.

			“I trust you found the place okay?” he asks.

			Okay, joke, blink, do…something. “Yes, it’s hard to miss one hundred forty meters of low-emissivity glass.”

			He chuckles but the laughter has lost that waterfall sound it had two days ago.

			“Ah, Mr. Hale.” Denton has torn himself from Alicia and bounces to us. “It’s good to see you again. Thank you for hosting me. I’m sure you understand I couldn’t miss this for the world.”

			“Of course. It’s not a problem, Arthur.”

			Denton bobs and chuckles. “Ah, no prouder moment for a professor than to see his student outdo him. I’m not at all surprised it turned out this way. I knew all along someone would see the potential of her little supplement.”

			I study Aiden’s face. I expect it to harden because someone is wasting his time but, instead, his eyes soften.

			“Yes, a little miracle,” he says, and for a moment I don’t think that he and Denton are talking about the same thing.

			Aiden directs us to a conference room with another view of Mount Hood. As always, he steps back to allow us first. The conference room is intimate, smaller, with frosted glass walls, wood furniture and soft suede chairs. It feels less like an office and more like Aiden’s home. I can’t decide if this is meant to make me comfortable or not.

			“Would you like something to drink?” Aiden asks us.

			“I’d love some tea. Whatever you have handy,” says Denton. He takes one of the plushy chairs. Good, I was waiting to see where he would sit so I could sit next to him. I take the chair to his right.

			“And you, Elisa?”

			“Some water, Mr. Hale, thank you.”

			As he gives the glass to me, I’m distracted by his long fingers. I take the water, trying not to touch them. I’m already at the edge and we haven’t even started. Idrogeno, 1.008. Elio, 4.003. Litio, 6.94. Berillio, 9.012…

			Aiden sits at the head of the table, opposite the door—of course. I wonder why. Or am I being an overobservant science geek?

			“Elisa, here is a copy of the sale agreement. Here is one for you too, Arthur. Why don’t you read it and we can discuss?”

			I read the agreement carefully, trying not to get lost in the legalese. HH will pay me the net sum of one million dollars, as well as any taxes on this amount, effective today. In exchange, I grant HH all intellectual property rights on the “Supplement”, which includes the formula, test results and all my methods, concepts and ideas.

			Exactly as we discussed. Fair and reasonable. But my breath catches at one of the terms.

			Immigration Outcome. If Inventor’s application to immigrate in the United States fails for any reason, HH will return the Supplement and all Intellectual Property Rights to the Inventor, and will not disclose such Rights to a third party or use them in competition with the Inventor. Inventor is under no obligation to return the Purchase Price of $1,000,000.00 to HH.

			Bloody hell! It takes me a few moments to find my voice.

			“Mr. Hale, everything looks great, but are you sure about this paragraph? If you give me back the supplement, you’d be out a million dollars and I wouldn’t be out a thing.”

			“I’m quite sure. And I can’t take credit for it. It was your idea. You proposed to invest the money in my companies so I wouldn’t be out a dime. It seems fair that I extend the same thoughtfulness to you.” He looks at me with some strong emotion, except I don’t know what it is.

			“Thank you,” I say because no other words will do. I can’t refuse it. The only reason I’m parting with the supplement is so that I can stay and not feel like I bought my American dream with sex rather than hard work.

			“Are there any terms you would like to add?” he asks.

			“Yes, but they’re minor.” I pull out my notes from my purse. I don’t really need them but I do need a paperclip, and this gives me an excuse.

			“Let’s hear them,” Aiden says, smiling.

			I run through my terms slowly, checking them as I go. Recognizing my dad in press releases, not using the supplement as a performance-enhancing drug, not turning it into a biological weapon. For each term, Aiden nods thoughtfully. As always, he takes no notes.

			“We’d make good business partners,” he says as I check off my final term. “Is there anything else you would like to discuss?”

			I take a sip of water and keep my voice even because this last one is important to me. “Only one thing: if you ever want to sell the supplement, will you let me know first in case I can afford to buy it from you? If I can’t, you would be free to sell it to someone else.” I’m not sure I’ll ever have the money, but at least I’ll have the option and I’ll follow its journey wherever it goes.

			“I doubt very much I will ever part with it, Elisa, but if I do, I agree to your term.” That nameless strong emotion floods Aiden’s eyes again. I search his face for clues but he controls it immediately.

			“Then, that’s all, Mr. Hale.” I smile hugely. This was much easier than I thought. I didn’t break down once and he didn’t argue. “Thank you for making this so easy.”

			“I’m not known for making things easy, Elisa.”

			Is he referring to our disastrous morning-after? Probably. But suddenly I don’t want to focus on the negatives anymore. What he said to me, what I said to him. They won’t help, and it’s not how I want to remember us. I want to think only about the good things he brought into my life. That way, with time—with a very, very long time—maybe I will be able to let him go. Until then, there is no reason for him to suffer in guilt.

			I smile at him. “All is well that’s meant well.” I modify the expression, hoping he understands my olive branch.

			He smiles without his dimple. “It’s only so far your intentions can take you. Now, there is something I’d like to discuss.”

			“What is it?”

			“What I do with the supplement and where you invest the money. I know you want to invest it in one of my companies. To be frank, it’s the fairest business deal anyone has offered me. However, I’d like to propose an alternative.”

			He pushes a button on a triangular device on the table and a screen drops from the ceiling against the wall facing Aiden. It lights up with a massive organizational chart. It takes me a moment to realize that this is the universe of his companies. All 120 of them.

			Aiden stands. He moves with fluid precision despite his unrelenting rigidity. The motion is so hypnotizing that I have to look away.

			On the screen, he circles a few companies. “These are the companies that will meet the immigration standards. You’re welcome to invest in and work at any of them if you wish. But would that make you happy? Or wouldn’t you much rather work in a laboratory, inventing and testing?” He leans over the table, his eyes ablaze as if he is trying to extract my thoughts.

			“Well, to be honest, science is the only thing I’ve ever wanted to do. But I can find a job in a lab once I have my green card, Mr. Hale. You don’t need to hire me.”

			“I’d like to give you another option. Would you consider investing the money in a new company, a laboratory that you would own and run to do whatever you wish?” His voice is gentle, but his eyes bore into me with the same fiery intensity.

			I sink back in my chair. My hand flies to my sternum where a new lifeblood is rushing strong and heated. Aiden just offered me my dream. Not just the American dream, but my professional dream. I have always wanted my own lab where I could work away from the influence of huge pharmaceutical companies.

			“But wouldn’t it take more than a million dollars to develop a laboratory?”

			“Easily,” says Denton, sounding awed by the offer too.

			“That’s where I come in. As you know, I make money by owning equity in other companies. But I plan to transition into making, building and producing on my own. Especially products that can support the U.S. troops. Your supplement is a good example because it’s light and small so it packs well. It also has potential for charitable use, including emaciated civilians the troops are tasked with caring for.” He speaks fast—a tone of urgency in his voice. It sounds like he has been in the theater himself. An idea forms in my head.

			He interrupts my hypothesis. “This would be my first venture into production. I’d like to start with you.” His eyes brighten, never leaving mine, as if he is implying more with his words.

			“We would go into business together?” I whisper in astonishment.

			“Yes. As you’ve just proven, our business ethics match. You’re bright, hard-working and shrewd. But I could be a passive investor, if you wish. You would have all management power.”

			I know why he added this. With Denton here, he can’t say more but he just freed me if I didn’t want to deal with him after our nights together.

			Denton is watching me. They’re both waiting for me to say something. How could I ever get over Aiden after this? After he hands me my dream on a lab tray? There would never be another man for me. Of that, I’m certain. I would want him every day for as long as I walked the earth, because it would be more than love for me. It would be that irreversible bond of origin, of the one who gave you life so you could live your dreams. And my only family would be that lab—that one thing we would share. He would move on, with a wife and children, but I would not. The loneliness of the image prickles the beauty of the dream.

			I find some air and string the words together. “I think what you’re offering is a tremendous opportunity, Mr. Hale. If it’s okay with you, may I think it over to make sure I’m doing the right thing? For both of us?”

			His eyebrows rise slightly at my last words, but he nods. “Yes, but don’t take too long. You have to let Bob know soon, and you don’t want any delays.” He looks intense, anxious even.

			“I understand. I’ll let you both know by this weekend.”

			“Good. Now, are there any other questions before we sign the agreement?”

			I’m about to shake my head when I remember. In my astonishment, I almost forgot. “Why are you interested in military defense, Mr. Hale?” I try to keep my tone light and not give away how much I want this information for my theory.

			The tectonic plates shift in his eyes abruptly. He takes a sip from his glass of water, looking like he was hoping this question would never come. I wait.

			“You’re not the only one who has fought for the American dream,” he says after a few moments.

			Bingo! “You were in the military?”

			He nods once, keeping his eyes on me.

			“That’s impressive, Mr. Hale. When?” Denton asks. With every word Aiden speaks, I think Denton is developing a man crush on him.

			“When I was eighteen,” Aiden answers politely, but his voice is hardening.

			“How long were you in the military? Were you in the Army?” Denton presses on. He’s in love.

			“No, the Marines. For about five years.” Aiden’s sentences are getting shorter. I know I have only moments before he ends the conversation. I make my move for the final missing piece.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Discovery

			“Were you in combat?” I ask.

			His jaw flexes for a millisecond and he turns to me. “Yes. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll add your terms to the agreement.”

			The moment he leaves the room, my brain jumps into overdrive but Denton interrupts me.

			“What an inspiring creature. Marine, then college, then this. When does the man sleep?”

			“I don’t know,” I mumble, grateful for my long hair in case my face betrays my intimate knowledge of Aiden Hale’s bedroom.

			“Isa, I’d like you to forget about my being a professor for a moment. Can you do that?”

			The question takes me by surprise. “Sure, what do you need?”

			“I need you to talk to me like a friend.” He smiles. “What’s going on with you and Hale?”

			I flush. How embarrassing. Denton was thinking I managed to impress a businessman with my supplement and now he suspects I got this deal with something else. I can’t look him in the eye. I doodle with my finger on the cherry wood table.

			“I like him.” I whisper the understatement of the century.

			Denton’s hand moves closer to mine and he bends his head to see my face. “I’ll give you some unsolicited advice because I wish someone had given it to me. I think he made you an incredible offer. If you weren’t so taken with him, I’d say jump on it. But if you feel strongly about him and you don’t think he can reciprocate, I implore you to think it over carefully. I don’t want you to jump into this because you feel you have no other options. With your visa, kid, they’ll line up to hire you, and you’ll get your own lab someday. Just think it over.” He pats my shoulder.

			A surge of gratitude for this man overwhelms me. It’s exactly the kind of advice I needed, the kind of faith only someone in his position can give. Before I realize what I’m doing, I give him a hug.

			“Thank you, Arthur.”

			He chuckles. “Here is a scientific observation for you, Isa. When it comes to feelings, the male of the species is an idiot. But the good news is, he eventually comes around.” He winks. I twist the paperclip, laughing. Even his love advice is scientific.

			Aiden strides into the room minutes later. He must be the most efficient contract drafter ever. Of course, his supermemory must help. And hurt.

			He turns to me. “Ready?”

			I nod, the magnitude of the moment settling in. He hands me his pen from the inside pocket of his jacket. The pen is warm from his heartbeat. The new lifeblood pounds in my chest as I recognize it. It’s the one he used to sign my new books. I look up at him, startled.

			Aiden smiles. “Sign away.”

			I wonder if my hand would have shaken with any other pen. But with this one, it does not. He signs his assertive, no-frills autograph next to mine. Denton takes a picture, laughs and claps. When Aiden extends his hand, I take it, knowing he will hold mine. And knowing it will rip me apart tonight.

			“Congratulations!” he says. “Time for a celebration lunch?”

			Oh no! Alone time. I don’t need Reagan’s pearls of wisdom to know this idea would be like sniffing vapors off the fume hood. Addictive and deadly. “I can’t, Mr. Hale. But thank you for all your help. I’ll never forget it.” I put as much feeling as I can in my voice and squeeze his hand.

			His grip tightens once—almost painfully—then he lets me go.

			* * * * *

			Denton drops me off at home. The whole way, he analyzed the pros and cons of Aiden’s business offer. I heard only half of it. Calico runs to me on the steps, and I do a poor job scratching his head. He abandons me, looking offended.

			When I get inside, I see a big banner hanging over the living room door. FEELING LIKE A MILLION BUCKS. It has dollar signs, American flags, hearts and smiley faces painted all over it. Reagan! I call out for her but a Post-it on the TV informs me that she is at her job training.

			I march straight to our bookcase for my clinical psychology textbook. I flip through the pages until I find the section I want. As I read, I jot down the key words on a piece of paper.

			Marine

			Five years—from 1998 to 2003

			Combat. Likely Afghanistan and Iraq

			Isolation

			Hypervigilance

			Control

			Nightmares

			Hair-trigger temper

			Rage

			Violence

			Guilt (“I shouldn’t”)

			Lights flickering (To alert him to someone’s presence?)

			High-alert at certain triggers—thunder, traffic, honking, camera flashes, new places

			Thousand-yard stare (Flashbacks? Memories?)

			Physical distance; last through doors; back never exposed; never anyone behind him; won’t go in a crowd (Why?)

			Predisposition: eidetic memory

			It all fits. Textbook case. Aiden Hale has posttraumatic stress disorder. Severe, by the looks of it. Whatever terror he lived through during combat has never left him.

			What got him started down the military path? I don’t know. Whatever it was, he came out of it alive and scarred. But the discipline he learned, combined with his natural intelligence, allowed him to rise to the very top.

			At what cost? Loneliness. Self-imposed isolation. Maybe that is why he cannot allow himself to get involved with me.

			I hear three distinct slow knocks on the door. They lack Reagan’s femininity or Javier’s friendliness. I peep through the hole. The new lifeblood burns my veins. I open the door.

			Aiden leans with his arm on the doorframe. He is looking down at my feet. Then his eyes travel over me, one inch at a time until they meet mine. They are blue fire.

			“You have every reason to shut this door in my face. But will you be the miracle I think you are and let me in?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			The Truth

			I step back against the foyer wall and nod for Aiden to enter. He walks inside and stops in front of me. His face is ashen, the only light burning is in his eyes.

			“Thank you,” he says.

			“Of course.” I close the door and lead him to our living room. He follows me, his quiet steps heavier. He ducks under Reagan’s million-dollar banner, treads past the sofa and stops smack in the center behind the ottoman.

			“Would you like to sit down?” I ask. “Or something to drink?”

			He shakes his head and starts to pace. Left, right. Left, right. With each step, he flits in and out of the ray of sun streaming from the window. Unsure what to do, I perch on the arm of the sofa, listening to the rustle of his suit.

			He grasps his forehead like he wants to rip it off. I try to think of something to say but instinctively I know I shouldn’t. He is at the edge of a precipice and he will either jump on his own or not. He stops pacing and fixes me with his stare.

			“From the moment you fell asleep in my arms on our first night, I’ve been trying to deserve you. Or if not deserve you, at least deserve the thought of you.” The words gush from his mouth.

			“I’d touch your hair, your face. You smiled, then started whimpering in terror ‘six-oh-two, six-oh-two’. I had no idea what it meant but I knew you were in trouble and I knew no matter what it was, I’d try to save you. From anything, especially myself.” His teeth clench, and he runs his hand through his hair, grasping his neck.

			“You deserve better, Elisa. Someone to heal you, not to drag you down. Gentle, not violent. The best thing for you is to let you go.

			“But I’m selfish. I kept telling myself, ‘One more day, just one more day. I’ll be extra careful, always on my guard, never turn my back.’ The trouble was I hadn’t counted on your effect. All my structure, all my rules, they evaporate around you.” He splays his fingers in the air. “It took just holding you for a few minutes and I slipped… Such a simple, elemental mistake, and it could have been deadly.” His voice rises abruptly on the last word, making me jump.

			“Deadly?” I gasp. “Why? What mistake?”

			His hands turn to fists. “I fell asleep, Elisa… You have no idea how very close you were to getting hurt—” He sucks in a sharp breath and looks away. His eyes lock on the window. His frame shudders like he is seeing something vicious in his head.

			But I relax as I finally understand. “You mean your nightmare? Aiden, I was fine. Nothing happened to me.”

			Instantly, his jaw clenches. “Yes. By sheer dumb luck.” His voice is harsh, angry. “If you had touched my back instead of my face or had wrapped your arms around me, I would have attacked you and not known what I did until it was too late.” He fixes his eyes unblinking on the scratched hardwood floor.

			A chill seeps through my skin to my bones. A gust of fear, if I’m honest. Yes, PTSD has nightmares and flashbacks but this sounds different. “Why would you have attacked me?” I try to put volume in my voice but it’s muted.

			He looks up at me for an immeasurable moment. The ever-present tectonic plates slow down until they still. “I have a startle reflex, Elisa. No one can sneak up on me or touch me from behind, whether I’m asleep or awake… If they do, I will rip them apart or crush their bones, much like I did my own mother when I came home from Iraq… All because she tried to wake me one night from a nightmare. Just like you did.” His voice drops to a whisper, and he looks back at the window, beyond the glass pane. His eyes gloss with a liquid film. His right hand closes into a white claw, and his muscle bands quiver under the tailored lines of his jacket. Exactly as they did during his nightmare.

			At the sight, my fear scoots to the corner and makes room for something else: for him. What is it about healing the pain of others that liberates us from our own ache? It must be cellular, in our blood, because right now, seeing his anguish, the only thing that matters to me is wiping it away.

			I stand to go to him but he steps back, now almost against the wall. He stands tall, in his high-alert posture.

			“Don’t!” he says.

			I sit back on the sofa to give him the space he needs. “But your mum is okay now?” I ask gently, even though I know she must be if she is traveling to Thailand. But maybe if he starts thinking about the good things, it will help.

			He scowls. “Not thanks to me. If my father hadn’t been there to save her, she would have been torn to pieces.” He closes his eyes. Quiver after quiver ripples under his jacket like the flesh of a steed reined close to the bit. My stomach clenches in sync with his shudders. I replay my time with him through this new lens that explains everything. Everything but how this started. What happened to him? Can I ever ask this question without forcing him to relive it?

			I have a sudden urge to hold him but his force field is almost tangible. “When did you come back from war?” I ask, hoping this will not trigger any horrors.

			“May 31, 2003, at 8:24 p.m.”

			“So long ago,” I whisper. A whole epoch away. “And you think because it happened then, it will happen again with me?”

			“I don’t think. I know.” His voice is resolute. “Remember what I told you about my memory, Elisa?”

			I think through our dialogue for something that can explain this. Then the chill returns to my bones and I shiver.

			“That once you experience something, you will always relive it with perfect clarity?” I whisper.

			He nods. “Once that flashback is triggered, whether I’m awake or in a dream state, I will act exactly as I did then, feel exactly what I felt, and the outcome will be exactly the same.” He speaks slowly, as though he is reading a judgment.

			“Always?”

			“Always.”

			The word hangs between us, having none of the promise that it holds for other couples. Madly, in my mind, I picture another girl across the world in this very second, warm not cold, with another man, beaming not ashen, their bodies tangled on a tight sofa, whispering “always”.

			“I cannot control it, Elisa.” The couple vanishes. “Especially not with you.”

			I look up at him. He gazes at my jawline, at my throat. Another shiver runs through me, this one for myself. “Why not around me? What makes me more in danger?”

			For the first time, he smiles. It’s a sad smile, the kind we wear sometimes instead of tears. “There is a complication with you.”

			“What complication?”

			“The fact that when I first look at you, I feel calm. It is very difficult for me to maintain my control and vigilance when you’re around. It’s not a feeling I’ve ever had before with any other person.”

			I am only a woman so despite the chill, I cannot help but ask, “Why not?”

			His smile becomes true, with a shadow of a dimple. “How to explain this?” He looks around the living room. His eyes alight on a picture on the wall: Reagan and the Solises gathered around me as I blow out a single candle for my first anniversary in the States. He looks back at me.

			“See, when we meet people, it’s always in context. Where they are, what they’re saying, doing, feeling. We all have first impressions, but for me those are permanent. Whatever reaction they elicit in me then, that’s what I will re-experience when I see them next. My feelings may develop but that initial perception will always be my first response.

			“For example, your roommate and your tango partner. The first time I saw them was from upstairs at Andina. They were letting you get plastered and potentially endangering you. And he was dancing with you, your legs in knots, but you looked so…so lost, sad. I watched you dance. You move like water. So beautiful, but you never smiled once. Then you started downing your drinks like a Marine before deployment and neither of them stopped you. Well, demented as I am, the idea of you upset or sick or drunk or in a car accident with a man who turns out doesn’t even have insurance—it made me taste blood. So every time I’ll see Mr. Solis or Miss Starr, they will piss me off. I may grow to like them, respect them, be grateful to them for the love they’ve shown you—” he points to the picture, “—but still, on first sight, that initial anger will be there until I control it.”

			I can’t speak. Even here, discussing my own danger, the idea of his eyes on me while I danced, and his worry about me, starts to restore me.

			“But with you, it’s different.” His voice becomes almost a caress. “The very first time I saw you, you were in a painting, only a small, virtuous part of you exposed.” He cups his hands like he is holding a soap bubble. “The light on your shoulder, the way you looked like you were breathing, the gentle curve of your neck…was peaceful. I felt…strangely calm… And calmness is something I’ve coveted for a very long time. It was instantly addictive. I just stood there, watching…” The tectonic plates shift slightly, and the turquoise depths lighten and still. Then they smolder. “But the painting was also sensual so calmness morphed to lust. Maddening lust… It was a perfect storm. The two things that most erode one’s control.”

			It’s terrifying that these words warm me when I should stay focused on my impending bone crushing, but they do. Inch by inch, fear leaves my body.

			“So now?” I ask, and immediately regret it.

			The smile disappears. “So now, every time I see you, I have my guard down. I’m not as vigilant, and therefore, I’m more dangerous.” His voice is sharp again. And his eyes—I’ve never seen them deeper.

			For the first time, he steps toward me. I stand to go to him but he puts his hand up. “It all comes down to this, Elisa. I cannot risk hurting you and I cannot give up my own structure either, because without it, I become a monster.”

			He shudders, but I feel like he just ripped my chest open. The warmth of his words evaporates as I realize he has not come back to me; he has come to say goodbye. The void that forms when I think of the car accident flares now as though another fatality is looming.

			He closes the distance between us quickly, his arms out like he is trying to break a fall. “Elisa, fuck! Are you okay? No—of course, you’re not! How could you be with everything I just told you? Here, sit down.” His eyes are wide. His hand hovers over my shoulder like he doesn’t want to touch me.

			“I’m fine. I was just thinking,” I say, blinking at him, confused. Why is he so panicked? It’s not like I collapsed on the floor. Still, I sit on the sofa to calm him.

			“Do you need some water? Or food? A break?”

			“No, I’m fine, Aiden.” My tone is abrupt despite my intentions. I soften it at the sight of the V between his eyebrows. “I just need to understand you. Why come here at all if it’s just to tell me to stay away?”

			His face hardens, his jaw clenches again. “So that you can move on without any regrets.” His voice is sharp. He scowls at me. Then something catches his eye to my right. He frowns and tilts his head to the side. I follow his gaze and freeze. Oh, bloody hell, my clinical psychopathology book! My PTSD list!

			I watch in slow motion as he treads to the table and picks up the list with his long fingers. His eyes change as he reads it, from confusion to horror to fury to relief until the plates settle in their neutral, guarded spot. In the silence, I can only hear my heart pounding in my ears. He picks up the textbook and reads through it in seconds. At last, he looks up at me.

			“How long have you known about my defect?” His voice is even, but I don’t know if the storm has passed or it’s coming.

			Defect? It’s not a defect, it’s an illness. “I just put the pieces together right before you came over. After I heard you were in the war.” My voice is faint.

			He nods, and with slow, deliberate motions, tucks the list back in the exact page and position he found it. Then he sits on the ottoman in front of me, at the very edge.

			“And you’ve been sitting here, with this knowledge, seriously contemplating being with me?” Still even voice.

			I nod and swallow.

			His jaw clenches again. “Elisa, what you’ve read in this book and these symptoms are all true. But it’s one thing to read about them, and it’s quite another to live with them. And I cannot permit under any circumstances that your life is tainted with this. You need to grasp that, so listen very carefully to my words.” He pauses, waiting for me to look at his mouth where the words will materialize. I have a strange compulsion to close my eyes and ears because I know the words will make no difference. I will still want him and I will try to save him. Much like he is trying to save me.

			“Look at me,” he says.

			“I am.”

			“No, look at me, not at what you see in your head. Put aside all the obligations you feel toward me, what we’ve shared, and listen like a scientist. You have your whole life ahead of you. You’re young, intelligent, beautiful, loving—despite all that life has thrown your way. Hopefully your immigration will work out, and you can finally move on from your past. I cannot. I will not. Whether I’m thirty-five or ninety-five, this is my reality: I am a trained killer, volatile and dangerous. And you—need—to stay—away.”

			Every punctuated word feels like a stab in my chest. Not for myself but for him. Because under all his concern for me lies a big truth: his inability to see any good things about himself, his belief that he is a defective machine. Odd that after all he has told me, it took this moment to grasp the enormity of his struggle. And no matter what it may cost me, now all I want to do is soothe him. I stand, my decision made.

			He frowns, but stands as well. I watch his face, feeling as though I broke through chains. Ever since I first saw him, I have been trying to fight him so I don’t get hurt. How little that matters now that I truly see his pain!

			I take his hand in both of mine. It’s ice cold. “You also have goodness in you and you need to see it. I’m in awe of you.”

			“That’s because you don’t know me.” He sounds defiant.

			“I know more than you think. I know what’s here,” I say, putting my hand on his chest. His heart is breaking through his ribs in a strong, jagged rhythm. Like mine.

			“I know the circles under your eyes.” I trace them with my finger. “I know the laugh with no sound.” I caress his lips. “I know that in one week, you’ve saved all my dreams.”

			“With sex and money,” he says with contempt.

			“No. With your humanity.” I take his right hand and put it over his frantic heart.

			“Listen,” I tell him. The defiant boy leaves his eyes, and the man stills as he listens to his own heartbeat.

			“Now listen here.” I take his other hand and put it over my own heart. His touch sends tremors along my spine but I don’t move.

			Our heartbeats spike under our hands in harmony, and then our lungs fall in sync too. At that precise moment, I reach on my tiptoes for his lips and kiss him.

			His shoulders relax under my touch, and now I know why. His lips start moving with mine. Light and hesitant, like questions. I answer them as best I can. Then his kiss changes. His hands fly to my face. I press myself against him, fisting my fingers in his hair. He responds so forcefully that we stagger across the room until I feel the wall at my back. His hips pin me against it. My feet leave the ground as his kiss literally sweeps me off my feet.

			I bite his lip like the taste of his mouth is not enough. He lifts me and wraps my legs around his waist. His erection finds its spot and presses against me.

			“You will not make this easy, will you?” he asks, his breathing harsh. His eyes are scorching.

			I shake my head.

			“Ceasefire,” he says and kisses me hard.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Boy, Man, God

			I flex my thighs to bring him closer. He moans. My dress has bunched up on my hips and the thin layer of my knickers is not enough to block him. He starts grinding against me and rolling his hips slowly. He brings his lips to my ear. His words start. Different words. Not hard, not dirty. Loving. Between each whispered word, he nibbles, kisses, bites and grinds.

			“I missed you… I missed the way you smell…the way you moan. Speak up, baby… I love the way you say my name. Don’t ever call me Mr. Hale again. I hate it… Yes, like that… It sounds good when you say it… I love the way you look when you’re about to come. Eyes open. Look at me… What do you want? Tell me… No, not yet. This one is for you. Only you… I know, I know… Here, shh. I’ll take over.”

			He picks up his tempo against my knickers. The throbbing increases with each grind until the tension in my body becomes unbearable. Every muscle flexes and snaps. My insides convulse violently and I soar.

			When I float back to earth, the only thought I can form is extraordinary. I open my eyes. He looks triumphant as always but his jaw is locked and his fingers dig into my buttocks. The sight is both predatory and hunted. I realize now that he stopped himself from coming. This was all mine.

			“Where is your room?” he says, kissing along my jaw. I don’t have the power of speech back so I point behind him across the living room. He strides there, with me wrapped around him, his tongue speaking with strokes now instead of words. My body, already sensitized, inflates again.

			In my room, he leans me against the closed door and lowers me to the floor. When my feet touch the ground, he steps back. He doesn’t look anywhere else but at me. He takes off all his clothes except his trousers. I stare at him, apple-and-Eve again. With one step, he closes the distance and lowers his mouth to my ear.

			“You get more beautiful by the hour. Even my memory can’t do you justice.”

			His hands roam my body and trail up along my spine. He finds the zipper there and lowers it slowly. The nail of his thumb grazes my spine as my dress comes undone. He caresses my back and slides the dress off my shoulders. As my skin is exposed, he kisses it. His lips are hot, his breath fire.

			In one move, my bra and knickers come off. He runs his thumb over my lips and, like the first time he did this, I have an urge to taste him. I part my mouth and he pushes his thumb inside. He tastes like nothing and yet, like everything. He repeats the process with his index and middle fingers, then with his other hand. The gesture is so erotic that the buzz in my body becomes tangible.

			Wet now, his hands mold my breasts. He is gentle at first, then rougher and, finally, I feel the delicious pinch that I have started to know well. I lean against the door as my weight becomes too heavy. His mouth closes around my nipple. Slow strokes of his tongue change to bites and back again in a heavenly pattern. He moves not like my body is the end, but like it is the beginning.

			I see my own end on the horizon and fist my hands in his hair, afraid I’ll collapse. My thighs flex and at that moment, he slides his fingers inside me. His thumb circles and presses hard on the center. It’s instant. The buildup of his words, the fingers and the aftershocks of the first orgasm peak again and I start convulsing. He doesn’t stop. His mouth joins his fingers. Around and around. Flicks, licks, blows, strokes. In. Out. Over and over again. I’m lost in my own body. It feels like my heart is between my legs and my lungs are in my mouth. I could be screaming or I could be crying. I have one orgasm. Two. Three. All mine. I don’t know from where. My last thought is that he still has not allowed himself release. Then I disappear.

			When I resurface, I’m surprised to see that I’m still upright. Sort of. Somehow, my legs are both over his shoulders and he kisses the inside of my thigh. It twitches under his lips. He smiles, untangles himself from my legs and sets my feet on the floor. He rises with fluid grace and does not seem bothered at all by the fact that for the last—how long have we been doing this anyway?—he has supported my entire weight with his arms and shoulders. I ogle his muscles that twitch a little, no doubt because of the trouble in his trousers, which have expanded to unusual proportions.

			He looks at me and loses all humor. One of his hands frames my face, the other trails to the small of my back and arches me against him until my belly meets his cock.

			“Can you handle it?” His voice is hoarse. His desire is so primal, so vital that it feels like a third being around us. With a question like that, what girl could say no? I nod, blind and mute to anything else but him. He kisses me, walking us backward to my bed.

			He takes off his trousers and boxers, and springs to life. At the sight, instinct takes over. My body—sated twice—jolts awake again, more in tune with his needs than with my own. It knows its master. More than his fingers, more than his mouth, more than his tongue, his cock reigns king. He turns my parents’ photo away from the bed. I laugh.

			“Good idea.”

			He chuckles with a lovely sound. “I don’t need a lightning bolt today. I barely made it alive through the last forty-eight hours.”

			He props a pillow against the headboard and leans against it. Then he gazes at me and curls his forefinger. Come here. The moment I reach him, he rolls on a condom and lowers me on his lap so that I am straddling him. So close that my breasts brush against his chest. His arm wraps around my hips, and he guides himself inside me very slowly.

			His eyes close and his jaw locks with every inch he conquers. I moan as he drives himself inside farther than he has ever been. At a new depth. He holds me there and rests. He is breathing hard. Eventually, his jaw unlocks and he opens his eyes. The sapphire depths are blazing. He grips my arms and throws them around his neck.

			“You like holding me.” His voice is husky.

			“Yes.”

			“Then do it.”

			I feel the expanse of his shoulders under my arms and lean in slowly to kiss his scar. A gentle blow, a light kiss. He sighs so I pull away but his arms tighten around me.

			“It doesn’t hurt. Just a gift from a rifle.”

			I shiver despite his warmth around me, but he holds me tighter. I don’t know if it is for me or for himself, but I hold him back. His mouth presses on mine with a new urgency. I feel him inside me, hard, full, ponderous. He groans and pulls out slowly, then back again. One more time. Twice. I catch fire. I try to pick up speed but he restrains my hips. Instead of his punishing rhythm, he starts a dance. Some thrusts slow and deep. Some fast and shallow. I hold on to his neck, my eyes locked on his, as my body starts quivering.

			Instantly, his rhythm picks up. He rolls his hips and mine turn frantic. They grind against him and break through the restraint of his hands. Finally free, I meet him thrust for thrust and set my own pace. Circles, shimmies, forward, backward.

			“I love watching you dance, Elisa,” he whispers, his fingers digging into my thighs.

			He meets me but lets me lead. My legs start to shake and my vision blurs. His name floods my lips. It’s the only word that matters. Aiden. Aiden. Aiden.

			At the sound of his name, he takes over. Each thrust is harder than the one before. I hear my own cries begging him, for what I don’t know. But he knows because with every please, every Aiden, every God, every no, every yes, he responds with a different stroke, a different blow. I feel his hand between my legs. His thumb caresses me in circles. Then he presses it firmly down and thrusts once more, hard enough that his own hips leave the bed. I come with a scream that seems to rip my lungs apart. Convulsions crash against the confines of my body. I give out, and the last things I register are Aiden’s arms holding me against his chest, his forceful release and the sound of the bed scraping on the floor.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Of Dragons and Cats

			After my two-hour postsex coma—during which Aiden apparently read all the books I own and started on Reagan’s—I amble to the kitchen in my lilac robe. Aiden follows me, wearing nothing but his trousers. My eyes refuse to leave him even for a second so I walk backward like I did at Powell’s, now finally understanding his physical space issues and why he insists on renting things like city blocks.

			He snakes his arms around my waist, bending to kiss me. His lips are light, no doubt because now he is worried he bit mine too hard. The world starts vanishing again but then I remember.

			“Do you really never kiss on the mouth?” I ask, keeping my lips on his.

			He continues to kiss me. “Yes,” he says between each kiss, “just you.”

			If he weren’t anchoring me against his body, I’d be the first human to defy gravity and float. “Why?”

			“I told you…I already have to remember sight…sound…smell…touch. I wanted the taste of my own mouth to be mine.”

			“But now it’s mine too?”

			“Yes—yours too.”

			“Why?”

			“Your favorite question.”

			“Yes.”

			He kisses me forever in the middle of my kitchen. No sound except our kissing, now fierce, now gentle, and his cinnamon sigh every time he tastes me. I hang on to my unanswered question with only one brain cell. The rest are absorbed with him.

			“I wanted all…the fantasy with you,” he finally answers. “And as you can see, I seem unable to stop.”

			“Then don’t stop,” I whisper because his answer is so terminal still.

			He stops. “Ah, Elisa.” He sighs, unraveling my arms from his neck and setting them to my sides. The light in his eyes dims. He backs into the chair by the kitchen table. The strain returns to his shoulders.

			“Would you like a spot of lunch?” I ask to keep him from drifting into some noble scheme of giving me up. “You must be famished after your, umm, decathlon.”

			He smiles. No dimple. “Yes, thank you. I need to regroup.”

			His eyes become determined. Oh no! Ceasefire, he called it. My stomach starts twisting again. I pad to the fridge for the most soporific food I can find.

			“Turkey sandwiches and soup?” I call over my shoulder. Tryptophan in turkey is nowhere enough to really cause drowsiness—contrary to common belief—but combined with other protein, large quantities of food and my calming effect, it might help.

			“Sure,” he says absentmindedly. I turn to look at him. He is watching me carefully. There is calculation in his eyes—the way a chess player looks at the board, thinking a few moves ahead. I take out the turkey, veggies and chicken stock, and start chopping quickly by the sink under the window.

			I peek outside, surprised that the world is still the same. Calico is lounging on his spot, flicking his tail every few moments. The blossoming cherry tree scrapes against the windowpane. The pink rhododendron blooms are buzzing with bees. So much life for anything to end today. I focus my eyes on Aiden’s reflection on the window.

			He is leaning back on the chair, the back of his head and shoulders resting against the wall. His eyes are closed. Bad sign.

			“So you didn’t go on your trip with your friends, then?” I ask.

			He opens his eyes. They roam over my bare feet, my legs, my behind—they fix there for a while—my back, my hair, and finally meet my eyes in the window. He smiles as he discovers my trick. He rises sinuously and saunters next to me.

			“No,” he says. “If you must know, I’ve spent the last two nights outside your apartment, arguing with myself. I almost caved and broke in yesterday morning but then I saw you with Mr. Solis.” He picks up a tomato and my knife, and starts slicing.

			I almost melt at his words, but then I understand his game. He wants to talk about it so that he can tell me his arguments. Hideous thought. “Why do you insist on calling Javier Mr. Solis?” I ask, taking another knife from the cutlery block.

			“Because that’s his name.” He moves on to the carrots. He chops them better than Emeril. He probably saw it on the telly once, fifteen years ago.

			“Yes, but it’s so formal. He’s family. You know, like a brother,” I say, lest this is still bothering him.

			He smiles and sets down his knife. “I know. But remember what Bob said. You have to distance yourself from Javier, at least until your green card is squared away.”

			“Bob said to distance myself from Feign, not Javier. I can’t stay away from the Solises. We have salsa nights and I babysit on Antonio’s therapy nights. I live there almost as much as I live here!” My voice is rising in panic.

			Aiden’s jaw flexes. He takes my knife, which is pointing at the innocent mushrooms, and sets it on the cutting board. He pinches my chin. “I don’t want anything to jeopardize your immigration status, Elisa. Nothing.” The last word hisses through his clenched teeth.

			I cup his face, playing with his stubble. “And I won’t let it. I’ll steer clear of Feign but not the Solises. What if my visa doesn’t go through this time either?” My voice drops to a whisper.

			He closes his eyes briefly, looking like he is about to start on a barrage of arguments against Javier, ICE or himself. I change the subject to something that always seems to put him in a good mood. “And anyway, if I distanced myself from Javier, what would happen to your painting then?”

			“Now that I know it can risk your future, that painting can wait forever as far I’m concerned.” He picks up his knife and flies through the rest of the vegetables.

			Maybe it’s his fast movements or hearing him relinquish the very thing that brought us together but the void flares in my chest again.

			“But you were so keen on that painting,” I say, my voice faint. “You said that in there, I would always belong to you.” I pour the chicken stock in the pot because my eyes are burning with unshed tears. Hydrogen, 1.008—

			He tips up my face, forcing me to look at him. “And I stand by that statement. That painting is the only place you should belong to me.” He stares at me as his words finally explain his fantasy. It’s not only the eternity he wants. It’s the distance.

			Panicked, I search for ways to hold on to him a little longer. Am I always going to be racing against time with him? If not from ICE, from his past?

			“The Solises are throwing me a graduation party next Sunday. Would you like to be my date?”

			He leans against the counter and folds me in his arms with a sigh. That doesn’t sound good.

			“Maria will make carnitas. No one can resist those,” I say, resting my head on his bare chest. His skin is warm, fragrant with sandalwood and us.

			“Antonio will tell you all about how great America is and may even erect a monument in your honor if he hears you’re a Marine,” I babble because he says nothing. “And my little sisters will read your ear off with Percy Jackson. Come, it will be fun.”

			I look up at him. As I list all the things that make my life here, I want him to come not just for me, but for him. So that he can do something fun and normal for a change. Leave his glass home and be part of the world he fought for.

			His eyes are soft but the rest of his face is hard, as though forged in steel. He pushes me away, very gently. “No, Elisa.”

			“Why not? We’ll be very careful. I’ll always have my arm around your waist. Benson can come too. I’ll make sure no one sneaks up on you, I promise.”

			“No.”

			“But you went to coffee with me, and the presentation, and work?”

			“Yes, in limited situations I can control—not at a party with children.”

			“But what about my graduation? There was a whole crowd there.”

			“I stood across the lawn against a tree. Benson in tow.”

			“But—”

			“No ‘but’, no ‘if’, no ‘and’, Elisa. This is exactly why I’m ending this.”

			The air stills. How fast the past can stun the future! With one blink, with one look, with one word, and we are no more than what we were at our worst. I try to breathe as our pasts collide. Because even though it’s his demons this time, with all my guards down, I’m still the girl in that hospital gown four years ago, sleepwalking to the morgue.

			“Elisa, baby, look at me.” He twines his arms around my waist and walks us to the kitchen table, setting me down on his chair. He kneels before me and wraps his hands like handcuffs around my wrists.

			“Elisa, don’t you understand? If I continue this, I’d be giving you your green card but I’d be taking away the life it can give you. All you’ve worked for these last four years, everything you’ve built with these little hands—” he kisses them and looks up at me, “—you’d lose. Your world and mine cannot coexist. And remember that I’m always more dangerous when you’re around.” His voice hardens on the last sentence.

			Perhaps because of that, my brain latches on it and ignores the rest. My breath catches as an idea occurs to me. “But if I calm you, shouldn’t my effect numb the bad memories too?”

			He shakes his head. “No. You calm me, yes, but you can’t wipe out mangled kids or my mother’s broken body or m—” He stops like he said one letter too many. The silence is deafening.

			“But even traumatic memories can rewrite themselves, can’t they? The neural pathways just need new stimuli, new associations—”

			He puts his hand over my mouth. “Over a long period of time, maybe, but mine never have.”

			My heart starts pounding as I lead him exactly where I wanted. “So if we spend a lot of time together, then maybe I can help you?”

			His forehead locks and his jaw clenches as he wises up to my plan. His nostrils flare. “No!” he says so sharply that I fall back in my chair.

			He releases my wrists and stands. He closes his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. It looks like he is counting in his head. At last, he takes a deep breath and looks at me. Instantly, his eyes lighten and now I understand why. They lighten in calmness.

			“I’m very sorry,” he says, his voice softer. “I didn’t mean to startle you. But no, you can’t help me. Even if I were to allow you to spend time with me, which I won’t, you would never survive long enough, and even if you did, some memories I would never choose to numb.”

			The air stops in my lungs as I finally understand. Not because he says I would never survive—apparently that doesn’t matter. But because he summons these horrors. He preserves them.

			“Why not? If it would help you?”

			He shakes his head, standing straighter, almost defiant. “Because I don’t want to.”

			He stares beyond the window again, like he did when talking about his mum.

			My thoughts are a stampede. Why would anyone want to hold on to such anguish? It’s a cruel punishment of the self. Then I remember the list of symptoms I just reviewed. Guilt. But what could he have possibly done to think he deserves this? How can I ever ask him without catapulting him to some horror that already holds him prisoner? A pain different than what I’ve felt before lacerates my insides. For my parents, I hurt because I’m mourning. But for him, I hurt because he is alive, yet buried.

			I stand and pad over to him. “Look at me,” I say.

			He meets my eyes. Purple to sapphire blue. I don’t blink as layer by layer, the darkness retreats and my calmness takes over. When the blue is bright again, I turn my head to the side and strike the pose from my painting.

			He smiles and shakes his head. “What am I going to do with you?”

			Be with me, make love to me until we both drop, lock us away because with you, that would be paradise. “Spend some time with me.” I pick the thing that will hopefully freak him out the least.

			He shakes his head, ready to strike again. “Absolutely not. Time leads to opportunity, opportunity leads to you getting injured or worse, dead.” He shouts the last word.

			“I still want to try.” Apparently, I’ve gone mental but I’d rather take a chance than be just a portrait.

			He runs his hand through his hair, teeth clenched, like he is trying to contain a roar. “That’s because—you don’t—understand—what it would be like.” He speaks slowly, like he cannot trust himself to release his jaw.

			I take his face in my hands. “Then show me.”

			“What?”

			“Show me what it would be like, and then we’ll both know if we can do this.”

			He pulls my hands away from his face. “An experiment with your fucking life? Have you lost your fucking mind? Did something happen to you these last two days that I don’t know about or did I fuck your common sense out of your brain?” He is yelling now. Straight to dragon. So loud is his voice that Calico hops on the kitchen window and presses his whiskers against the glass, peering in.

			At the same time, the door bursts open.

			“Isa!” Reagan roars.

			Oh, bloody hell! Oh no, she’s home early! She will lose it. He will lose it. Maybe I should hide him? Maybe I should hide her? Where is my calming effect? Too late. She turns the corner.

			She takes in the scene, her green eyes wild. They zoom straight on Aiden and narrow to slits. Her hair achieves a level of sentience, red curls whipping out in static. She drops her purse on the floor. Her lips twist in a sneer and a low, hissing sound rises from her. Calico paws at the window.

			I turn in terror to look at Aiden. He’s not here. But the dragon is. Tall, straight, every exposed muscle flexed ominously. His teeth are locked, eyes glowing. I open my mouth to speak but Reagan explodes.

			“What the fuck are you doing here?”

			Instinctively, I plant myself between her and Aiden. “Reagan, sweetheart, listen to me—”

			“Get behind me, Isa,” she roars and starts prowling toward us.

			Oh, bollocks! “Reagan, please, he is here for me. Just—”

			“What the fuck is your serious defect, Aiden Hale, huh?” she screeches. “Did you come here to gloat? Are you sick of your dick and need free castration services? Or do you have a painful death wish?”

			“Reagan, stop!” I call but I might as well be talking to ICE. She takes another step forward, blowing her hair out of her face. I’m too afraid to look at Aiden so I run to her and take her hand. “Reagan, we worked things out. Let’s just—”

			She tears her eyes from her prey and focuses on me. She leans in so close to my face that we are almost nose to nose, both cross-eyed. Then she finally sees my robe. Her eyes widen as she sniffs out the real traitor.

			“Isa!” she shrieks, looking at me like I just escaped a mental institution. “This is the dragon!” She points at Aiden, lest there is any doubt she might be talking about Calico. “This is the asshole who took your virginity and kicked you out!” Before I can even breathe, she turns on him again.

			“Is that your ‘schtick’ huh?” She makes quotes in the air. “I’m Aiden Hale, I can fuck whoever I want.” She tries to imitate his voice. “She’s seen enough pain, you…you…you slut.”

			Oh my God! “Reagan, enough!” I yell, yanking her hand. I sneak a peek at the dragon, terrified he will roast her alive or fly out of the window. But the dragon has left. Aiden is back, still tall and hypervigilant, but the rage has dimmed in his eyes. The moment he catches my eye, he smiles. A small, tight, reassuring smile.

			“Why don’t you get dressed and we can go to my place?” he says, his voice even.

			“Go? Go! GO?” Reagan screeches as though going anywhere with Aiden should be a crime punishable by severe and painful scratching. He does not answer her.

			I smile at him. “Just give me a minute.”

			I turn to deal with the feral felid hissing next to me, but then look at him again. “Don’t go anywhere!”

			He nods. Then—apparently unable to stop himself—raises a perfect eyebrow at Reagan, the corner of his lip lifting in a taunting “I win” smile.

			She almost lunges at him, but I grab her arm and drag her behind me in a mess of limbs and hair straight to her bedroom. I shut her door in case she loses it.

			She does. “Isa, are you fucking crazy?” I’m sure her shriek is reaching not only Aiden, but Calico’s dad, Mr. Willis, next door.

			“Yes, I am. I’m crazy about him. He explained, Reagan, and even you can’t fault him for what he did. So just give me two minutes before you tear into him like hydrofluoric acid.”

			She looks like she very much doubts a universe exists where she will not fault Aiden. Still, she plops on her bed and waits with wide angry eyes.

			But now it’s my turn and I am loath if I disclose Aiden’s struggles to anyone, including Reagan. His PTSD is nothing to be ashamed of, but I have no doubt he wants to keep it private. I sit next to her, trying to think of a way to mollify her.

			“He was just looking out for me. He has some very negative views about himself and thought I’d be better off without him. That’s why he came—to convince me to stay away.” My voice trails off as the sharp stabbing returns.

			“Well, he convinced you of something.” She points at my robe with her chin.

			I tighten the belt, blushing. “I couldn’t help it.”

			“Oh, Isa. Did you think about tampons like I said?”

			“Umm, no.”

			“Ugh! Now, explain to me. What do you mean he’s trying to convince you to stay away? Why?” Her eyebrows quiver in worry.

			I swallow. “Well, because he leads a bit of a…an isolated life, and he doesn’t want me to be isolated too.”

			“Isolated life? Well, duh, with his money, that’s a no-brainer but that’s not enough to justify his behavior. Isa, don’t let him give you some song and dance just so he can sleep with you again.”

			I love Reagan, but somewhere between Aiden’s knock on my door and the lunch we never started, my mission in life has become to protect him.

			“He’s not lying to me, Reg, and I’m not stupid. Please, be my sister with this and give him a chance. Especially since I may only have twenty-six days left with all of you.”

			She is undeterred. “Isa, what if you get hurt? Remember how it was when—” She stops abruptly but I know what she was going to say. Do I remember how I was when she first met me? Oh yes. Regarding that phase of my life, my memory might as well be eidetic.

			I put my arm around her shoulders. “I remember but I’m stronger now. Because of you. Besides, you may still get your wish because no one wants to push me away more than Aiden.” My voice drops to a whisper. I try to breathe as the future he may have saved spans colorless in the horizon without him.

			Reagan gives me a hug that squeezes out whatever oxygen I was managing to draw in. “Of course he won’t push you away. And if he does, he’ll be sorry he was born. Now, stop this rubbish before I take the mickey out of you.”

			And with that misplaced Britishism, I know she is back on my side. I hold her tightly, kissing her hair and looking at our pictures on her wall. The thought of ever losing her competes with Aiden’s void so I pull away.

			“I started some soup. Should be ready in about fifteen minutes. Now I better go find him before he convinces himself that you’re right and scarpers off.”

			She smiles and gives me a peck on the cheek. “You used a British word while talking about him.”

			I laugh. “Did I? Your dream come true. See? He’s not a tosser. A right sight better than your Mr. Gandy.” I point at her screensaver collage of the British model.

			“I wouldn’t go that far. Okay, okay.” She raises her hands in surrender. “Do you want to borrow my good-luck burgundy dress?” She stands to go to her closet but then stops, smacking her forehead with an “oh!” Her head whips around and she smiles.

			“Actually no, not my dress. He needs to see the real you and he’ll never be the same again. Wear your mom’s dresses and make him fall him in love with you until he dies.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			Cloudless Climes

			At Aiden’s home, I take advantage of his conference call with Tokyo to put away my mum’s tea dress in his closet. In case we go out tonight. The dress is sea gray with white roses printed along the full skirt. I caress the petal-soft silk, loving the way it blends with Aiden’s ubiquitous navy, black and charcoal suits.

			I step back to take a picture with my new Nikon but as I focus, the lens zooms in on the hand-carved wooden box on the tall armoire in the back. The sun glows upon it like a shrine. There is something so reverential about its throne-high position that I rise on my tiptoes to go investigate.

			“Miss Snow.” A quiet voice thwarts my snooping. I jump, looking back at the closet door. Mrs. Davis is standing there in her white apron and navy velvet flats.

			“I’m sorry I startled you, Miss Snow,” she says with a smile. I take a small breath and say a silent, nonscientific thank you to luck for sparing me the embarrassment of being caught snooping on my…whatever he is. Dream, mission in life, blood of my veins, oxygen of my lungs. I stop before I decide to give up science and become a bad poet.

			“No, I’m fine, Mrs. Davis. I was just absorbed.”

			“Oh, please, call me Cora.” She smiles as she waddles inside. She sees my dress and her smile becomes a grin. “What a beautiful dress!” Then her voice drops to a conspiratorial whisper. “Between us, Miss Snow, it’s nice having some girly things around for a change. I’ve never seen other girls here before.”

			I almost hug her. “Thank you,” I say instead. “And please call me Isa.”

			“Well, Isa, I came to ask if you need anything washed? Or something from the store?”

			“Oh, no, but thank you! I brought my things.” I lift my empty rucksack as evidence.

			She smiles. “Very good. I hope you stay this time, Isa.” She starts padding out of the closet but then stops and looks at me. “Mr. Hale is a good man. Difficult, yes, but good.” She nods once and walks off.

			I watch the bow of her apron, thinking of Mr. Darcy’s housekeeper, Mrs. Reynolds, recommending her master to Elizabeth Bennett at Pemberley.

			She opens the bedroom door and freezes. Because standing there, with an enormous purple box under one arm and his hand hovering over the doorknob, is none other than my Mr. Darcy.

			“Cora?” He frowns in surprise, his eyes scanning the bedroom. When he spots me in the closet, he manages to smile and frown at the same time.

			“Hello, Mr. Hale, sir. Just passing through, looking for dirty laundry.”

			He smiles with his full dimple. “I’m sure you found plenty.” He tilts his head toward me.

			She laughs, waits for him to lean against the wall and slips out of the door.

			“Thank you,” Aiden says behind her, who knows for what.

			“Anytime,” she answers, her footsteps echoing down the hall.

			Aiden enters the bedroom, looking at me with a raised eyebrow. He sets the giant box on the bed and saunters to me.

			“Charming my staff?” He smiles, pulling me close to him. He traces my lower lip with his thumb.

			“I have to charm whomever I can these days.”

			I’m about to ask about the purple box but he leans in, his lips millimeters from mine. “I don’t believe I have kissed you in my closet yet,” he whispers.

			I get lost in his lips, kissing him hard like the kiss might morph into more nights here, more of my dresses blending with his suits. When my breathing becomes so loud that even Cora in the kitchen can hear it, he chuckles and frees my lips.

			“Oxygen, Elisa. Come, I have something for you.” He wraps his arms around my waist and walks us to the bed.

			“Open it,” he whispers in my ear.

			I examine the purple box—it’s almost as tall as me. No bows, no frills, no names. It takes about two minutes to unwrap the sleek orchid paper and soft tissues. Finally, with a deep breath, I push aside the last gossamer layer.

			“Oh!” I gasp.

			Right before me, with a magic from fairy tales, is the most beautiful dress any woman, anywhere, has ever seen. It’s a long, strapless gown like an inverted rosebud. The layers drape exactly like petals. Their color is astonishing. The very top layer is the lightest turquoise, then each one underneath deepens gradually to azure, cerulean, marine, cobalt, indigo and, last, midnight blue.

			My eyes fly up to his, as I understand the meaning behind the extraordinary color. He smiles and lounges on the bed, propping himself on his elbow.

			“I told you,” he says. “I always want my eyes on you.”

			I start launching myself at him but then remember that I must not startle him. So I freeze midair, probably looking quite ridiculous. He catches me before I plop on the bed, tucking me to his chest.

			“Sorry,” I mumble.

			“Yes, it really is an unforgivable crime to want to hold the man who bought you a dress but you can’t because you’re afraid of getting crushed to death.” His voice is hard again.

			“I’m not afraid.”

			He looks away, mumbling something that sounds suspiciously like “you should be”. I can sense all warmth evaporating from the room so I deploy my distraction technique.

			“So tell me about this dress. It’s stunning!” I run my fingers through the material. It’s soft and fluid, like dewy petals.

			It works. The dimple puckers in his stubbly cheek. “I thought it’s time for you to have some of your own dresses. Not your mother’s or your roommate’s. Yours.” He folds back the corset and shows me the tag inside. On it, is embroidered:

			Elisa C. Snow

			“Like the night of cloudless climes and starry skies”

			I read the next line of Byron’s poem with a fiery band in my throat. It takes a moment to find the words. Even when I do, I simply dissolve in his neck, kissing his fragrant skin.

			“Thank you. I think I’m going to sleep with it on.”

			“Lucky dress.”

			“Are you ever going to tell me Byron’s significance?”

			His eyes shift as though he is reading something. “It’s just a beautiful poem, Elisa.” He shrugs but I have the feeling he is not telling me everything. I push it aside for now.

			“Did you make Benson learn embroidery?”

			He chuckles. “Not yet. This is a local designer, Margolis. He specializes in 1950s vintage, I’m told.”

			He caresses my jawline while I try very hard not to jump him again. I know Margolis. I have spent a good amount of time in the last four years drooling at its store windows, Audrey Hepburn style.

			“He’s yours whenever you want something,” Aiden says. And there it is, that finite, terminal tone in his voice.

			“So does this mean you’re taking me out on a date?” I smile because that tone makes me want to wail.

			“As it happens, I am.”

			“Where?”

			He watches me for a moment as though he is not sure he wants to tell me, or perhaps even take me at all. But then he answers. “A place I think you’ve wanted to see for a while.”

			“You’re not paying for a trip to NASA, are you?”

			He laughs. “No, but that reminds me—not that I need reminders. I put some money in your bank account, and before you ask, I memorized your number when I saw your checkbook on your desk.”

			“What?” I meant to speak in a properly outraged volume but it comes out as scandalized screech.

			He is still smiling. “It’s not for you, it’s for your family. As I understand it, they need a water heater and I’m sure you’ve always wished you could help them.”

			“How did you know the Solises need a water heater?” Still screeching. Bloody hell, can he see the future too?

			“Benson has special talents.”

			I watch him, opening and closing my mouth like my biology professor’s guppy fish.

			“How much?” I ask eventually.

			“Enough to help them, but not enough for us to fight about.”

			“Can it be on loan?”

			“No. Unless you want ICE to question your finances.”

			I take a deep breath, running out of arguments. “All right, thank you. But why are you so concerned about the Solises all of a sudden?”

			His eyes shift to a careful setting. “Because I thought that if you have some way to help them financially, you will not feel compelled to also be around them and potentially risk your immigration status.”

			“You mean you’re buying me off?” Voice back to screeching.

			“Technically, I’m buying them off.”

			I scoot away from him, furious. “I don’t choose to be around them out of obligation, Aiden! I want to be around them because I love them. So, no, buying them a water heater wouldn’t replace them anymore than looking at my mum and dad’s pictures brings them back!” The last words cut my lips like glass and I’m breathing hard. I close my eyes trying to calm myself, but even Mendeleev is not helping me now.

			I hear a deep sigh and feel his index finger under my chin. It rests there, probably waiting for me to open my eyes. Damn him and his touch because the moment I feel it, anger evaporates. I open one eye. He looks like the dragon may be sniffing around, waiting for an outing to roar. Glinting eyes, thin lips, clenched jaw.

			“I’ve never pretended to understand love, Elisa. So fine, use the money as you see fit. But I will be damned if I let anything risk your immigration status. Now, get ready. We leave at sunset.” With that military order, he marches out of the bedroom.

			The moment the door closes behind him, I feel terrible. He was only trying to help. But how can he think a water heater would compensate for the only home I have known these last four years? Is that how he loves? Oxygen freezes in my lungs the moment the question forms in my head. As suddenly as the anger surged, just as quickly I understand what it really was. Fear. Fear that this is how Aiden loves—with deals and price tags. My insides start twisting again but before I deposit the contents of my stomach in the toilet, I hang on to one truth: the visceral pain in his eyes when he talks about his mother. No man who hurts like that lacks knowledge of love, no matter how much he denies it.

			Strangely, I feel better even though his love is not directed at me. But ever since my new mission in life became to save him, I suppose I have needed to know that he can allow love in his life.

			I leap off the bed and sprint out of the bedroom to find him. He is out on the patio, leaning against the cedar wall and hissing about low EBITDA on his cell phone. When he sees me, he snaps at the poor soul on the line.

			“I’ll call you back!” He hangs up and stands taller, watching me without blinking.

			I run to him and kiss him on the mouth, climbing his body and holding his face tight between my hands. He staggers for a moment but then wraps my legs around him, his hand fisting in my hair. His kiss is angry. He bites my lips with a growl. I bite him back. Then, slowly our tongues take over in soothing, soft strokes.

			I pull away, more light-headed than I have ever been in Denton’s lab. “You’re a wonderful man,” I tell him.

			The V between his eyebrows deepens as though he doesn’t think he belongs in the same sentence as the word wonderful. “Did you sniff some of Cora’s cleaning chemicals, Elisa? I’ve told her to use only biodegradable materials.”

			“No, just your cologne. That’s all, Aiden.” I hop out of his arms and sprint back to the bedroom before I say something that will earn me a permanent restraining order.

			* * * * *

			Two hours later, my hair washed and dried, I pick up the knickers Aiden bought me. Actually, calling them knickers is an insult. Masterpiece fits better. My belly starts tightening as I slide on the turquoise lace-and-organza artwork and matching bra. Will the lingerie he buys me always do this? I hope so.

			I avoid the mirror until the last minute after I zip up the dress and fluff the layers. Then, with a deep breath, I turn slowly and look at myself. The woman gaping at me is not my mum. She is shiny, bright, her eyes almost lilac. She is someone I used to know—but better. I twirl on the spot, twice, three times, laughing. The turquoise layers span around me like a rose opening in time lapse. I teeter out of the restroom, careful on my new, silver Louboutin heels, wishing there was something I could give back to Aiden. What do you give the man who has everything? Hmm, I’ll have to ponder this.

			I pass by the painting room, making a note to remind Javier that his supplies are still here. We don’t want Feign thinking Javier stole them. The flickering lights precede me down the hall. With my new eyes, I stop abruptly where I am—by the piano in the living room. If Aiden needs warning even to this degree, I should be afraid. I really should, just like he told me. All it would take is barging in somewhere while he has his eyes closed. Or jumping him the next time he takes my breath away. But there is a deep loneliness behind this safety measure, a loneliness that propels my feet forward and suddenly, I’m running. Not to the front door, but to his library.

			I almost collide with the closed door in my madness but his voice inside rescues me. It’s an odd mixture of frustration and regret.

			“What is your malfunction, Cal?”

			I clamp my hand over my mouth to keep from laughing. He sounds just like Reagan.

			“I don’t know if I’m coming yet, all right?… Yes, I know it’s a tradition… Why?… As a matter of fact, that’s exactly why… You might win because I’m sure I’ll fuck it up…suck camel dick…fuck off.”

			Suck camel dick? Poor camel. He slams the phone down and I hear some mumbling, no doubt more profanities. I take a deep breath, knocking with impatience, not fear. How different I feel in front of this door now than two days ago!

			“Aiden?”

			Some scrambling of papers. “Yes, come in, Elisa.”

			I open the door, and there he is. More wit-shattering than ever in a tailored navy suit, white shirt and no tie. The defined muscles of his neck form a sculpted V that disappears beneath the open collar of his shirt. He looks like he causes wars, not fights them.

			He is stacking some papers in neat, precise angles. But the moment he looks at me, he drops them. The loose pages miss the desk and fly everywhere but he doesn’t blink. He stares at me for a good fifteen seconds, mouthing something that looks very much like “holy fuck”. I resist the urge to take a bow and hand out autographs. It’s great being a woman.

			He starts strolling toward me, eyes on fire. He stops only when he is close, so close that there is no space for air between us. Then, slowly, he dips me over his arm so that my throat is exposed and presses his lips there once.

			“You look so beautiful.” His voice is almost pained. I know the feeling—the sense that you are beholding something so wondrous that it could not have been meant for you.

			“As do you,” I whisper. I feel his smile against my skin as his lips start fluttering over my collarbones and my exposed shoulders. Suddenly, the corset is too tight. I want to rip it open.

			“Do you want me to beat up whoever was making you upset on the phone?” I start babbling so that I don’t tear off my dress and undo all my hard work.

			He chuckles against my skin and pulls back. “No, I don’t want you to beat him up. In fact, I don’t want you anywhere near him because he has a really filthy mind.”

			“Jealousy from you, Aiden?” I smile, wondering when jealousy became attractive to me.

			“Only where equally dirty-minded bastards are concerned.” His affection for the unknown dirty bastard coats his harsh words.

			“So who is this dirty-minded bastard so that I can have my skunk spray ready?”

			He laughs. “James Callahan. He was one of the Marines in my squad.”

			“Oh, is this the trip you were planning earlier?”

			“Yes.”

			“But now you’re not sure if you’re going?”

			He shakes his head. “No. I’d like to be around in case Bob needs something.” His eyes are tight, careful. The warmth of his kisses starts draining out of me. It’s not to spend time with me. It’s to see my green card through so he can let me go.

			“Is that the only reason?” My voice is too soft for the sharpness of the feeling.

			He smiles and drops his hand from my waist to my behind. He squeezes it hard.

			“That, and your ass. Although at the moment it’s quite eclipsed by this dress, I’m afraid.”

			Well, it’s something. “Thank you. A U.S. Marine bought it for me. You should steer clear of him. Jealous bloke. Descendant of dragons, that one. Ghastly big too.”

			“I’ll be on my guard. Although I hope you have better sense than to be involved with such a brute.”

			“I like brutes, I’m finding. Seriously misunderstood creatures.” I reach on my toes to kiss his scar. He looks like he is about to press his case against brutes everywhere so I move on.

			“Do you see the other Marines often?” I’m afraid of the answer. I don’t know if that would make the PTSD worse or better.

			“At least once a year. We meet at the end of May at my cabin on the Rogue River for a few days.”

			At the end of May—when he returned home. “Aiden, you should go see them. I’ll be okay with Bob,” I say, even though the idea of not seeing him for a day, let alone several, suddenly dims even the green card for me.

			“We’ll see.” He shrugs.

			“Who comes to visit other than Callahan?”

			“Hendrix and Jazzman.”

			“What about Marshall? Is he a Marine too?”

			“Once a Marine, always a Marine.” He caresses my jawline.

			“Oh, so why isn’t Marshall coming?” I don’t know why but I really want to meet his best friend.

			“Because of me,” he says evenly. He wraps his arm around my waist and starts walking to the library door, but I barely notice over the strange tightening in my chest. I want to ask him what he means but this is one line I don’t know if I can ever cross. What if Aiden attacked Marshall too? I shiver, my brain rejecting the idea. No, it’s more likely that Aiden is pushing Marshall away for his safety, like he is doing with me. How can I ever ask him about this without it being either the grossest of accusations or the most painful of reminders? I kiss his neck as I begrudgingly concede that this information has to come from him.

			“What’s with the big doe eyes, Elisa?”

			I shrug. “Just thinking about you…and your military service.”

			“What about it?”

			Hmm, what question can I ask that won’t hurt? “Why is it not in your CV?”

			He gives me an indulgent smile. “Elisa, with my dragon behavior as you call it, how long do you think it would take the world to suspect I have a defect if they knew that information?”

			“It’s not a defect, Aiden. It’s a wound. And nothing to be ashamed of.”

			He rolls his eyes. “That’s a cliché, Elisa.”

			“That doesn’t make it less true.”

			“Can we go now?”

			He sounds like Anamelia when she is at the dentist’s office. I kiss his scar. “Yes, although I wish you would tell me where we’re going.”

			He smiles. “It’s a surprise.”

			I’m abruptly excited. Maybe this will be a fun night for him too, away from old memories and forming new ones. For my part, I will do my best to make those memories brilliant.

			“Chemists don’t like surprises,” I pretend to grumble, even though I’m only referring to myself.

			“Then this should be an easy success.”

			Success? Success at what?

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			Top of the World

			The Range Rover flies past all city exits, heading east toward Mount Hood and the airport. The moment I see the reflective green sign boasting PORTLAND INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT, I shiver.

			“Aiden, you’re not flying us anywhere abroad, are you?” My voice starts trembling because this is exactly the kind of thing he would do. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium—

			He chuckles, reaching over and squeezing my knee. “No, little refugee, I’m not. Somehow I didn’t think you wanted to leave the States just yet.”

			I slump in the leather seat, taking a deep breath. He keeps his eyes on the road, checking the back mirror every few minutes and stealing glances at me. In the few moments that our eyes meet, I notice that the blue depths are calm. Then occasionally, at no apparent trigger, they brew again. The tectonic plates seem to have three settings: shifting when he is remembering, stilling when he is thinking, and locking. Locking is rare. I only witnessed it earlier today when he talked about injuring me or his mum.

			I watch the last rays of sun fracturing on his skin with a million questions raging in my brain. How did this all start for him? What would fix it? How do I convince him to stay with me?

			Perhaps feeling my gaze burning a hole in his lovely cheek, he peers at me. “What are you thinking so hard about?”

			“All the questions I have about you.”

			I was expecting immediate shutdown but to my surprise, he nods. “That’s the point for tonight. So that you can finally question what you see and hear.”

			At the answer, I almost decide not to ask anything but as any scientist will tell you, leaving a question unasked is a bigger sin with our lot than leaving it unanswered.

			“Well?” he prompts.

			“I’m afraid of asking something that would be too hard for you to relive.” And too hard for me to hear.

			He nods. “You should be afraid of that. But don’t worry, I would stop you. I don’t want that shit polluting your head. Or mine for that matter.”

			It’s a twisted thing to give me relief but it still does.

			“Well, I was wondering why you joined the Marine Corps to begin with? I mean, with your memory…it seems like such an enormous risk to take with your life.”

			He shrugs. “We’re all invincible at eighteen. I finished college-level math by fifth grade, Elisa. What lure could academics possibly have held for me? The military, on the other hand, was knocking on our door daily. At first sergeants, then lieutenants, then General Sartain.”

			“Who?”

			He waves his hand dismissively. “He’s a big shot in the CIA. Anyway, I started having vague fantasies of being some type of James Bond.”

			“But you never went into intelligence?”

			“Started to.” His words become clipped, guarded.

			“But then?”

			He takes a deep breath, his eyes firmly on the road although with his memory, who knows if he is really looking. “But then 9/11 happened. There wasn’t a single Marine in the Corps that didn’t want to avenge it.” His voice hardens.

			I remember watching the Twin Towers, huddled on the couch between Mum and Dad in our cottage. “That’s the kind of evil science can’t explain,” Dad said.

			Aiden’s fingers brush against my cheek. “Are you okay?” he asks gently.

			I look up at him and nod. He smiles. “Good. It worries me when you’re so quiet.”

			“Would you have done it again?”

			He looks back at the road. The sun has set now, and it’s darker in the car. Minutes tick in the dashboard clock. 8:29, 8:31.

			“We all want second chances,” he says at last. His voice is a mix of anger and regret.

			I take his answer as confirmation but I cannot fathom his words. What would he have done with his second chance that would have been worth this hell twice around?

			I shiver and look out the window. We are racing through the Columbia River Gorge now, the cavernous canyon between Oregon and Washington. The sharp, craggy peaks of the Cascades pierce the skies. There are no longer lights around. Only a dark, quiet beauty.

			Aiden’s index finger comes under my chin and I turn to face him. He is smiling. “Were those all your questions? Some scientist you are.”

			“I was just thinking of what I would have done to stop you from ever joining the Corps in the first place,” I whisper, afraid of making him angry with my wish to take away all his chances, let alone the second.

			But there is no anger on his face. His smile becomes a grin. “Well, for you, it wouldn’t have taken much. Just showing up naked and being chained to my bed. Eighteen-year-old Aiden would have lost his shit over you.” He winks. “I suppose I have not changed much.”

			He shakes his head in mock horror but I am floating. Does that mean he is losing his shit over me now? Who needs poetry. “I was thinking more along the lines of lying in front of the plane that shipped you off but chained to your bed seems marginally better.”

			“You sound like my mother. Minus the bed part, of course.” He pauses as though deciding whether to say something. “She did come,” he adds, his voice now very soft.

			“Your mum?”

			He nods. “Yes. The day I was deployed to Afghanistan, she came to the airbase in Monterey where I had just finished intelligence school. How she got in, I still don’t know. She was a mess. Begged me not to go—grabbed me right here…” His hand flies to his shirt collar. “Of course, I was appalled at having to deal with a hysterical mother when all the other Marines were loading up. The rest is history—well, technically with me, nothing is history,” he adds, his voice dry. I wish I could see his eyes.

			I lean over and rest my head on his shoulder. Maybe he needs calmness now. He presses his lips to my hair. “How are things with your parents now?”

			He sits up straighter. His muscle bands almost creak under my ear. “They’re safe and set up for life. That’s what matters.”

			He doesn’t exactly answer my question but it’s there, between the lines. A chill spreads like radionuclide in my veins. I pull back and look at him. “How often do you see them?”

			His jaw ticks. “As you can imagine, I can’t afford another accident that may kill my own mother.”

			He still doesn’t answer my question but he doesn’t have to. I know.

			“Aiden, no!” I grip his arm, the words exploding before I can control them. “Sweetheart, you can’t do that. You can’t shut them out of your life!” My voice shakes and I feel moisture in my eyes. Here I am, even four years later, stumbling through continents with craters in my chest, searching for anything that can fill the void. And he still has this pure love and denies it to himself. How can he stand it?

			He doesn’t speak. His posture is changing. Inch by inch, the strain of his shoulders is seeping to the rest of him. He pries my fingers from his arm so I swirl them in the hair at his temple.

			“Aiden, it’s obvious you love them. Take it from someone who knows. Someday they will be gone and nothing will be able to take this grief away from you. Not your work, not my paintings, not Marshall—”

			“Stop, Elisa!” His voice cracks through the air like a bullet. So sharp, so loud that I fall back against the Rover’s door. His hands turn into talons on the steering wheel, bleached from the strain. His rib cage expands and the muscles are reverberating. The Rover picks up speed as though it’s absorbing the tension through his foot. My heart starts pounding. I’m suddenly afraid, a natural instinct telling me I need to calm him. Is this anger? Or something worse?

			“Aiden, I’m sorry,” I breathe.

			His hands don’t relax—it looks like he will rip the steering wheel apart. His eyes are trained unblinking ahead, locked beyond the road. The speedometer arrow rises. Eighty now. Something sharp cracks on the windshield—a pebble maybe. The Rover veers slightly toward the I-84 rail guard. No, not a car accident. I cross my arms around me, whispering frantically.

			“Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium, 4.003. Lithium, 6.94. Beryllium—”

			He draws a deep breath and blinks. Once. Twice. His rib cage contracts and the muscles stop shaking. He scans the highway and the Rover slows down, firmly in the center of our lane. I know the trance is broken when he turns his head and looks at me. In the faint light of the speedometer, I cannot decipher his eyes.

			“I’m very, very sorry about that,” he murmurs, sounding ashamed. “I didn’t mean to—are you all right?”

			I cannot speak or look away from him. But I sense the Rover veer abruptly to the right again and he hits the brakes. Peripherally, I notice our lights blinking. He faces me, his hand caressing my cheek.

			“I’m so sorry,” he says again, his voice the softest I’ve ever heard it. “I don’t want to frighten you.”

			He didn’t. Whatever he saw in his head did. And my parents’ crushed Beetle.

			“Isa.” He uses my nickname for the first time, perhaps to comfort me. “You’re safe. This is just the…the flashbacks. A short one.”

			A short one? What does a long one look like?

			He leans closer and blows gently on my face. His delicious scent jolts me to life and I draw a deep breath. “Talk to me, Elisa. Do you want to go back?”

			That breaks through me. I’d rather he tear the Rover to shreds than go back. “Of course not! I want to be here. Take care of you.”

			He closes his eyes and shakes his head. “That’s wrong.”

			“No, it’s right. I’m fine. You didn’t hurt me.” I’ll never tell him the flashback triggered my own memories. I’d never see him again after that.

			He doesn’t say anything. I place my hand on his face, lest he really start driving back to Portland. “Will you please tell me what I did that made you upset? So that I don’t do it again.”

			He looks at me and turns on the car light. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You calmed me. This is all me. Trust me on this.”

			I search his eyes. They are calm now. “Yes, but I obviously said something that reminded you of something—”

			He puts his hand over my mouth gently and shakes his head. “Elisa, reminders do nothing for me. I operate on triggers. And this—is—all—me.”

			He seems resolute to take the blame so I tuck it away for deep analysis later. Was it about his parents? Can’t be, we’ve talked about them before. I nod, and put my hand over his where it is resting on my cheek.

			He smiles. “That’s my girl.”

			Maybe it’s his smile, or the fact that he called me his girl but I smile too. He kisses my temple, then my lips. “Let’s go. This place has been waiting for you for a while.” He turns on the car and pulls onto I-84 again. He presses a button on the steering wheel and looks at me.

			“In your honor,” he says as the music starts. I expect “Für Elise” but no. “Ice Ice Baby”.

			At that, I have to laugh. “My national anthem.”

			He keeps changing the songs—all having to do with something terrible befalling ICE. “The Ice Is Getting Thinner”, “Break the Ice”, “Choc Ice Goes Mental”. I laugh at his version of a romantic mix tape.

			“Baby, I can make you feel hot, hot, hot,” he sings in a low voice. My stomach starts fluttering. He is smiling again. And singing. And we’re getting closer to wherever we’re going. If I need this beautiful dress, it must be breathtaking too.

			“Were you reciting the periodic table earlier?” Aiden asks, his voice lighter.

			I blush despite the ice concert. “Yes,” I mumble.

			“Is that a trick you use to calm yourself?”

			“Too often,” I confess, feeling geekier by the second.

			He chuckles. The sound is so beautiful that I would recite a million periodic tables to hear it again.

			“That’s charming,” he says, caressing my jawline. “Very useful too. It calmed me as well. First your sight, now your voice.” He looks at me with a lovely glare. “What are you doing to me?”

			“Teaching you chemistry?”

			He shakes his head like he is arguing with a voice inside his head but his dimply smile is not listening.

			“Almost there,” he says, taking an unmarked exit. There is only thick forest around as we start winding up the Cascades. The pressure of the ascent builds in my ears. He drives faster but there’s no anxiety in me now. Only exhilaration. Suddenly, we break through the forest onto an open field on the highest hilltop. The Rover comes to a screeching halt.

			In the deafening silence, I press my nose against the window, squinting so I miss nothing. Moonlight floods the low grass, the soft rise of the peak, the contours of the craggy mountains above—turning them all silver. There is a soft glow some distance away, streaming between the sentinel trunks of ten or so evergreens.

			Aiden rolls down the window. At first, I shiver. The winds are free up here. Then a sultry, floral scent stuns me. I sniff the air, trying to match it to any fragrance I know but cannot. It’s somewhere between gardenia, rose, coriander and brown sugar.

			I turn to look at Aiden. He is facing me, his elbow propped on the steering wheel, his index finger pressing into his temple. There is a powerful emotion in his eyes, something I have no name for. His smile is soft. It hangs on his lips like the moonlight hangs on his lashes: enough to brighten them, but not enough to dim him. The tip of his middle finger brushes absentmindedly over his lower lip.

			“Where are we?” I whisper.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			Starry Skies

			“I’ve never brought anyone here.” His voice is low, rough as though chafing against unspoken words.

			Instantly, I know where we are. My pulse stutters, then starts throbbing, almost painfully. “This is your Alone Place!”

			He smiles, eclipsing the moon, the hill and even the astonishing fragrance in the air. He looks so beautiful that I close my eyes. For only a few seconds. When I open them, his face is inches from mine. “I think you have wanted to see it since the Rose Garden.”

			I nod, not exactly speechless. For once, the words are there but I’m having a tip-of-the-tongue moment. A stutter. Not in my pulse or in my brain, but somewhere deeper. So I kiss him hard, like the words I am searching for are in his mouth. He unbuckles my seat belt and rips me from my seat onto his lap. His fingers twist in my hair, pulling me close to him—so close that I feel his heartbeat against my corset.

			He ends the kiss abruptly, holding my face in his hot hands. Then he smiles the full dimple-and-scar smile and reaches in the backseat, bringing out a soft cream blanket. He throws it over my shoulders.

			“Come!” His voice is exhilarated.

			We topple out and I clutch the blanket around me. Why did I need a dress and heels for this? Then again, we dress up for man-made affairs. Why shouldn’t we do the same for natural wonders?

			“Look,” he says, pointing at the sky.

			“Oh!” I gasp, gazing at the thousands of stars twinkling above us. Ursa Minor, Ursa Major, Draco, Cassiopeia—all closer, brighter.

			“Of cloudless climes and starry skies,” he recites slowly.

			“Oh!” I breathe again in understanding.

			He scoops me in his arms easily—chuckling at my squeal—and starts heading to the edge of the cliff. I rest my head on his chest, listening to his strong heartbeat. It gallops in my ear just like mine. Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Lub-dub.

			In fourteen heartbeats, he stops walking and sets me on my feet. “And now look here,” he says, turning me in his arms.

			I follow his gaze…and scream. My own heart plummets in the ravenous depths below. We are at the start of a thin strip of land jutting out into the sky, nothing but air and stars around us.

			“You’re okay,” he soothes, his arms tightening like steel around me. Then, he grins. “Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium, 4.003.”

			A shaky laugh bursts from my lips.

			“You’re not afraid of heights?”

			“Not with you,” I say because right now, I’m afraid of nothing. Nothing except losing him.

			He smiles. “Then welcome to my other home.”

			He walks slowly onto the strip, holding me tight. He sits away from the edge, cocooning me in his arms and legs and the soft blanket. I grip his neck, tucking my head in his chest again. We stay like this an immeasurable moment. Minutes, maybe even hours. I try to commit everything to memory. For once, I don’t want to photograph even a blade of grass. This place seems so intimate that any eyes other than ours—even artificial camera eyes—would spoil it.

			“What do you think about when you come here?” I say after a while.

			“Everything. This is where Hale Holdings was born. Where most of my decisions are made. And since I saw your painting, I’ve thought only of you.”

			I almost take off the edge and start flying. “Me?”

			“Yes, you,” he whispers in my ear. I shiver.

			“I’ve only thought of you too.” My face burns as I admit this out loud.

			He doesn’t say anything. The silence makes me shiver in a different way so I start talking. “Do you come here often?”

			“About twice a week.” He tears his eyes from the sky and looks at me. “Sometimes I sleep here.”

			“S-sleep here?” I look at the little meadow behind us.

			He nods. “The ground still feels more natural at times.”

			I grip him closer, trying to repel the image of him on cold ground. “I like it better when you sleep next to me.”

			His muscles flex around me. “That can’t happen again, Elisa,” he says in a low voice.

			My heartbeat stops, then starts racing in terror. “What?” My voice trembles.

			He cups my cheek. “I can’t take that risk. What if the next nightmare is not as mild?”

			Mild? That was mild? “I don’t care. I want to fall asleep next to you…see your face when I wake up.” I shut my mouth because my voice is approaching near hysteria.

			“If you wake up.” His voice is hard.

			I need to move away from this. Right now. “What is that light behind the trees?”

			His eyebrows arch in surprise at my sudden change in direction. Then he shakes his head and smiles. “Well, now, I’m glad you asked, Elisa. Come, let me show you.” He emphasizes the word as though it should mean something more.

			He rises, pulling me up. I start to stumble in my heels but he picks me up and strides across the meadow toward the soft glow in the trees. A few more days with him and I bet walking will start feeling alien. Good riddance.

			“How often do you work out?” I ask, fascinated by the fact that I can barely feel him move.

			“About two hours a day. I’m a wimp by my gunny’s standards.”

			I laugh at the ludicrousness of Aiden as a wimp. “How do you work out if you don’t like anyone sneaking behind you?”

			“I have my own gym.”

			See? Simple. “What was your rank by the way?”

			“Lieutenant. Now, close your eyes,” he orders in a tone befitting his grade. I obey but open wide the rest of my senses. The stunning scent is getting stronger. Twigs crack under his quiet feet. He comes to a stop and I feel his lips press gently on my eyelids.

			“Open,” he says.

			I open my eyes. And they almost fly off my face. My breath whooshes out of me, sharper than the hilltop wind.

			“Oh!” I gasp for the third time this evening.

			We are on a small, round paddock, the evergreens surrounding us. In the center is a pergola tent. The white curtains are drawn but something glimmers and flickers behind them. I’m having another tip-of-the-tongue moment so I point at the tent, my finger tapping the air impatiently.

			Aiden laughs, pulling me closer to his body. “Yes, ma’am,” he says, and starts marching with his infallible Marine step. At the tent, he sets me down and opens the curtains.

			“After you,” he whispers in that way that means for you.

			I step inside…and freeze. Even the “oh” that is singing in my brain stops on my lips. I watch the impossible sight, unable to blink or breathe. Flameless candles. A low sini table made of wood. Covered silver plates. Ivory silk pillows for chairs. A small polished dance floor. And everywhere else, from the table top to the clusters of crystal vases surrounding the floor, are hundreds upon hundreds of the rose I never thought I would see. Aeternum romantica.

			“Oh my God!” I cover my mouth with my hand as hot tears brim over and roll down my cheeks. I walk to the closest roses in a trance. They are more beautiful than even in pictures. The large, cupped rosettes are open, an infinity of neatly clustered petals nestling within. They are the palest of apricot, their hearts deepening to copper and the edges fading to vintage pearl. And their scent!

			I wipe my tears because they are blurring the sight and turn to look at Aiden. He is watching me with a vivid smile, his eyes the stillest blue.

			“Aiden, this is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. Except you,” I breathe in awe, stumbling back to him.

			“Hmm, I have to disagree.” He arches me to him. For a while, we are only kissing. A slow, potent kiss full of unsaid things. Then, he pulls away, his eyes blinking once or twice like shutters.

			“Wherever did you find them?” I marvel, taking his hand and tiptoeing through the vases.

			“They arrived from Nairobi late this afternoon.”

			I stop, almost colliding with the table. “W-what?”

			He chuckles. “Well, you were right. They really don’t grow anywhere else. I researched them after the Rose Garden.”

			“B-b-but how did they get here?”

			He laughs now. “In a private jet. Then in Benson’s Rover to here, with Cora’s help.”

			“Bloody hell!” I shout.

			He tenses, looking panicked. “What’s wrong?”

			“Aiden, how much did this cost?” I’m still shouting.

			“Ah, fuck,” he says but his shoulders relax. “You’re not going to do that now, are you?”

			I look at the roses, the pillows, the Baci on the table. He is right. “No, not right now. I’ll yell at you later. And don’t say fuck around the roses.”

			He laughs his rare waterfall laughter. I throw myself at him.

			“Thank you,” I say, hating the words for their inadequacy. That tip-of-the-tongue feeling tickles my mouth again. “I love, love, love every part of this,” I mumble, looking up at him.

			A deep V forms between his eyebrows. His Adam’s apple rolls once, as though he swallowed hard. The tectonic plates shift, then still again. For a moment, I’m terrified that this is the end. That this is his send-off gift to me.

			But he reaches inside his jacket and pulls out a tiny silver remote. A song I know—one of my favorites—floods the tent. “Amado Mio”, by Pink Martini. It’s flowing from a wireless set of speakers in the corner that I had apparently missed in my astonishment.

			“May I have this dance?” he asks, holding his hand out to me.

			“You tango?” I squeal. Bloody hell, I’m melting. Inert gases have more substance than I do right now.

			My favorite dimple puckers on his cheek. “Since this afternoon.”

			“You learned tango…in one afternoon?” Where is my jaw? It was here somewhere, around the Aeternum.

			He chuckles at my incredulous expression. “In the ninety-two minutes it took you to get ready, to be precise.”

			When I open and close my mouth a few times, unable to produce sound, he smiles, tapping his temple. “There are some benefits to this beast and YouTube.”

			I blink and close my mouth. “That’s just…just…” Brilliant? Stunning? No, I can only think of one word. “That’s just Aiden.”

			His chuckle becomes a true laugh as he wraps his arm around my waist, pulling me into a close embrace. He starts moving. At first a slow cadencia, then the caminada, his long legs parting mine. Aiden leads in his dominant, protective way, but the real change is in me. For the first time in my life, tango does for me what tango does for women. I am not a daughter. I am not a sister. I am not a friend. I am a woman. Aiden’s woman. My leg hooks and wraps around his with a new confidence, sultry, feminine and powerful. I watch our entwined shadows on the tent’s curtains, looking very much like Mum and Dad’s when they danced. Yet, in this moment, I’m discovering a new bliss that belongs to me alone. Not to ghosts, and not to memories.

			I bury my face in his chest, inhaling the Aiden-and-Aeternum scent.

			“Are you going to distill the fragrance?” he asks, his thigh pressing between mine.

			“You already have it bottled,” I mumble, embarrassed to be caught sniffing.

			He chuckles. “I meant the roses, but it’s good to know I don’t smell the way I did after training with my gunny.”

			I blush enough to turn the roses red. “Oh! Umm, yes. They’re perfume grade—that’s why I like them. Only six varieties out of five hundred meet that threshold. Plus, they promote fair trade in Kenya and support the wildlife there.”

			He slows down to cadencia. “Responsible even about the type of rose you like but not about the kind of man you give yourself to.”

			My fingers clutch his arm and neck. “Not now, Aiden.” Not ever, in fact.

			He kisses my hair. I shiver because I sense that he is simply waiting. Biding his time to end this.

			“Why did you do all this?” I ask to distract myself and him. “I love it but I would have been happy here with just hot chocolate and you.”

			I start the ochos but he stops. He watches me with that unnamed emotion again, the V between his eyebrows deepening. He lowers our intertwined hands.

			“You asked me today to show you what it would be like to be with me,” he starts in an even voice.

			Blood drains from my face as he confirms my worst fear: this lovely evening was simply a means to an end.

			“Please, don’t!” The words whoosh from my mouth like a final breath. I try, really, really try to fight the tears brimming in my eyes. How can he take all this away? All this life teeming inside me, it will go dark if he is not around. And the calmness I give him, that will go away, too.

			“Elisa, look around you,” he says. “What do you see?”

			“The most beautiful night of my life,” I answer with no hesitation.

			He nods as though that’s the answer he expected. “That’s what I hoped it would be. But, baby, this here—this is the best that it would ever get for us.”

			I frown, trying to see where he is leading me. “If this is the best, you’re failing miserably at showing me why I shouldn’t be with you.”

			He shakes his head. “No, I’m not. I can do all this for you. Ship roses across the world, buy you dresses that no one but me will see, rent bookstores for you. But that’s all I can give.”

			I open my mouth to protest but he clamps his hand on it gently. His fingers are cold.

			“Listen, please. At the end of each night, no matter how beautiful I make it, you will sleep alone and it will hurt more because the evening was so perfect. And during the days, you will be torn in half, choosing between your family and me. It will be graduation parties and holidays and birthdays first. Then gradually, you will get sucked in my world, camping here on this hilltop with me. I cannot give you your own family. I won’t give you children just so that Daddy can break them by accident. One by one, you will lose everything. And this is the best scenario, if I don’t hurt you first. I cannot give up my structure, Elisa, and I refuse to buy you life just so that I can steal it.”

			His eyes are focused, determined. His hand presses firmly on my mouth but for once, he does not need to silence me. I am stunned on my own. The world has gone strangely blank. No Pink Martini, no wind. Even the scent of Aeternum has faded. The ice from his hand spreads to the rest of me and I shudder.

			It may seem odd that none of his warnings about physical danger have deterred me, yet this image of isolation finally breaks through. But when I think about it, it really is not odd for a girl like me. There is nothing injury or death can give me that I have not survived, and even craved before. But losing the only semblance of a family—losing my second chance—how can I go through that again?

			Of its own volition, the silver heel of a Louboutin slides back a step. Away from him. He closes his eyes and removes his hand. Maybe he saw the change in me or maybe he is having a change of his own. Whatever it is, I need to think. I turn away from him and run out of the tent.

			The wind whips my hair on my face as I try to calm my breathing. I look at his Alone Place. Can I be with him on these terms? And what happens if I do? I will lose the Solises, Reagan, new friends I have not yet met, and in the end, even him. No! I should go. I should leave right now.

			I try with all my strength to take a step forward on the hilltop. My muscles recoil from the idea. The world goes blank again as if my senses register Aiden’s impending absence and refuse to acknowledge anything else but him. All I can see in the dark night is a beautiful, tormented man who has moved roses across continents for me, who has brought me to life in every sense of the word. My heels sink in the grass. I can’t leave. I have to at least try. Maybe if he allows himself some normal, happy memories, they will balance out the bad ones, and with time, replace them.

			I take a shuddering breath and enter the tent. He has not moved an inch—his face still grave. I stride across the dance floor to him, surprised my knees can support me.

			“Should I drive you home?” he asks, his voice almost hoarse.

			I take his hand. “Not tonight. I want to find out on my own.”

			His lips press in a thin line and he closes his eyes.

			“I learn by trying, not by telling, Aiden.”

			When he opens his eyes, they start lightening to turquoise. His lips lift into a defeated smile.

			“Scientist through and through.”

			“A major genetic flaw, according to my mum.”

			“So where does that leave us?”

			I lock my fingers with his. “I believe you called it a ceasefire.” I reach on my tiptoes to kiss his scar.

			He sighs, whether in pleasure or frustration I don’t know. And for now, I don’t want to find out. I trail kisses along his tense jaw to the corner of his mouth.

			“Kiss me,” I say.

			He truly smiles now. “One temporary victory and you’re already giving me orders?”

			“Yes.” I fist my hands in his hair, pulling him close. “Now, no more talking from you tonight unless it’s dirty!”

			That’s it for Aiden. His mouth parts for a full Pink Martini stanza. Then his eyes darken and he pulls me roughly to him. With a groan like surrender, his mouth is on mine. His tongue and lips start a deadly tango of their own. He grips my face so tightly that I feel his strength down to my bones.

			“You want dirty, Elisa, but I can’t say fuck around the roses,” he says between kisses. “So now, you’ve made this harder on yourself.”

			In my pounding ears, I register Pink Martini singing about whispering amado mio. Maybe it’s the song or Aiden’s tongue tip tracing my lips but the last vestiges of my brain resolve the stutter and go up in flames. And just like that, I know the words that have been taunting me since I first saw this place.

			I grip his face and kiss him with all their power because I cannot say them out loud. But with every stroke of my tongue, my mind says, I love you. I love you. I love you.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			Work of Art

			One week has passed. It felt like a day…and like a lifetime. It felt like a day because no matter how many hours I have with Aiden, they fly too fast. It felt like a lifetime because I’ve never lived more than I am living now.

			“You shouldn’t look so stunning. It will attract police attention,” Aiden says, caging me in his arms as Benson hauls me to my graduation party. We’ve discovered that if Aiden holds me in the car, his customary traffic tension eases a fraction.

			“You don’t mind that I’m wearing my mum’s dress?” I ask, fluffing the sea gray skirt.

			“Elisa, wear whatever makes you smile like this. And in any event, I think your mother should be at this party.”

			As should you.

			I stare out of the window to distract myself from the void that flares in my chest every time things like work or sleep pull us apart. Hydrogen, oxygen, radium—I race through them as I watch the world go by. In the opposite direction of Casa Solis.

			“Umm, Aiden, I think we’re going the wrong way. Casa Solis is in North Portland.”

			He gives me a dimply smile. “You’re not going to Casa Solis, Elisa.”

			“What? What do you mean?”

			“It’s a surprise.”

			Benson smiles in the mirror too, but my pulse starts racing in terror. Last time Aiden planned a surprise, he was trying to expel me from his life. Nothing has changed in that department—we’re still on ceasefire.

			He kisses my temple. “Not that kind of surprise.”

			I deflate and slump in his arms. “Do the Solises and Reagan know?”

			“Yes, they’re waiting for you—your roommate not at all graciously, I might add.”

			“Don’t worry about Reagan. She’s just protective. She’ll come around.” I kiss his scar, and watch every turn Benson makes. We seem to be going toward Portland State University.

			At last, the Rover stops smoothly in front of—I cannot believe it—the Portland Art Museum! On the curb is a white sign:

			ELISA’S GRADUATION PARTY

			THE ENGLISH SILVER GALLERY

			BELLUSCHI BUILDING

			My hand flies to my mouth as though to stop my jaw from zipping out of the window and landing next to Monet’s Waterlilies.

			“You rented the whole museum?” I whisper through my fingers, half-horrified, half-awed. From my peripheral vision, I register Benson getting out of the car.

			“No, not all of it. Just one gallery, which as we know, is an improvement for me.”

			I meet his calm eyes. What’s the point of arguing with dreams? “Yes, it is,” I say. “And beautiful. And hideously expens—”

			He presses his index finger to my lips, shaking his head. “Please don’t make this a money issue. I want it to be everything you want.”

			His voice is so soft that it lingers on my skin much like his touch. But how can this party be everything I want when everything I want is here in this car with me and will not come inside?

			“Won’t you come?” The words burst from my mouth.

			He straightens immediately and drops his hand from my lips, all tenderness gone from his eyes. “Not this again.”

			“But what if we just sit in the corner and make out the whole time? No one will dare come near us.”

			He shakes his head, not finding my joke funny. “No.”

			He holds my eyes with the forceful glare I have come to know well. I cannot argue with him. And if I do, he will become convinced that he is depriving me of major life moments and try to leave again.

			I nod, forcing a smile on my face. “Right, safety first. I understand, Lieutenant.” I try to execute a Marine salute but my hand just plops to the side.

			He watches me for a long moment and then his glare relents. “Good. Now, do you have all your presents for your family?”

			“Yes, all wrapped in turquoise and ready to go.”

			He smiles. “Turquoise? Interesting choice.”

			Unable to resist his smile, I grin too. “My new favorite color. Do you want to see your present?” My voice cracks a little when I think of what I’m about to do.

			“My present?” He frowns as though he does not think he deserves a present.

			“Yes. And before you argue, you’ve been giving me a new Margolis outfit every day. Now it’s my turn.”

			The dimple puckers in his weekend stubble. “Yes, ma’am.”

			I dig inside my purse for the purple-and-turquoise box. When I find it, I hold it one last time, my fingers clutching it tightly.

			“Here,” I say, giving it to him with both hands. It has a dried Aeternum taped on top. The rest of the roses are in the cooler in the chemistry building undergoing geraniol extraction.

			He takes the box with a boyish grin.

			“I’m not sure when was the last time I got a present,” he says. “Actually, I do know. January eighth, at 1:34 p.m. A bottle of Balvenie from Benson.”

			I laugh, the sound quivering with emotion. “Belated Christmas present?”

			“Yes. Even though I’ve told him twenty-four times not to get me anything.”

			He tucks the Aeternum in the breast pocket of his shirt, and starts unwrapping the paper. But when he takes out the double frame, the box drops from his hand and his mouth pops open.

			I follow his gaze even though I know what he is seeing. On one side is a photo of his home and on the other, my one-way ticket to America the day he bought his house. I would have never parted with this ticket but ever since I met him, it seems I came here for him alone.

			He looks at me with a strong emotion on his face, the one without name that I saw at his Alone Place.

			“Is this the real ticket?” he asks, his voice low.

			I nod, swallowing so that tears don’t rise to my eyes.

			He looks at it again even though I know he has memorized it. His Adam’s apple rolls once in his lovely throat. “Why are you giving it to me?”

			In a way, giving Aiden anything that belongs in a frame is silly. But this is not a picture—it’s a connection.

			“Because this whole journey was worth it just to meet you. Even if it is only now.”

			He leans in and kisses my temple. “Thank you.” His voice is new, humbled.

			I smile. “You’re welcome. And now, you have a frame!”

			He chuckles. “So I do. I think I’ll put it on my desk in the library. It will shock the hell out of Cora and Benson.”

			I almost float like a helium balloon. I love you, I love you, I love you. I snap a picture of the moment lest the words break through my locked teeth.

			He rests the frame on his knee and strokes my cheek. “You didn’t get a single present for yourself, Elisa.”

			I shrug. “They didn’t have what I wanted.”

			The V breaks between his eyebrows and his jaw flexes, probably plotting the demise of all Portland retailers who failed me in such a manner. “What did you want?”

			I climb on his lap, wrapping my arms around him.

			“Sleep with me tonight,” I say, trying not to let the sharp ache of his absence enter my voice. Every night since the hilltop, Aiden waits for me to pass out—usually a matter of seconds after his sexcapades—and then goes to sleep in the guest room down the hall.

			He pries my hands from his neck immediately. “No, Elisa. We discussed this.” His voice is unyielding.

			“Please?” My neuropsychology professor was wrong when he told us we lack awareness in deep sleep. I miss Aiden from the second I close my eyes to the moment I open them. I know his absence in the cold bed that doesn’t warm up no matter how many blankets he throws on me, in the goose bumps that don’t go away despite Margolis’s finest silk, in the dreams that are always a shade of turquoise.

			His jaw flexes. “It’s not—worth—the risk.”

			“But I won’t touch you at all, I promise.”

			“Please, stop!”

			He closes his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. When he opens them again, he cups my face gently.

			“Elisa, baby, don’t you think I want to sleep next to you? Do you think I don’t see how you clutch my pillow when you sleep? I spend hours watching you at night.”

			“You do?”

			He smiles. “Of course, I do, you silly, beautiful, reckless woman.”

			I smile, too, fighting some rather ludicrous tears. I love you. “Maybe I need an exact replica of you, like an Aiden-bear?”

			“That sounds horrific.” He pretends to shudder but kisses me, his lips soft, his tongue angry. I fist my hands in his hair, not caring at all that we are in a public street with Benson right outside the window. I’d probably lose all sense of British modesty and do a lot more but he pulls away with a chuckle.

			“If you keep this up, we’ll end up arrested and that would endanger your green card.”

			“Oh, yes, I forgot,” I say, aware of my pout. “I can’t wait to be free of these stupid public decency restrictions.”

			He laughs his waterfall laughter. “Tonight,” he promises, pinching my chin.

			Tonight is too far away. I start kissing him again but Benson decides that this is the moment to knock on our window. I look out and see Javier skipping down the museum stairs.

			The change in Aiden is instant. The tension snaps back around his shoulders, and I see that flicker of anger in his eyes as his memory retrieves his first reaction to Javier. But he leashes it back, the plates shifting until they find their natural, guarded spot.

			“Good job,” I say, kissing his cheek.

			He nods once, no humor on his face. We get out of the car, Aiden keeping his back firmly against the Rover. Benson steps forward, taking his permanent spot to Aiden’s right.

			Javier crosses the street and jogs to us. He is wearing the same shiny shoes, dark jeans and blue shirt that he wore for the painting session.

			“Hey, girl of the hour!” He ruffles my hair, giving me a tight hug. I hug him back awkwardly because Aiden is holding my other hand, not at all gently.

			“Mr. Hale, good to see you again,” Javier says politely, extending his hand.

			“Mr. Solis,” Aiden responds in his most even tone, releasing my hand and shaking Javier’s.

			“It was really good of you to help us out. We’d have been fine with carnitas but Isa will like this more.” Javier smiles, tilting his head to me. There is a strange tightness in his smile.

			“My pleasure,” Aiden says. Javier nods, looking back at me with that same smile. He arches his brows once and glances at his shoes. He looks almost self-conscious.

			“Well, I, for one, hope Maria’s carnitas are there,” I say in case this is a reaction to Aiden’s wealth, much like my own. “Otherwise, I’m not even coming in.”

			Aiden and Javier both smile, Aiden politely, Javier awkwardly. Javier recovers first. “Well, Mr. Hale, come on in, try the carnitas for yourself. Isa, let’s go. The girls are in a tizzy.”

			I look at Aiden. His face is hard steel, his shoulders radiating thermonuclear tension.

			“Umm, Javier, actually, it’s going to be just me. Aiden has to work…something came up with one of his Tokyo deals…time difference and all.” I try to keep my voice as even as possible but inside I feel like fermenting sulfur—smelly and slightly toxic. I hate lying to Javier.

			His eyebrows knit together—one big, bushy painting brush. He stands straighter. My palms start sweating as I recognize his big-brother stance. It’s the same one he adopts when he hears about someone bullying Bel at school.

			He frowns at Aiden. “But this is her party! You’re the big boss, you can’t change things around so you can come? She’s worked really hard for this.”

			Aiden’s jaw locks, the snap of his teeth almost audible. His eyes darken with fury and narrow at the corners. Did Javier notice the clenched fists?

			“No, I cannot change my prior commitments, Mr. Solis.” His voice is glacial. “I trust that she will be in good hands with you,” he adds, commanding—not asking.

			Javier moves a step close to me. “She’s been in good hands with us for four years, Mr. Hale,” he says, both like a promise and a rebuff.

			I decide to intervene. “And now I’ve got all these people ready to spoil me rotten.” I clap, my voice high enough to shatter the museum windows. “I’m a jammy girl. Get a move on, Javier, I fancy some carnitas.”

			Javier looks bewildered. “Did you just use British slang?”

			“Umm, yes, I reckon I did!” Good, that seems to distract everyone! Aiden is smiling without his dimple. Javier is blinking furiously. I skip to Aiden and rest my hands on his tense chest, feeling his strong hands clutching my waist like they are speaking words of their own.

			“Thank you for everything,” I tell him.

			“Be careful. And don’t forget your presents and your camera.”

			“Oh, bloody hell! Thank you for reminding me.”

			Benson opens the trunk and takes out the enormous cardboard box that contains all the turquoise gifts. I march to pick it up but all three give me a glare that says plainly drop it or ICE will be the least of your worries. Aiden nods once at Benson, who takes off toward the museum faster than Javier and I can blink.

			“See you later, Mr. Hale,” Javier says, and follows Benson. I have a feeling he just gave us a moment alone.

			I rise on my tiptoes to kiss Aiden expecting just a peck on the lips with Javier around. But his hands fist in my hair, and he kisses me once, hard. No extravagant dips or holds. Just a mouth-to-mouth kiss, like an exchange of air or a secret sign. And because of that, it leaves me equally breathless. I don’t want to leave him out here by himself when the rest of my world is inside. Hydrogen, 1.008—

			“Have you reached magnesium yet?” he says.

			How does he know? “No, just started your chemical namesake.”

			“Toxic uranium?”

			I pretend to smack his chest. “No! Helium. Nontoxic, rare on earth, and escapes easily.” I reach on my toes again and kiss his scar. “Don’t escape, Aiden.” I love you, I tell him with my eyes and run after Javier and Benson lest the words burst out on their own.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			Spartan

			Javier pauses at the double doors of the English Silver gallery. Salsa music floats from the inside. His eyes are deep, his eyebrows furrowed.

			“Hey, before we go in, can we stop by Euro Art really quick?” Javier says, glancing at Benson.

			“Sure,” I say but my insides are spinning like the salsa records. I know this will be about Aiden and I know that Javier speaks with the kinds of truth you cannot unhear.

			I turn to Benson, almost wishing he needed help carrying the boxes. “Thank you so much, Benson. You’re a wizard.”

			He blushes to his ears. “That’s my job title, Miss Snow.”

			I laugh. “Give him a kiss from me.”

			“That’s not in my job description, Miss Snow.” His lips are twitching in a smile.

			“Not even on his cheek?”

			He loses his stoic expression. “I’ll see what I can do, ma’am.”

			I laugh and follow Javier down the hall to the European Art exhibit. For a while, we do not speak. Just his polished shoes and my new cream Louboutin heels ringing on the marble floor. The ancient eyes of muses follow us from their frames. I am suddenly envious of their security.

			Javier stops in front of an 1805 painting by François Lebarbier. A Spartan Woman Giving a Shield to Her Son, the title card reads.

			“Look at her face.” Javier breaks the silence, his fingers weaving through the air as though he is drawing her profile. I follow their motion, focusing on the chestnut-haired woman and her gaze at her son. Instantly, I think of Aiden’s mum, Stella.

			“She is afraid,” he says. “Look at the dark shadow on her cheek. But she doesn’t show it. She’s smiling at him.”

			I smile too, watching her curved, pale lips.

			“Now, look at the Spartan.” Javier’s voice deepens, his finger tracing the warrior’s rippling shoulders. His back is to the viewer but his face is to Stella. Every muscle band from his rocklike calves to his hand gripping the sharp spear is ready for destruction.

			“Totally deadly, yet he’s watching her with need, maybe because she has the shield that might save him.”

			I stare at the warrior’s face without blinking. There is a childish craving on it, waiting for his mother to hoist the shield on his forearm.

			Javier looks at me. “Do you think he will come home to her?”

			At the question, tears singe my eyes but I cannot look away from the painting. “I don’t know,” I whisper. “Why are you showing me this?”

			He puts his hands on my shoulders and turns me to face him. “Because I’m worried about you…you and Hale. See, he reminds me a bit of this warrior here. There is an anger about Hale—something is not right. For example, the way he looked at me just now, like he was going to rip my head off. But then you get near him and he looks at you with a desperate need like this Spartan here.”

			“Why is that a bad thing?”

			“Because with all that, he can’t even put aside a conference call to make time for you. He throws all this cash your way, buys all these presents, but he can’t even bother to take two floors to meet your family. That’s why it’s bad.”

			My mouth dries and I look back at the Spartan warrior, his back strained with the weight of his armor. But Javier’s words have thickened the air. It sludges in my airways, unable to come either in or out.

			“Sweetheart, what’s going on between you two, hmm? Last week, you said you weren’t seeing him again but it felt like there was more to the story. Then this week, he calls me, taking over this whole damn party.”

			I force my lungs to inhale. This I can explain. “Well, I was upset because we had a misunderstanding. He wanted to distance me because he thought I deserved better. I thought he didn’t like me, and it all fell apart from there. But then he came over and explained. And now, here we are,” I say, blushing head to toe, the way I imagine I would have blushed if I admitted this to my dad.

			“The part about him thinking you deserve better is what worries me.”

			I shake my head. How can I explain that without betraying Aiden? “Most good men are biased against themselves. Sound familiar?”

			He smiles. “A man knows himself better than anyone else, Isa. Anyway, so now what—he has declared himself and wants to be with you?”

			This is the question. This is what I ask myself each night on those last blissful seconds of consciousness after being Aiden’s completely. Does Aiden really want to be with me? Not to save me, not to make love to me, but to really want me by his side?

			“Well, no…not exactly. We’re just spending some time together.”

			“Some time together?” I have managed break through Javier’s calm exterior. “Sweetheart, you may not have time! A whole team of lawyers is telling you that. And you want to spend it with someone who can’t even spare two hours to come to your party. Even if you had all the time in the world, that would not be okay.”

			“It’s not like that,” I whisper but my stomach is churning so violently that I’m afraid I will vomit. “He’s a really good man.”

			“If it’s not like that, then why do you look like you just overdosed on paint fumes?”

			I look up at the deep wrinkles on his forehead despite his twenty-three years, wishing I could smooth them away. “What really worries you, Javier? What do you think is happening?”

			He takes a deep breath. “Honestly, I have no clue. But I think he’s dangerous and I worry that he’s going to try to take you away from us.”

			I don’t touch the dangerous part. “Take me from you? Javier, look at everything he did just so that we can be together and have a good time!”

			“Yeah, but he’s not here! How soon before you have to choose between him or us? Even if you can stay?”

			“He wants me to have all of you. He wants me to be happy. Why don’t you believe that?” I say with as much strength as I can muster. The problem is that he cannot be part of my life and I want him to be. I want it badly.

			Javier looks at the painting, stabbing a finger at the Spartan. “Because I don’t know what’s going on in your picture. Is he with you because whatever you give him is like this shield over here? Or does he love you?”

			My knees almost buckle at his questions. I never thought of Aiden’s feelings that way. That he is not really choosing to have me, he is just captive to his memory and addicted—as he said—to the calmness I give him. He wants to save me, yes. He wants me to have my own life because he is a good man. But when it comes to his desire for me, is that all it is—addiction, not love?

			Javier pats my shoulder. “You love him,” he says. It’s not a question.

			I look up at him. How does he know?

			He smiles as he reads the question in my eyes. “You didn’t think I would notice? I see the lighter eyes, the shy, drunk smile you’ve never had before. Even your blush is different. And now you look like you’re about to faint.” He speaks softly, searching my face. “Just be careful, okay? I don’t want you to be like this woman here. Scared to death but even more afraid to show it. I’m here for you. All of us are.”

			I throw my arms around him, hugging him tightly. Hugging him with all the fear he has seen and all the fear he is taking away. “How can I ever thank you, Javier? I’ve never deserved you or your family but I love you all with all my heart.”

			He ruffles my hair. “Well, if you really want to thank me, just be happy. And don’t let Hale drive a wedge between us. Yes, you need us, but we need you too. You’re the only one that believes in my art, in my genius, as you call it. Everyone else I know sees it as a means to food. But you, you’re vicious. You think I’ll make it. Over the years, your nagging has kept me going. And, despite myself, you’ve made me believe. Or at least dream. You can’t take that away.”

			“I won’t,” I promise, my eyes drifting back to the Spartan in the painting. “Do you think he will come home?” I whisper after a while.

			Javier smiles, looking at the painting too. “Artist opinion or Javier opinion?”

			“Both.”

			“Well, lucky for you, they’re the same.” He waits for me to look at him. “Yes, I think he will come home.”

			I smile, swallowing the stupid tears. “Are you sure?”

			“Positive. Look at the sunlight streaming through the window. His face is bathed in it. And also, he looks like a total badass.”

			I laugh and sniffle at the same time. “He is.”

			“Come on, let’s go to your party. You’ll freak out when you see it.”

			* * * * *

			At the gallery’s double doors, Javier grips the knobs with a smile.

			“I have to give him this. He does surprises well. Happy everything, Isa!” He opens the white doors.

			I brace myself because I know by now that when Aiden is involved, I will lose my breath and even my balance. But the preparation is futile. The moment I take in the intimate white marble gallery, I still gasp and wobble. Beyond the checkered dance floor, the buffet of Mexican food and the happy faces in the center, are the gallery’s illuminated walls. On each of them, in vivid, colored photographs, hang my last four years in chronological order. Some enormous, some the size of the double frame I just gave to Aiden. Not only from my camera but also from Reagan, the Solises, and even Denton over the years. I search every frame hungrily, looking for a picture of Aiden. At first I panic that he has excluded himself but then I find him. On the fourth wall, in a small frame toward the end of my time here, are his otherworldly eyes watching me with a smile. Under his gaze, one by one, every part of me stands at attention: my skin, my blood, my bones and that little spot between my lungs that responds only to him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			Fire and ICE

			Three hours later, barefoot and full of carnitas, I watch the Solises tuck away their presents. What is it about giving gifts that is even better than receiving them? Antonio folds the water heater gift card in the pocket of his plaid shirt, next to his heart. The girls are sprawled on the checkered dance floor with their iPads. Javier is examining his new painting supplies with eyebrows that switch from arches to bushy paintbrushes every few minutes. Even Denton is reading Fleming’s book out loud to his wife, Katherine, who looks positively bored.

			“Well, you’ve done it!” Reagan says, lounging next to me with her brand-new peacock-blue fascinator, waving her round-trip ticket to London like a fan in front of her face. “You’ve made me fancy Dragon Charming.”

			I laugh and throw my arm around her shoulders. “Your present is for me too, you know. Just in case.”

			“Any news?”

			“Bob called yesterday. They’re working hard but they’re still not sure if…” I can’t finish my sentence but I don’t have to.

			She hugs me back in a hold even tighter than Javier’s. “Don’t think about that tonight. But if it happens, I’ll be there and we can have two corgis and stalk Prince Harry.”

			I smile, even though I know not even Prince Harry will revive me then. My eyes drift—as they have every few seconds in the last three hours—to the photo of Aiden’s eyes. I have felt them on me while I ate, smiled, danced—thinking they would make me miss him less. But they had the opposite effect. All night, I felt vacant, like an English cottage with brick walls and rose-covered shingles but, inside, empty.

			I am so lost in his gaze that I almost miss the wink between the Solises and Reagan. She leaps to her feet so quickly that her fascinator topples to the floor.

			“Time for your present,” she sings, drawing out the vowels in an off-key aria and clapping her hands.

			“My present? Reagan, no! You were not supposed to buy me anything!” I almost start wailing. How many extra shifts is this going to cost Maria and Javier?

			“Oh, put a stopper on it, Isa! We saved loads of money because of Aiden. Now, come on!” She grips both of my wrists and hoists me up. Bloody hell, those barbells she lifts at the Reed gym are working.

			“Where are we going?” I ask, trying to keep my balance as she starts dragging me across the dance floor.

			“You’ll see! Aiden is not the only one who can do surprises.”

			“Reagan, wait! I need my shoes!” My feet skate on the waxed wood floor as the Solises skip, pad and wheel to us, Denton bouncing behind them.

			Maria throws her cream scarf over my shoulders, Bel shoves my purse on my hand, Dora and Daniela are sliding my heels on the wrong feet, Anamelia just fluffs my dress and throws it over her head. The whole time, Maria fires off orders in Spanglish, from drinking more water to putting ice on my blistered feet. Then she kisses my cheeks and cups my face with her overworked, sun-spotted hands.

			“Señor Hale is a good man,” she says with a firm nod.

			“Yes, he is.” I smile at hearing her acknowledge this out loud. She pats my cheek and turns on Javier.

			“You be careful.” She switches to full English. The giggles stop. “No drink, no trouble, no police.” She stabs her index finger into his chest on each command, even though Javier is the last person in the world who would ever attract police attention to himself.

			Still, he knows better than to argue with Maria so he gives her a tight hug. “I promise.”

			She marks a cross in the air over his forehead, whispering bendito, and with that, they shove us out of the gallery and into the cool May evening. Apparently, wherever we are going, it will be only Reagan, Javier and I. The two of them grip my arms so tightly that the whole affair looks like a citizen’s arrest. Despite my protests, they don’t release me until we reach Reagan’s MINI. Once there, they shove me in the backseat and in minutes, we are flying down Fifth Avenue.

			“Reagan, can you tell me where we’re going now that we’re in the car? I want to ring Aiden. He’ll be really worried if he comes to pick me up and I’m gone.”

			“You can call him, Isa. Just tell him it’s a surprise, he should understand.” She winks in the back mirror and turns on the music to Lana’s “Off to the Races”. Javier smiles, making a gesture like he is locking his lips.

			I sigh and dig in my purse for my iPhone—yes, I now have an iPhone, courtesy of Aiden. His unearthly face comes on screen. It’s a picture of him resting his head on the sofa, his eyes closed. He looks like he is sleeping next to me.

			I scroll through the texts he sent me during the party: be safe, don’t stand under the heavy picture frames and my favorite, here is a floor plan of the safety exits.

			I read his military orders, part laughing, part choking. His fear for my safety is palpable—so intense and unrelenting, as though his own life depends on it. Yet not a single text says I wish I was there or I wish you were here. Javier’s questions from the gallery echo, so I tap the call button. He answers on the first ring.

			“Elisa, are you okay?” The beautiful voice speaks urgently in my ear.

			The moment I hear it, a sunray breaks through the closed shutters of the empty cottage. “Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

			“Because you’re calling an hour early. Do you need something?”

			Yes, you. “No, I just wanted to tell you that the Solises and Reagan have plotted their own surprise and are whisking me away somewhere. They seem ridiculously happy about it.” I look at their lunatic smiles on the mirror.

			A pause. “Where?” The word is hissy, no doubt because he is clenching his teeth.

			I am painfully aware of Javier’s eyes dissecting not only me but also Aiden through my reactions, so I smile. “I don’t know but I’m sure it’s perfectly safe. I’ll ring you the minute we arrive so you know where we are.”

			“Forgive me if I don’t trust your judgment when it comes to your own safety, Elisa. Or that of your friends for that matter.”

			“Tell him thank you for my trip to England,” Reagan sings, bouncing to Lana.

			“Yes, thank him for me too,” Javier nods in the mirror.

			“Did you hear that?” I say to Aiden. “Reagan is revisiting diplomatic relations.”

			Another pause. “They’re welcome. Now, I’d like to talk to Mr. Solis.”

			I almost choke on my own saliva. “Why?” I whisper. Javier’s eyebrows furrow into a paintbrush again.

			“Because I need to hear from his mouth that you will be safe.” More hissing.

			“Umm…you sound relaxed,” I say, hoping he will get the hint that he should not hiss, growl, roar or bark at Javier.

			A long pause. “Is this better?” His voice becomes even, without any intonation. That’s probably the best he can do right now.

			“Yes, that’s good.” Despite my terror, I smile because oddly, this check-in feels intimate. I tap Javier on the shoulder and hand him the phone. “Aiden wants to talk to you.”

			Javier’s frown deepens but he takes the phone. “Mr. Hale?”

			I unbuckle my seat belt and lean over the front seat, pressing my ear against the phone and bumping Javier’s head.

			“Are you taking her somewhere in Portland?” Aiden starts in his even voice.

			“Yes. We’re almost there.”

			“Crowded?”

			“Yes.”

			“Text it to me.”

			“Mr. Hale, she’ll be fi—”

			“Text it to me!” His voice hardens.

			Javier’s forehead crumples and he blinks a few times. “Okay, I will. Anything else, Mr. Hale?”

			“Yes. Here is the deal, Javier,” Aiden pauses as though to emphasize the fact that he used Javier’s first name. “As you no doubt know, Elisa will be under strict scrutiny from the U.S. government in a few weeks from her source of income to her moral character. Any incident with the law enforcement—any at all—and they may blink.”

			Javier nods. “I know that.”

			“I don’t want them to blink once. Is that clear?” The words sound like a command.

			“I don’t want them to blink either.”

			“Good, then I believe we’re on the same page.” Aiden’s voice softens.

			Javier nods again. “Yes, I think we are,” he pauses, then adds, “I won’t let anything happen to her. I promise.”

			“Thank you. Enjoy your evening,” Aiden says politely.

			I yank the phone from Javier before either of them can say another word. “Aiden?”

			“Elisa, I need you to be careful. No matter what, your—safety—comes—first. Understood?” His voice is hoarse with anxiety. I can almost sense his rippling tension through the phone.

			“Yes, I’ll be careful—don’t worry. I’ll see you when I get home.” Home? Bloody hell, did I just call his house, my home?

			“I’ll be waiting.” A note of sadness enters his voice.

			“I miss you.”

			A sigh. “I miss you too.”

			“You do?”

			“If it will make you believe me, I have a picture of you sleeping as a screensaver. Now go have fun with your friends.” His voice softens.

			I don’t hang up. I can’t move a finger after what he just told me. “Go, Elisa,” he orders.

			I love you. “Okay,” I grumble and hang up, right as Reagan hits the brakes and parks sideways across two spots.

			I look out of the window. We are in a multilevel concrete parking lot, lit up by fluorescents. Bloody hell, how did I miss the entire trip here?

			“Where are we?” I ask, searching for road signs.

			Reagan and Javier turn to me with identical grins on their faces, Reagan holding an envelope with glitter and Hello Kitty stickers—probably work of Anamelia.

			“Da-da-da-dah!” she sings in the tune of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony and hands me the envelope.

			I laugh and tear it open, pulling out a ticket stub.

			“Dog’s bollocks!” I squeal as I read it. “We’re going to a Lana Del Rey concert?”

			Reagan starts bouncing on her seat and clapping. “Yes, yes, yes. Right this very minute.”

			I squeal again and squeeze myself between the two of them, trying to hug them both. Reagan and I break into “This Is What Makes Us Girls” at the exact same second.

			Javier covers his ears and shouts above our crowing. “All right, all right, let’s get going. We’re already five minutes late and the Coliseum is sold out. Ten thousand crazies like you two.” He pretends to shudder.

			“Yes, yes, yes.” Reagan sings again. We stumble out of the car, sprinting down the block to the Coliseum. A few other stragglers are racing us to the front doors, singing “Million Dollar Man”.

			“Javier,” I huff as I run in my new Louboutin heels in a way that may cost my neck at least two vertebras. “Reg…wait! Have to text…Aiden.”

			“We’ll text him inside, Isa,” Javier says. “C’mon, let’s just find our spots.”

			“This is what makes us girls!” Reagan keeps screaming.

			Barking mad! We finally make it through the doors, terrifying the bouncer with Reagan’s Lana impression, and spill into the Coliseum arena. The moment I see it, my knees almost buckle. Strobe lights and reflectors spin across the endless dark stadium, fracturing over the hordes of bodies. Shoulder to shoulder, back to belly, chanting “Lana! Lana!”

			“We’re in the front, first level,” Javier yells behind us. We bump, shove and elbow our way until we reach our spots.

			I throw my camera over my neck, sling my purse across my body and pull out my phone to text Aiden. I thumb it three times because the sea of bodies is already rising into a slow wave of motion.

			Don’t burn anything down.

			We’re at a Lana Del Rey concert.

			Coliseum. 1st level. 4th row. Center.

			Safe. Miss u. C u soon.

			I read it twice. I cannot imagine the terror it will give Aiden just to hear where we are. His worst nightmare coming true—me in a huge crowd where he can’t get to me if something happened. I only hope Benson can calm him down. I press Send, watching the message bubble float on the screen. Delivered, the iPhone informs me. Almost instantly, three dots appear on the screen. Then they disappear and appear again—four more times. Finally, Aiden manages a response.

			I’m sending Benson to be with you.

			He’ll be there in 15 minutes.

			No arguments if you value my sanity.

			Oh, bloody hell! Poor Benson. I text back.

			Don’t bother Benson.

			Besides it’s sold out.

			I’ll be OK. Security everywhere.

			The three dots blink on the screen once. Twice. Then they’re gone.

			I wait. And wait. The only frozen body in ten thousand who suddenly break into a scream. I look up startled, and see her!

			Lana looks smaller in person—in simple jeans with a retro Hollywood charm. She waves modestly and glides to the center. The Coliseum goes pitch black. An eerie silence falls over the crowd, static with anticipation. Then her sultry voice rises in the air, crooning “This Is What Makes Us Girls”. Thousands of phone screens, glowsticks and lighters ignite around me.

			The very floor is reverberating with movement. Then, abruptly, the vibrations become a stampede as Lana starts “Million Dollar Man”. Reagan screams, along with all ten thousand others—except maybe Javier who, as always in public, tries to keep a low profile. The words are so vivid, so reminiscent of my own million-dollar man that suddenly, I want to dance my feet off. I clutch Reagan’s and Javier’s hands and we start swaying together, their brilliant smiles gleaming from the flashes. For a brief moment, I wish I could snap a picture of us like this—carefree, laughing, young. Chanting as Lana finishes the song and starts trilling “Summertime Sadness”.

			The stadium erupts. No more swaying, only dancing. A violent, unleashed rhythm too fast for the song, as though it keeps time with feelings, not music. Sparklers flare and blaze around us—their gold and silver flames held up by thousands of hands. We break apart, and I start spinning and shimmying, clutching Mum’s dress, feeling like she is dancing with us too. Reagan whirls next to me. We jump and hop—faster, faster—stomping on the floor in a strange, euphoric freedom. Smoke swirls around us, glistening from the flashes. It’s getting hot. Hotter. Burning. A piercing scream. Then another. Suddenly, I’m shoved headfirst into the throng. Something is ripped over my head. A battery of rapid, hard slaps explodes on my legs and thighs. I writhe and jerk away but two strong arms swoop under me and I’m lifted in the smoky air.

			“Miss Snow! Elisa!” A voice yells in my ear. I know that voice. It’s Benson. He’s here and holding me tightly to his chest. “You’re okay, you’re fine!” he yells again as he starts darting in the crowd, shoving and pushing bodies out of our path.

			“Benson, what happened?” I shout, as flashes of light break over his face. “Where’s Reagan? Javier?” I wriggle in his arms, searching for red and black curls in the darkness. Benson’s hold tightens and in seconds, we plunge through the front doors into cold, fresh air. Before I can blink, the doors open again and Reagan sprints through them.

			“Isa!” she cries, her hair flying in the wind.

			“Reagan!” I reach with both my hands toward her, almost falling over Benson’s shoulder. “Are you okay? Where’s Javier? What happened?”

			Benson stops at the corner of the main gate, leaning me against the Coliseum’s concrete wall and throwing his jacket over my shoulders. Somehow he has my camera in hand. Reagan reaches us in seconds, gasping. I hug her tightly, patting her face and arms to make sure she has all ten fingers and all ten toes.

			“Isa! Holy fuck, are you okay?” she screams, doing the same with me.

			“I’m fine! Never mind me, what—” But then I see it. I see it in her eyes first, then in Benson’s, who is towering over us. I follow their horror-struck gaze to my bare legs covered in pink welts. Where Mum’s dress used to be. It’s now in tatters, barely covering the tops of my thighs, the strips of silk blackened and curled by fire. They disintegrate before my eyes, blowing in the wind.

			“No!” The word comes out like a sob from my lips. I start chasing the ashes, clutching the air with my fists. “No!” I gasp again as the silky dust flies into the night and disappears. I race after it anyway. “Please,” I pant. “Please!”

			“Elisa!” A beautiful voice roars behind me and faster than any motion should catch up with sound, Aiden’s arms wrap around me. He lifts me and cradles me to his chest.

			“Baby, what’s wrong? Are you hurt? Did someone touch you?” He is frantic, his hand flying to my forehead, my cheeks, resting on my throat, taking my pulse.

			I find his eyes. They’re wide with terror. Yet, they halt my tears. Air flows again in my lungs and I throw my arms around his neck, inhaling his scent. Inhaling deeply, wanting none of the silky dust inside me. Only him.

			“Baby, talk to me!” he says, his voice cracking.

			“I’m okay. Don’t worry. I just…I caught fire, I think. I’m not really sure—what are you doing here?” My words are whooshing in the wind too.

			He whirls around with me in his arms, and I see Benson sprinting toward us, Reagan behind him. Where is Javier?

			“What the fuck happened?” Aiden explodes at Benson. His voice is so loud that I put my hands over my ears.

			“Some fucking idiot behind her dropped a sparkler, sir, and her dress caught fire. Right as I got there. I swatted it down before it burned her skin but I think I hit too hard. I’m sorry, sir.” Benson shakes his head, eyes wide.

			Aiden is turning into solid titanium around me. He covers my legs with Benson’s jacket, scanning every inch of my welted skin. His jaw is locked so hard that a thick vein is bulging in his neck.

			“Aiden, shh,” I whisper in his ear. “I’m okay. Shh. Hydrogen, 1.008—”

			“The Rover, Benson.” His voice is low, guttural, the words distorted. His fingers dig into my flesh. Benson sprints toward the parking lot, his massive frame much too nimble for his size.

			“Reagan, where’s Javier?” I ask, rubbing the back of Aiden’s neck.

			She shrugs. “He kind of disappeared when the security guards came to deal with the fire.”

			Aiden’s rib cage expands. His muscles start vibrating. “Thank goodness!” I say to them both, reaching for my purse to call Javier. But it’s not on my hip where I slung it before.

			“Reg, have you seen my purse?” I ask, trying to keep a calm voice for Aiden.

			“No.” She frowns, looking back at the Coliseum gate.

			I try to remember what I had inside. Phone, ChapStick, my debit card. I can cancel that if it’s stolen. Right now, I just need to breathe for Aiden.

			“How did you get here?” I whisper, rubbing his neck. He doesn’t answer so I press on to get him to talk. “Aiden, sweetheart, talk to me. What are you doing here?”

			“How could I sit at home with you in that crowd?” he says in that same guttural voice, and a violent shudder runs through him.

			“Shh, I’m fine. How did Benson get in without a ticket?”

			“I know the security detail.”

			“Of course you do. My protector,” I whisper in his ear, hoping to lighten the mood but for some reason, he tenses again. Unable to comprehend his terror, I continue to rub his neck. A set of tires squeals on the pavement from the direction of the parking lot and the Rover flies through the gate. At that same moment, the Coliseum doors burst open for the third time and Javier runs out, carrying my purse and scanning the entrance frantically.

			“Javier!” I call, waving. “We’re here, we’re okay!”

			No. We are not okay. We are not okay at all. Because Aiden’s shoulders just creaked in my ear and a low, deep growl whirls in his chest. His eyes go blank—the way a man might turn off in order to execute someone.

			“Aiden, look at me,” I whisper but he doesn’t. He stares at Javier, who is jogging toward us.

			In seconds, the Rover screeches to a stop on Aiden’s left. Without a word, he opens the back door and lowers me on the seat. He moves sharply, like a machine. He cocoons me in Benson’s jacket, eyes unblinking.

			“Get Miss Starr in the car,” he fires off at Benson, and slams my door so hard the Rover shakes. He whirls to face Javier. Peripherally, I see Benson usher Reagan to my side but I cannot look away from Aiden’s back. It’s rippling, the muscles’ vibration now visible under his blue shirt. I’m abruptly afraid for Javier.

			“Aiden!” I call through the inch-open window but he does not react.

			Javier comes to a sudden halt a few feet away. I don’t know what he sees in Aiden’s face but it must be something else because his eyes widen and he takes two steps back.

			“Where were you?” Aiden’s voice whips through the air, colder than I’ve ever heard it.

			Javier swallows once. “What do you mean, Mr. Hale?”

			“I mean where were you when your adopted sister was almost burned alive?” Aiden clenches his teeth on the last two words.

			Javier looks at me in the window. His eyes deepen and his eyebrows quiver. “I’m sorry,” he mouths.

			“It’s okay, Javier. It was not your fault. Aiden, please! It was an accident!” I call, knowing that if I can hear them, they can hear me.

			Javier looks at Aiden. “I—I had to step away,” he stutters.

			“You had to step away? You had to step away while her mother’s dress went up in flames and now she has to miss one more thing in her life. Why?” Aiden explodes, his voice so thunderous that I jolt back in my seat, colliding with Reagan, who is watching over my shoulder.

			“I saw the guards come in. I didn’t mean—”

			“You promised to take care of her!” Aiden roars. “Did you even think to grab her before slinking off? Or do you keep your promises only when convenient?”

			“Aiden, stop!” I shout, rattling the door.

			He takes two steps toward Javier, his voice dropping to a vicious, low timbre. “Let me make you a promise, Mr. Solis. If anything happens to her again while she is with you—whether she breaks a fucking nail or ICE itself comes after her—you will be tango dancing across the Mexican border with one leg. And I keep my promises.”

			Reagan gasps. It’s the last sound I hear before the world goes silent. My hair stands on end and I taste metal at a sharp bite on my own tongue. I shove at the car door—not to get Aiden’s attention but to rip it open.

			Javier’s shoulders hunch a little but he nods. “You’re right, Mr. Hale.” His voice is very quiet. “I screwed up tonight. But I have a question for you. If you want her so safe, where were you? Not your henchman or your money—you!” He points at Aiden, then looks at me. “See you tomorrow, Isa,” he says and stomps off toward the parking lot, my purse still in his hand.

			“Isa,” Reagan whispers, shaking my shoulder. “You have to rein Aiden in or you’ll end up losing them both. Talk to him. I’m going to drive Javier home.”

			I can’t speak over the tangy rage in my mouth. She gets out of the car and starts running after Javier. Benson leans close to Aiden and mouths something. There is no movement from Aiden whatsoever but he must react somehow because Benson nods and retreats some distance away.

			Aiden does not move for a while. Then, slowly, his back relaxes. At last, he turns to face me, eyes lightening. But for the first time, I detest my effect on him. I don’t want to numb anything about what just happened. He strides back to the Rover. With every step he takes, my anger becomes static. My throat starts burning as though it’s warming up for a scream.

			He opens my door. “Come, Elisa, let’s go.” He reaches to pick me up.

			“Don’t touch me!” The words slip out of my gritted teeth.

			“What the—” He stops, his eyes widening as though he is seeing me for the very first time.

			“Are you so blind that even with your genius brain, you have no idea that you just humiliated Javier in the worst possible way?”

			The V cracks between his eyebrows. “You must be joking! He put you in danger!”

			“He did nothing of the sort.”

			His jaw locks. “Elisa, he left you behind. You could have been burned.”

			“But I wasn’t! And even if I had been, I’m not his responsibility. He looks after me because he cares, not because it’s his job. And now you’ve made him feel like a failure when he’s a big reason I’m here at all.”

			“Better him feeling guilty than you being torched alive!”

			“Enough!” I shout. “Enough with this saving Elisa rubbish. From our first night together, you’ve tried your best to push me away. Well, your threat to Javier was so disgusting that you may have just succeeded.”

			He is frozen. His mouth parts slightly. His eyes still until they resemble solid glass. For a moment, he just stares at me. Then, he blinks. “Elisa, you’re upset and you’ve had a long day. Let’s just go home and we’ll talk about this later.”

			“I’m going home with Reagan. Now let me go!”

			I’ve hit something because his eyes shift and fade. “Your home is with me,” he says, a wounded edge in his voice.

			“No, it isn’t! I don’t know what I have with you, but it’s not home. It’s…it’s—” I look around the car as though the word may materialize there. “It’s a rampage or something. Like you’re trying to save me to make up for God knows what. Why? Am I just another rescue mission here? Or do you actually care about me?”

			He draws up to his full height and looks away from me, eyes fixed in the distance, past the Coliseum. He says nothing.

			I take a deep breath and close my eyes. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium, 4.003… When I open my eyes, he is looking at me.

			“Do you really want to part like this?” he asks, his voice very low.

			His question douses my rage. Do I? Do I want our last memory to be this? Do I really want a last memory at all? I don’t know. But I do know that I cannot think anymore tonight. I just want to be in bed, with problems that even if I cannot solve, I can at least understand.

			He takes a step closer when I don’t respond. “Please let me take you home. Our home. It has started to feel like that with you. You can sleep there tonight, and if you still feel this way in the morning, I will let you go.”

			He doesn’t move his eyes from my face, as he waits for my answer. Woodenly, I nod. He shuts my door quietly and without another word, walks around the car and climbs next to me. Benson must notice because he strides back to us and slips into the driver’s seat.

			“Home, sir?” he asks.

			I don’t look at Aiden but I assume he nods because Benson starts driving at an even speed. Drained—more drained than I remember being in a long time—I stare at the night. Fragments of images start playing in my head. My mum’s dress on fire. Javier’s anguished eyes. Reagan’s shocked whisper. Aiden’s vicious threat. And his wounded face now in the end. Over and over and over. I cannot stand them so I close my eyes and lean my head back.

			When we arrive at his house, I get out of the car, sensing Aiden behind me. Close, very close. He slides his palm over the pad and the doors open. I march through them, across the living room, noticing our Powell’s books—from a happy time—still on the dining table. His footsteps echo in my wake. At the bedroom threshold, I pause. His footsteps stop too. His body heat reflects on the back of my neck, and my resolve wavers. So I shut the door behind me. His footsteps do not ring in the hallway. I drape what’s left of Mum’s dress over the chaise and take off Benson’s jacket and my heels. The welts have already started to fade. I put on my periodic table T-shirt and climb into bed.

			On his nightstand is the frame I gave him. Was he planning on sleeping here tonight? I fight off every single tear, switch off the side lamp and turn on my side. For the first time since we laid eyes on each other, I’m thankful to be alone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty

			Lifeline

			I jolt awake with a sense of unease. Dawn light streams between the strands of my hair, tangled in my lashes. I blink once, twice. I am knotted around Aiden’s pillow, clutching it between my arms and legs. Instantly, I remember last night and my body splits in two. My fingers squeeze the pillow to my chest but my senses try to block Aiden’s words echoing in my ears. Mexican border…let you go… Hydrogen, 1,008. Helium, 4.003. Lithium, 6.94. His words go silent, replaced by the first chirps of the resident bluebirds. Then I see him.

			“Oh!” I gasp, the pillow plopping on the bed.

			Aiden is sitting on the chair in the corner, ankle over his knee, in the same dark jeans and blue shirt as yesterday. In his right hand, tucked between his thumb and index finger is the quill from our first night. He rolls it gently, the Amherst feather quivering from his touch. A few Powell’s books are at his feet, Byron on top. He is not looking at them. His eyes are on me—vibrant but turbulent, as though images have spun in their depths for hours. I try to speak, even a simple “hi”, but I can’t make a sound with my heart crashing against my ribs.

			“I don’t want you to leave.” His voice is soft, quiet.

			“Why not?” I whisper.

			He sets the quill on Byron’s Poems and stands. A look of purpose flashes in his eyes. He takes the five steps between us, while I try to calm my pulse thudding in my ears. I expect him to sit at the foot of the bed but he kneels on the floor next to me.

			“Because you were right yesterday,” he says. “Ever since our first night together, I’ve been so consumed with pushing you away that I didn’t realize how much I don’t want it until you threatened to leave me. I’ve watched you sleep all night, afraid it was my last chance. This little wrinkle between your eyebrows didn’t go away even in your sleep. Thank God you took mercy on me and hugged my pillow or I’d have gone insane. I’ve been dreading this morning even more than on embargo night. Stay with me…please!”

			Every word, every pause, every new, shy inflection in his tone is so close to what I have dreamed that for an instant I wonder whether I’m really awake. But then I see his dimming eyes and the dark circles under them and I know I must be. No matter how much he hurts me, I’ll never want this look of anguish on his face. His rare “please” echoes in the air.

			“But all the reasons why you wanted me to leave are still here. What made you change your mind?”

			He shakes his head. “I haven’t changed my mind. I capitulated.”

			It sounds like a regret.

			The tectonic plates start shifting and he pales. “Seeing you last night—white as a ghost, dress in shreds, running in the wind—” He shudders. “I haven’t prayed in twelve years and eighteen days but when I saw you, all I kept thinking was ‘Please, God, please let her be okay!’” He shudders again.

			I shudder too, but for another reason. What happened twelve years and eighteen days ago? I want to ask but, instinctively, I know this is something he needs to tell me on his own. Abruptly, he grips my hand in both of his. “I’d rather be deployed again than be unable to protect you. If you hadn’t calmed me yesterday, I have no idea what I would have done…or whom I would have hurt.”

			I shiver, replaying the violence emanating from him as he whirled toward Javier.

			“Elisa?” His right hand flies to my cheek, then at the hollow of my neck. “I’ve scared you again.”

			I nod. “Yes, a little.”

			He leans away from me immediately, resting his hand on the bed. “I don’t want to frighten you.”

			“I’m more afraid of what you may do to others.” I shiver again.

			His jaw flexes. “I’ll destroy anything and anyone that may hurt you, Elisa. Including myself. On that point, I will not negotiate.”

			“I understand that better than you think. I’d do the same for you. But it’s how little it takes for you to jump straight to destruction mode that scares me. A broken nail, Aiden? A burned dress? What if I’d fallen and sprained my ankle? Or got hit by a car?”

			He says nothing but from his rigid shoulders I know that even these scenarios are triggering his vigilance.

			I take his hand again. “Life happens, Aiden. One day, whether naturally or accidentally, something will happen to me. We can’t have you go on a carnage spree just because I got the flu. And what if we’re both very lucky, and one day when I’m ninety, I pass away in my sleep, probably dreaming of you. What will you do then if you’re still alive?”

			He blanches. “Don’t talk about that.”

			“But it’s a given. It will happen. Are you going to grab your dentures and beat people up with your cane?”

			His lips twitch in a repressed smile.

			“It’s not funny, Aiden. We need to prepare you for…for losing. For life.”

			The semismile disappears. His eyes lose focus, as though this is a frontier beyond which he cannot see. I pull on his hand to lift him off the floor. I can’t watch him on his knees when he looks so vulnerable. I might as well be trying to lift the Coliseum but he understands my intention and sits at the edge of the bed. He grips my hand like a lifeline.

			I take a deep breath, choosing my next words carefully. “Aiden, I don’t want to leave. I dread losing you like I dread boarding that plane to London. But it’s one thing for us to do this to each other and it’s quite another for Javier or Reagan or some other poor soul to bear the brunt of it. I think you should see a doctor for your anger…for your PTSD. You’re destroying your own health, your peace—”

			“Okay.”

			“I mean, the rate of heart attack—wait, what did you say?”

			“I said okay, I’ll see someone.”

			It takes me a while to find coherent words so instead I blink at him until he almost smiles. “Just like that?”

			“It may be just like that for you but it has taken over a decade for me to try this again.”

			“Try this again? You mean you’ve seen someone for this before?”

			The tension returns to his shoulders. He looks away from me, his eyes resting on the frame I gave him on the nightstand. “Briefly—when I first came home.”

			“How briefly?”

			“Enough to know I didn’t want to do it.” His shoulders are straight, defiant, as though they agree with that decision, with the part of him that rejects any form of help.

			“You’re punishing yourself, aren’t you? That’s why you’ve refused treatment.”

			He doesn’t say anything, but his grip on my hand tightens. I take that as confirmation.

			“Aiden, why? What do you think you’ve done to deserve this?” My voice rises and cracks.

			His eyes start withdrawing slowly, like a prelude to the lock that signals his flashbacks. I don’t want him to drift into any horrors so I keep talking.

			“Look, if it’s too hard to tell me, I’ll wait until you’re ready. Or never if that’s what you need. But you can’t just bottle this up. What about talking to the other Marines? To Marshall—”

			Abruptly, his index finger flies to my lips. “Elisa, why I think I deserve this is not the point of this discussion.”

			“Your health is the point of this discussion.”

			“Fine, my health,” he shouts. The bluebirds outside stop chirping. He is breathing hard and pinches the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes. When he looks at me again, they’re almost liquid.

			“You are my health now,” he whispers. “So for you, I’ll try.”

			There is only silence. No chirps. No breathing. Not even my own pulse in my ears.

			“I’m your health?” I try to say the words but no voice comes out.

			He must read lips because he smiles. A sad, no-dimple smile. “Are you really that surprised? From the moment I laid eyes on you, you’ve calmed me better than any drug. And believe me, there was a time when I tried them all.”

			A drug… I close my eyes, breathe in, and try to find my voice. “Aiden, I have to ask you something.”

			He stills. “What?”

			“Well—you use words like drugs and addiction when you talk about me—” I stop because my throat constricts so tightly that it sends a zing through my jaw.

			“And you’re worried that that’s all you are to me.” His voice is very soft.

			I nod, twisting the sheet in my hands.

			Before I can blink, he rips me from under the sheets and brings me on his lap. “Elisa, baby, no! If all I wanted was your calmness, why wouldn’t I just keep your painting? That alone is enough to do the job. I wouldn’t need you.”

			“Well, I thought maybe the live thing works better?”

			“It is better, but not because I get a stronger high. It’s because you’re more to me than that. You…you make me want…”

			“What do you want?” I whisper, fixing my eyes on his so I miss nothing.

			They still—the turquoise more translucent than ever. His lips lift into the first full smile today. “I want to take you out to concerts. Fall asleep with my nose in your hair.” He runs his fingers through my tangles. “Kiss you in broad daylight in the middle of the Rose Garden, not caring who is around us.”

			All the things he cannot have.

			He tips my face up so I can look at him. “I want to be your new home.”

			For a long moment, I can’t speak. And that’s good. Because the only thing I want to say is I love you.

			Instead, I kiss him hard. He groans and responds so forcefully that we fall back on the bed, our bodies skating across the sheets to the very edge. His hand clamps around my jaw—like it did on our first night.

			“I don’t want the fantasy anymore,” he says. “I want the real girl.”

			His mouth locks with mine then, our tongues twining with no more space for other words. Or even air. He grips the collar of my T-shirt and rips it off. Before my gasp leaves my lips, he shreds my knickers. His lips start a scorching path down my throat, along my collarbones, to my shoulder, closing around my left nipple. He breathes on it once and tugs gently. It stands at attention, lifting the rest of my body off the bed.

			“Mmm…still perfect,” he moans, his breath making me hiss. He switches between tongue, teeth, and lips in a sucking, nibbling, kissing pattern. As my belly tightens in a familiar, sharp ache, I grasp what he is doing. He is retracing our first time, with perfect, infallible detail.

			And like the first time, my body bows to him down to my last cell. But unlike then, now I move with him. In a togetherness we haven’t had before.

			I wrap my legs around his waist, soldering him to me. His mouth and tongue travel to my other nipple, then lower—circling my belly button, nipping at my waist, sucking at my hip. With each kiss, his fingers skim along my calf, inside my thigh, around the all-but-gone welts, until they meet his lips on the relentless pulse beating between my legs. His mouth wraps around me in the same move as his fingers slide inside.

			I moan a garbled version of Aiden, gripping his hair and pushing myself into his mouth.

			“Open up,” he orders as he sucks hard. He spreads my legs as far apart as they will go. “I want to taste you…all of you… I wanted to do this since I first tasted your candy… That’s when I knew it was you…” His tongue laps away in circles, jolts, dips and flicks. Exactly as then. Yet new.

			Everything burns and shivers at the same time. I hold on to his hair like I might drown if he lets go. He doesn’t. Another suck, another stroke. I’m suspended for a timeless moment—then I soar and vanish. Reincarnated back into that first night of wakefulness.

			* * * * *

			A faint gust of air wafts over my face, then a distant chuckle, a faraway sigh. I open my eyes and Aiden’s face is here.

			“Hey,” he whispers, smiling. He has taken off his clothes, his skin blazing against mine.

			“Hey,” I breathe, expecting his kiss and my citrusy residue on his lips. I kiss him until all I can taste is his fiery cinnamon flavor.

			“I wish I could explain how this feels for me,” he sighs, raining kisses on my nose, my eyelids, my cheeks. “Always like the first time”—he kisses my jawline—“and always better.”

			“It’s like that for me too,” I whisper, wrapping my legs around him.

			Eye to eye, he slides inside me. My body knows him now and grips his every inch. Our hips circle and roll together. He lifts my hips up until my toes touch the mattress above my head, and thrusts hard inside me. My cries mingle with his rough breathing. Aiden. Baby. Aiden. Elisa.

			His rhythm picks up—hard, fast and blinding. On every thrust, my insides close around him with precision. Eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one.

			I explode violently, crying out his name. Just like then. Just like always. He follows in seconds with a final word.

			“Elisa!”

			* * * * *

			From somewhere far away, there is a buzz like a mosquito in a summer loll. I bury my nose in Aiden’s chest to ignore it. But it buzzes again. And again.

			“Umm, Aiden? Do you need to answer that?”

			“No…vacayshon.”

			“Vacation?” I squeal, shooting up in bed, instantly alert. He said he never takes vacation!

			He opens one eye. “Mmm.”

			“Really?”

			“Mmm.”

			“So what are we doing?”

			“Surp—rise,” he mumbles, drifting into a soft snore.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-One

			Truce

			I could lie here all day looking at a sleeping Aiden. His parted lips, the long lashes brushing his cheekbones, the sculpted jaw. But the urge to touch him is so compulsive that I slip out of bed one inch at a time and tiptoe around the bedroom, tidying up. As I gather Powell’s books from the floor—Byron, Neruda, Dickinson, Brontë—I stifle a gasp, realizing what they have in common. Except Byron, they’re the books we never got a chance to sign together on our second night.

			I flip through the pages, and there it is: his signature on pages eight, twenty-four and eleven. He signed them all. I caress his autograph, smiling at the difference a night can make. From numbered hours, we went to what? Numbered days?

			The books almost cascade from my arms as I sink into his chair. In the rare moments I allow myself these thoughts, my knees inevitably give out and the questions tear through me for five periodic tables.

			What if I still have to leave? Or just as awful, what if I can stay but not with him? He said he’ll try but what does that mean for someone like Aiden? How can he overpower his memory? And what happens when the doctor starts delving deep and Aiden has to talk? How long before he shuts down and quits? An image of his flexed jaw forms in my mind, as he mouths, You’re not my health, you’re my pain.

			I leap to my feet. No! I must not think this way. He can do this. I know he can.

			I set the books on the dresser and scurry into his closet. Against his suits—like every morning—hangs a new Margolis dress. This one is a simple gray sheath with tiny pearl buttons along the back. I search through the soft cotton, knowing that somewhere I’ll find the next lines of “She Walks in Beauty”. They’re inside the hem this time, embroidered in violet silk.

			“The smiles that win, the tints that glow,

			But tell of days in goodness spent”

			Before I realize what I’m doing, I bring the hem to my lips and kiss it. And because that’s not crazy enough, I photograph it too. Then I skip to the restroom to get ready before the dress kisses me back.

			Fifteen minutes later, my fingertips still itching to touch Aiden, I escape out on the patio to check in with Javier and Reagan.

			The backyard is virgin, stretching into a meadow of wildflowers, blackberry shrubs, thistles and yellow-barked Ponderosas. Peaceful and untamed. As though it safeguards all tranquility missing from the man who owns it.

			I start weaving through the knee-length grass. It will be easier to handle the call with Javier if I’m moving. But the moment I switch on Aiden’s phone, I trip on a giant fern.

			His screensaver is a picture of me sleeping, lips pressed against his pillow. Bloody hell, that’s what I look like when I’m asleep? I pick myself up and tap Javier’s number, pretending I didn’t see the drool on my chin.

			The longer Javier’s phone rings, the faster I roam and the less I hear the bluebirds chirping. How am I going to explain things to him? What if he hates Aiden now?

			“Mr. Hale?” Javier finally picks up, his voice formal.

			I almost collide with a pine this time. “Javier, it’s Isa.”

			“Isa?” His voice warms. “You okay? Why are you calling from Hale’s phone?”

			“Because you have mine from last night.”

			“Oh, yeah. Forgot. It’s in the Honda, locked in the trunk.”

			“I’m not worried about it. I just wanted to see how you are. And to say sorry about last night.” My voice drops to a whisper and I plop on the grass.

			“Why are you apologizing? It wasn’t your fault.”

			I split in half. I don’t know whom to protect. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault, Javier. Not yours or Reagan’s, not even Aiden’s, although he said some awful things. He’s terrified of anything happening to me and lashes out when he feels helpless.”

			A long pause. I twist a fern frond, trying to draw in some air. “Yeah,” Javier says at last. “He’s something else.”

			“I know but he means well. He’d never hurt anyone I love.” I leave out Aiden’s rant that he’d destroy anything that hurts me. He’d never break me that way.

			“I don’t care about his threat, Isa. What’s he going to do that I’m not already in danger of? I’m more worried about you with him.”

			“Don’t worry about me. I will take care of myself.”

			A six-chemical-elements-long sigh. I picture him squinting his eyes, as he does when he visualizes the finished painting, not the sketch.

			“You don’t hate him, do you?” I whisper, twisting the fern into knots.

			“Oh, hell! No, I don’t hate him. Actually, after last night, I kind of get him a little more. He’s got issues—that’s true—but no dude freaks like that over a dress. Not unless he really cares about the girl.”

			I smile because things sound so true when Javier tells them. The problem is Javier doesn’t know about PTSD and self-loathing men who will destroy themselves before allowing love in their lives.

			“All right, stop reciting the periodic table or whatever you’re doing. We’ll figure it out. You’re still babysitting tonight?”

			“Of course,” I say, even though it will mean a night away from Aiden.

			“Thanks, sweetheart! I gotta go. This new villa won’t paint itself. Maria will wait for you with the girls. Now, you want someone who loves Hale, talk to her.”

			I laugh, picturing him rolling his eyes. “See you later, Javier. Love you.”

			“Love you too.”

			I hang up, not wanting to delay him anymore than I already did. But as I start dialing Reagan, a text blitzes on the screen, followed almost instantly by three more.

			Jazzman: Hale Storm, WTF? You’re coming if I have to drag you here dick first.

			Callahan: Storm, Jazz is jizzing his pants. Told him about your woman. Fuck. Me.

			Hendrix: Does she have three tits?

			Callahan: Duh!

			I don’t realize how hard I’m laughing until the bluebirds startle in the air out of a huckleberry bush. Hale Storm? It suits him. There’s no way I’m letting him miss this. Not even for my green card.

			* * * * *

			Three hours later, after scones with Cornish clotted cream and three more orgasms, Benson is whisking us away down the hill. Aiden throws his arm around my shoulders and tucks me to his side.

			“So now that we’re in the car, will you tell me where we’re going?” I ask, relieved that I didn’t need to pack a suitcase.

			“You’ll see.” He smiles, drawing circles on my knee.

			“How long is your vacation?”

			His arm tightens around me. “At least until June thirteenth.”

			A shiver runs through me, having nothing to do with his touch. He kisses my temple but doesn’t say his usual “it’ll be okay”, “don’t worry”, “we’ll fix it”. He knows he can’t make that promise.

			“Thank you for doing this for me,” I say, kissing his neck.

			“It’s for me too…for us.”

			I almost catapult out of the sunroof at the pronoun. I love you, I think at him and snap a picture. His phone buzzes in his jeans pocket for the nth time. I lost count after buzz number fifty-eight. He looks at it, smiles and thumbs a text. That reminds me.

			“Aiden, I have a dark confession to make.”

			“Oh? Did you say ‘fuck’ around some weeds?”

			“No. I read your texts with the Marines.” I blush cadmium red.

			He raises an eyebrow. No words.

			“Umm, they popped up when I used your phone to call Javier. I couldn’t help it. I’m sorry,” I mumble, looking down at the camera on my lap and wiping the spotless lens with my thumb.

			He tips my chin up. I expected a clenched jaw or a deep V but instead, I see the dimple.

			“Look,” he says, showing me the bright iPhone screen. There’s a text there. “Read it.” He nods in encouragement.

			I skim the last bubble underneath the texts I saw this morning:

			Aiden Hale: She’s perfect. Now fuck off.

			“Apparently, I find your incorrigible urge to snoop endearing, Elisa. Believe me, no one is more shocked by that than I. But I guess it means you like me.”

			I love you. “I do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Two

			Roots

			The sight outside the Rover’s window is so familiar that it should not shock me. But it does.

			We’re in front of the enormous trellis of the Rose Garden.

			In broad daylight.

			With people strolling the paths.

			A chill seeps through my pores. I tear my eyes from a giggling little girl and look at Aiden. His shoulders are petrified, eyes cobalt blue.

			“I told you I’d try,” he whispers. His fingers are digging into my waist.

			“Aiden, baby, you don’t have to do this for me. We can just—”

			He puts his finger on my lips. “Yes, I do. I have something planned for you. Besides, it’s Monday. It won’t be crowded.” He looks down as though he’s embarrassed. “I have to start somewhere, Elisa. I’d like it to be here.”

			Tears spring in my eyes without warning. I kiss every part of him I can reach, even though Benson is right outside our door. Aiden chuckles with a shaky sound and restrains my hips.

			“Tonight,” he promises. Then he takes a deep breath, squaring his shoulders. “Stay close to me,” he whispers.

			“Always.”

			The instant we are out of the Rover, I snake my arm around Aiden’s waist. How different his muscles feel from the last time we were here! They are pulled taut, twitching every few seconds. I almost decide we should go back home but something in his eyes stops me. They’re consuming the garden with a mix of hunger and challenge. The way we look at the water before we jump from a cliff. At that moment, I know he has to try this. Not for me, but for himself.

			Something passes between him and Benson, and Benson takes his spot to Aiden’s right, but this time precisely three steps back. Good. His massive frame alone should ward off any passersby.

			“Let’s go,” Aiden says, throwing his arm around my shoulders. His voice is determined, eager even. He doesn’t take the trellis stairs but leads us to the domed garden shop with its etched glass windows. We duck inside while Benson plants himself at the door.

			Behind the birchwood counter is a plump woman with snow-white hair and a T-shirt printed with roses. She introduces herself as Patty.

			“Hello, Patty. I’m Aiden Hale. I called earlier—”

			“Ah, Mr. Hale!” she exclaims, clapping her hands. “One moment, sir, one moment.” She shuffles as fast as she can to the back.

			I look at Aiden but he shrugs with a smile. Patty returns, carrying a full-grown English rose in a plastic green bucket. My hand flies to my mouth as I realize what we’re doing.

			“Here she is, Mr. Hale. Pale pink English garden rose. The most beautiful one I could find.”

			The rose is identical to the ones my mum spent endless hours loving. I feel Aiden’s gaze on me but I can’t look away.

			“Thank you, Patty,” he says. “Will you give us a few moments, please?”

			“Of course, sir,” I hear her say as I stare fixedly at the petals that look just like Clare’s skin. Aiden brushes my jawline with the backs of his fingers.

			“I thought it was time your mother’s rose was here too,” he says.

			I nod as the tears that started in the car spill over. He tilts my head up.

			“Hey! Too much?”

			“No. She’s perfect,” I whisper with the only volume I can manage, unsurprised that I cannot call the rose “it”. I’m no longer seeing a flower. I’m seeing my mother’s beauty, alive.

			Aiden wraps his arm around my waist and I kiss him, not caring that we may be making poor Benson nauseous.

			“Thank you. It’s the most beautiful thing anyone has ever done for me.”

			He looks like he wants to do more than kiss but at that moment, a small boy about seven years old peeks out from the back door.

			“Jack!” Patty admonishes from the inside and he scurries back.

			“It’s all right, Jack, we’re ready,” Aiden says but he takes a few steps back, closer to the wall.

			Patty waddles out, dragging a big sack of dirt, Jack behind her with a shovel.

			“What will you name it, dear?” Patty asks.

			“I get to name it?” I squeal in astonishment.

			“Oh yes, we have a rose registry. You better pick a good one. It’ll be here a long time.”

			There is only one name beautiful enough for this.

			“Lady Clare.”

			Aiden pulls me against him and kisses my hair. He knows I just gave my mother the title she could not have had in life. Patty scribbles it on a register while Jack looks at Aiden and squares his shoulders in imitation.

			“Do you need help planting, Mr. Hale?” says Patty.

			“No, thank you. We know the spot.”

			He picks up the sack of dirt and hoists it over his shoulder. Jack hands him the shovel, standing straight like Aiden. Patty gives us some thick, green gloves, reeling off instructions on how to turn on the sprinklers.

			“Benson? The rose, please,” Aiden says with a smirk. Benson smirks back but picks up the bucket. We troop out of the shop, Patty waving and telling us to come back for the Rose Festival.

			“I think Jack wants to be you when he grows up,” I say to Aiden. He chuckles and takes the path to the Shakespeare Garden. I don’t let go of his ever-tense waist. Benson follows us, emanating stay-away vibes despite the rose he is carrying.

			The Shakespeare Garden is empty except for an elderly couple with canes, sitting on a wrought-iron bench. We wait outside the rose hedges until they leave. Then, Benson plants himself under the arched entryway while we step inside.

			Instantly, Aiden’s eyes lighten as he remembers the same thing I do. Our first night together.

			“I thought this would be a good place for it,” he says.

			“It is. It’s what I would have picked.”

			“By centifolia or by La France?”

			I know what he means. By Lady Cecilia or by me? “By La France.” I point.

			He smiles brilliantly. “I agree but I want to know why.”

			I shrug. “It makes sense, I suppose. Life with life, death with death.” My voice trails off. Would I ever have been able to make this choice if I had never met him?

			For a few heartbeats, he says nothing. Then he grabs the shovel and starts digging. When I offer to help, he protests that I’ll ruin another dress. I ignore him and kneel by his side. For an immeasurable moment, we dig and scoop. I focus only on our gloved hands as they till the earth, the smell of dirt, roses and Aiden, and the vital sound of our breathing. His fingers work fast, eager, as though they are finding catharsis in movement. His shoulders are a bit more relaxed. He must sense my gaze because he looks up and smiles.

			“Enjoying the show, Elisa?”

			“Every molecule.”

			We don’t stop until the hole is deep enough. Then, carefully, with the tip of his tongue trapped between his teeth, Aiden lowers Lady Clare into the ground. We cover her roots—a handful of dirt from me, a handful from him. Until in the end, she blooms just like Mum did in life.

			“Lady Clare, Genius Peter and Mona Isa,” Aiden whispers.

			I absorb the sight he paints, the sight of family, absent and present in every way. “Now we need to plant something for you,” I say.

			“How about a cactus?”

			I laugh and flick a pinch of dirt at him. “You have little in common with cacti other than a nice prick.”

			His booming laugh startles an Admiral butterfly across the garden. He scoops up some dirt and flicks it back at me. Our joined laughter is higher, louder, and for a moment, we’re Aiden and Elisa without pasts. Dirt flies everywhere—hair, clothes, faces—until Aiden tackles me on the grass, kissing me soundly on the mouth.

			“Aiden! Benson is out there,” I whisper against his lips. “And people!”

			He pulls back, the dimple higher and deeper than ever. “I know.”

			Ah! Exactly like he said this morning. I bring him back to my lips, wanting nothing else but to make his simple wish true.

			“Gardening seems to have a very beneficial effect on you,” he muses, his shining eyes speculative.

			“And on you.”

			He sits up, hauling me over his lap. His hair is messy, bits of bark in the strands, his white shirt stained with dirt and grass. He’s never looked more beautiful.

			“You know, Elisa, I have about ten acres of hill behind my house. I’ve never done anything with it. You seem to love gardening. Maybe it’s time you have your own piece of land to do it?”

			My hand flies to my mouth but when I taste the dirt, I drop it. “My own land?”

			He nods. “If you like. Whatever you want. It’s yours.”

			I can’t speak but the tears in my eyes say it all. Even when I can finally form the words, they are whispers.

			“You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time.”

			His smile disappears and the faithful V cracks between his eyebrows. The tectonic plates shift so abruptly that I almost hear them rotate and lock.

			“Come, Elisa.” His voice is low as he stands and lifts me to my feet.

			Bloody hell! What did I say? If he won’t accept even this, how will he ever accept that I love him?

			He turns on the sprinkler by Lady Clare and wraps his arm around me in silence. He’s made of titanium again. We start strolling Shakespeare’s circle, retracing our first steps precisely. Floribunda, La France. With each step, his eyes are withdrawing. The brief respite his shoulders had while planting is over.

			“Aiden, baby, what’s wrong? Should we go home?” I cup his face.

			For an instant, I don’t think he will answer. But he pauses by centifolia where that first bloom has wilted and another is opening. Something breaks on his face. His forehead contorts and his jaw locks. He shuts his eyes, his hand clawing deep at my waist. Every muscle band is expanding and quivering. My heart starts pounding. What is this? What’s happening?

			He opens his eyes. They’re no longer turquoise or even sapphire. They’re midnight blue.

			“Elisa,” his voice is rough. “I think it’s time you know the truth.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Three

			Semper Fidelis

			“The truth about what?” I whisper.

			“About me… You’ve been wanting to know what I’ve done to deserve this.”

			I clutch his arm. “I don’t need to know if it will hurt you.”

			“Yes, you do. Because you see, from our second evening together, I’ve lied to you.”

			My hand loosens on his arm and drops. “Lied to me? About what?”

			“About what happened twelve years and eighteen days ago.”

			I stop my gasp on the way out because I don’t want to push him at all one way or another. “Are you sure?”

			He nods and extends his hand to me, palm up, as though uncertain whether I will take it. I grip it with all my strength. He tucks my hand at the crook of his arm and treads to the bench where the elderly couple sat earlier. His eyes fix on my jawline and throat. Then, he begins in a low, halting voice.

			“We’d been stationed at Camp Volturno outside of Fallujah for two weeks. Three hundred Marines strung out on testosterone and adrenaline, armed to their teeth with weapons. Our mission was U.S. presence and raids against insurgents and militia. Tropical vacation after our thunder runs in Baghdad. No mortar fire, no muddy rain, at least two hours of sleep per night. It felt like we were winning.

			“I remember lying in my cot on May first, awake at zero three hundred—writing a letter, thinking, ‘This can’t be it. Where are the suicide bombs, the al-Qaeda ties?’ Then Marshall ducked into our tent, sand blowing in.

			“‘Drop your dick, Storm. We’re going to Fallujah. Palomino’s got Q fever and Morton’s on his period or something. We’re switching patrol. Do some recon on the city pipes that lead to the hajji market.’

			“So we got ready—my entire squad—battle rattle, groin protector, eight magazines of ammo each, knife, two bologna sandwiches, bag of Ruffles. Marshall had this ritual before every mission—he’d sing ‘I’ve Got a Woman’. Day or night. Didn’t give a fuck who was sleeping. So we belted it out while I skimmed the pipe map, and we set off. On foot of course, how else do you survey pipes?

			“God, they reeked! Pitch black. In some elbows, we had to crawl, me at the helm because I remembered the way.

			“‘Storm, your brain’s the best fucking thing that’s happened to this platoon,’ Marshall laughed.

			Aiden swallows and for a long moment, he doesn’t speak. Nor do I, now that I realize why he morphed when I spoke those very similar words.

			“Anyway. We came out by a middle school, close to the central city market, cammies soaked in sweat. All seemed normal. It was still early. Some kids were out in the schoolyard, playing soccer with a Marine helmet. Then, boom!” He whispers the last word. “The yard imploded. The street. The market. Boom, boom, boom!

			“A little torso landed between Cal and me. No bigger than that green bucket. Rib cage apart, bits of lung stuck to the ribs like sponges…” He pauses and swallows hard, as though bile rises in his throat.

			“We dug out of the rubble—coughing, spitting, puking. Hendrix kept shouting for us to get back to Volturno. ‘In fifteen minutes, we’ll have hajjis on our ass, Storm. They’ll skin us alive and sell our balls for falafel.’ …But how do you walk away from something like that? How do you at least not check to see if a single child has survived? There’s honor even in the way you wage war.

			“So we spilled into the yard, searching for life. Nothing but bodies smattered on rubble. We tried putting some together—you know, for the mothers to bury.

			“It was easier for me to match the body parts. This hand’s skin looks like that foot’s. This arm has the same striped shirt as that arm…” His throat convulses.

			“That’s when they found us… A guerilla band of insurgents, three times our number. They fired on sight, two Marines down on the same bodies they tried to save. We retreated inside the school—Marshall and I in a classroom on the second floor, Cal and Hendrix on the third.

			“We were firing out into the yard, giving cover to Jazz and the others. Then—”

			He stops abruptly, his gaze never leaving my jawline. His eyes are dark midnight still, but a fleck of turquoise glimmers here and there, like the light is battling the dark. He presses his back firmly against the bench, shoulders more rigid than I’ve ever seen them. Still, he does not speak. I don’t know for how long.

			“Then what?” I whisper at last, gripping the crook of his arm.

			He shrugs. “I don’t remember.”

			“What?”

			“There are a few minutes—ten, maybe fifteen—that I don’t remember. The last thing I recall is a sharp crack in the back of my skull, then nothing. Nothing until I opened my eyes—or rather one eye, this was swollen shut—and saw the clusterfuck we were in…

			“Seven insurgents. Three restraining me. Four playing Russian roulette with Marshall’s toes. They had tied these steel cables around me, twice across the shoulders, three around the elbows behind my back. You get the idea. Then they unleashed themselves on Marshall…”

			Another long, immeasurable silence. When he speaks next, his voice is gravelly.

			“They did things to him I’ve never seen done to an animal, let alone a man. If I fought them, they’d cut off some body part. If I behaved…” He shudders.

			“I started bartering with them in Arabic. What did they want? Let’s talk. They wanted a live Marine to sell to al-Qaeda. ‘Big money for Marines.’ I said, ‘Fine, let him go, I’ll come with you. I speak Arabic, Farsi, was trained in intelligence. I’m the man you want.’ They started whispering to each other and finally said yes. Untied Marshall, kicked him, ‘Go, pretty boy.’

			“He wouldn’t leave. I begged him to leave. ‘Goddamn you, go. You’ve got a woman. Two sisters, a mother. Go…’

			“He started crawling to the classroom door, inch by inch, streaks of blood behind him. Then he turned to look at me. I couldn’t see his nose anymore. Or his lips. But I know he smiled…” Aiden’s lips lift into a small smile and he closes his eyes. Even though I’m shivering, I smile too. They both made it, somehow. If that doesn’t make a scientist believe in providence, nothing will.

			He opens his eyes and grips my hand.

			“They shot him.”

			“No!” My gasp rends the air as my hand flies to my mouth.

			He nods. “Seven times…one bullet each. He was gone with the first. Has been gone ever since…”

			In the long, deafening silence, I replay all the times I’ve mentioned Marshall’s name and see his reactions with new eyes. His flashback. His thousand-yard stare. He always cut me off or changed the subject. But he also never lied. Marshall is still alive to him. Still his best friend.

			“Who saved you?” I mouth, all voice gone.

			“Cal and Hendrix.” He shrugs as though this should not matter. “We destroyed them all…”

			He skips everything they must have done to him, all the terror for himself, and for the first time, he looks away from my jawline and into my eyes.

			“That’s the kind of man you’re with, Elisa. The one who killed his own brother.”

			Because of me, he said when I asked why Marshall wasn’t going to the cabin.

			Abruptly, I’m furious. Claw-through-the-earth-to-the-desert furious. At everything. At everyone who did this to him. “Aiden, you didn’t kill anyone who didn’t deserve it. You didn’t kill Marshall. You—”

			He puts his index finger on my lips. “I made the call for us to stay in that schoolyard. I didn’t bargain right. I didn’t rip through those cables fast enough. I— Believe me, Elisa. This is all on me.”

			“No, it isn’t! This is not your fault. Baby, even your startle reflex—which obviously resulted from this torture—was not out of fear for yourself. It was out of fear for a friend. And you live with it every day.”

			“That doesn’t change anything.”

			“It changes everything! Everything. This was not your fault. You bartered with your own life. What else could you give?”

			“Stop, please.”

			“No, I won’t! I will never stop telling you this. No matter where I am. This was not your fault.”

			“Elisa.” His voice is low, almost defeated. At the new timbre, I realize what a fighter he is. About everything but this. And because of that, for the first time, I want him to be furious. Yell at me, rip this whole garden from the roots, do anything but this surrender.

			“Marshall would not have wanted this. You’ve got to live, Aiden—live for two, not for none. Remember what you told me about my parents?”

			He doesn’t answer.

			“You said I need to start living my own life. Sweetheart, you have to do that too.”

			“Elisa, baby, please…one step at a time.” He looks at his black sneakers.

			At his weak voice, I lose all fire. My stomach starts twisting but I relish the pain—what else can I give to him that he will accept? I shove my fear and anger aside so I can use them later to fight this with him. Then I take a deep breath and, very slowly, wrap my arms around his neck.

			He looks up. His eyes are lightening. Slowly but surely. I want to tell him I love him. I want to shout it. The only thing stopping me is that his memory will associate my I love you with this painful moment for life.

			“I’ve never been more in awe of you,” I tell him. “Nothing you’ve told me changes my feelings. In fact, it makes them stronger.”

			He smiles dimpleless. “Well, you still have plenty left to see. You’ve chosen to live with this for a while.”

			For a while? Forever.

			I kiss him. Here, in this garden that now has both our stories, not caring an atom who sees us. At first his kiss is light. Then it changes. His tongue and lips don’t move with their usual domination. Just a slow togetherness. For a long time, until the shade of the rose hedges falls over us. When he pulls away, he is as breathless as I am.

			“You’re the first person—the only person—I’ve told that story to.”

			“I’ll keep it well,” I say, kissing his scar. “What was Marshall’s name?”

			“Jacob. Jacob Samuel Marshall.”

			“Maybe we should plant a rose for him?”

			He smiles. His voice is returning. “I don’t know. Flowers were not his thing.”

			“What about a tree? In our new garden at home?”

			The dimple forms. “If you want.”

			“What tree should we pick?”

			He shrugs. “You’re the scientist. Never asked him what trees he liked.”

			I tuck it away for deep study tonight. It’s a giant leap that he is even considering it. He takes a deep breath and only now I notice how rare his breaths were during the story.

			“Come,” he says, rising to his feet and tucking my hand in his arm again.

			I follow him, not caring where. It makes no difference. We leave the Shakespeare Garden, snapping a picture of Lady Clare’s blooms. Benson walks large some distance behind us. Aiden retraces our first steps under the tunnel of climbing roses. Every time we see a passerby, we stop and wait for them to stroll away. His muscles never stop vibrating. All the way to the fountain in the center. He smiles and digs in his pocket.

			“We can’t leave without your wish.” He tips a few quarters in my palm.

			I kiss his hand and turn my back on the fountain. I have so many more wishes this time. For him to love me. For him to keep me. For the green card to come through. I ignore them all again, blow on the coins and throw them behind me. Plop. Plop. Plop. Then I turn, knowing his face is waiting for me exactly as our first night.

			“What did you wish for?”

			“If I tell you, it won’t come true.”

			“Or maybe it will.”

			“I wished for you to get better, to allow love in your life and to forgive.”

			His eyes are now clear sky. Without looking away from me, he reaches in his back pocket for his iPhone and taps a few numbers from memory.

			“Doctor Corbin, please… Aiden Hale… Yes, Doctor, this is Aiden Hale, you—oh, you remember…thank you…”

			I listen to him make an appointment for next Tuesday with a clenched throat. He stares at his black sneakers, kicking an invisible pebble. He hangs up as soon as he politely can.

			“This should be interesting,” he says with a most un-Aiden-like tight smile. He kicks the invisible pebble some more. I’ve never seen him more uncomfortable.

			“Thank you,” I say, caressing his scar and reaching on my tiptoes to kiss him.

			He frowns and for a moment, I fear I triggered another flashback. But it’s not me this time. His phone has buzzed again. Bloody hell! I almost rip it off his hand and throw it in the fountain, but he answers it before I can.

			“Bob?… Yes, yes, she’s here.”

			I’m immediately sober. He shoves the phone in my shaking hand.

			“Hello?” I whisper, my voice all gone again.

			“Elisa, this is Bob. We may have a problem, dear.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Four

			Rightness

			The rose-covered horizon sways and tilts as if I’m falling. A strong arm clutches at my waist, holding me upright.

			“What problem?” I gasp.

			“Put him on speaker,” Aiden fires before Bob has a chance to answer. I try to press the speaker button but my hands are shaking so badly that Aiden takes the phone from me and does it himself.

			“Bob, you’re on speaker. What’s the issue?” he demands in his hard business tone.

			“Well, we just learned that the Department of Justice has launched a full investigation of Feign Art for consumer fraud and tax evasion. They’re inspecting everything, from his client roster to his personal finances.”

			“What does that mean for me?” I splutter.

			“It means that they’ll most likely discover your under-the-table work.”

			“But how will they know my name? I’m not on any personnel files.”

			“Apparently, there was video footage of you from the security camera, as well as sketches and some photos, dear. The DOJ did their normal procedure and ran them against the Homeland Security database. You’re on there because you’re a foreign national. So now, they want to question you to see what you know about Feign’s business and what you do for him. Our contact confirmed you’re on the list of persons of interest.”

			The horizon tilts again. “Were there any other names on the list?” Not Javier. Please, not Javier.

			“Ah, let’s see.” Some shuffling of papers. “Feign, his family, a Kasia Moss, accountant, financial advisor, landlord, a supply deliveryman. Why?”

			I breathe a sigh of relief. Nothing that could lead them to Javier. I say a silent thank-you to every power that Javier always followed the rules and used the secret back door. “Just…nothing,” I answer a little late. “What happens now?”

			A small pause. “Well, if they learn you’ve worked illegally, that could mean anything, even—well, let’s meet in my office first thing tomorrow morning and discuss options.”

			I know his unfinished sentence. Even denial of my green card. My knees give out. The same strong arm breaks my fall before my face hits the fountain edge.

			“Not tomorrow, Bob. Now!” Aiden hisses through his teeth.

			“I can’t, Mr. Hale. I’m due in court—”

			Bob’s words become disjointed, scrambled, until his voice fades into silence. The garden vanishes. No gurgling fountain. No rose-scented air. All that’s left is a dark void. And me.

			Oxygen, 15.999— A gust of cinnamon breath on my face reactivates my lungs. Once, twice. Slowly, the smell of roses seeps through. Then Aiden’s midnight eyes and his body heat around me. And finally his voice—back to its furious, dominant timbre.

			“And Bob?”

			“Yes, Mr. Hale?”

			“I will say this only once. England. Is not. An option. I don’t want to hear it tomorrow, the day after or ever. Is that clear?”

			A moment of silence follows his words.

			“I understand, Mr. Hale,” Bob wheezes at last. “And, Elisa, please try to sleep tonight. We’ll do our absolute best on this.”

			It takes another gust of cinnamon air for me to find my voice. “Thank you, Bob,” I choke.

			Aiden hangs up and tightens his arms around me. “Hey! Shh, shh,” he murmurs, sitting on the fountain edge and folding me on his lap.

			The shivers I was managing to contain break through, and I start convulsing.

			“I’ve got you. I won’t let them hurt you. Just breathe, baby. I’m here.” He kisses my cheek, my temple, my hair.

			But his words give me no comfort. They only remind me of what’s at stake. Of how much more there is to lose.

			“Shh, baby, shh. Hydrogen, 1.008. Helium, 4.003,” he recites slowly, in rhythm with the circles he draws on my back. He runs through the table five times before the shivers start receding. Still, his fingers never stop caressing my shoulders. I focus on their motion, imagining letters, words. L—o—v—e.

			“Say something,” he croons, tipping my face up to look at him.

			The moment I meet his eyes, the question I’ve never asked him breaks through. “What if I have to leave?”

			His shoulders twitch once. “We’ll fight this with everything we have,” he says fiercely.

			But I hear what he can’t promise me: that it will not happen.

			“Let me see what I can find on that fucker, okay? I want anything that can get us leverage.” He sneers as he refers to Feign, and his foot starts tapping. Itching for action. I nod to give us both some relief.

			He bolts to his feet—somehow managing to hold me to his side without a single jostle—and starts firing orders at Benson. I hadn’t noticed him hovering next to us even though his shadow darkens half the fountain. His forehead is crumpled like Javier’s.

			“Find everything you can on that motherfucker. Grandparents, cousins, fucks, doctors, schools, banks. Then get me a list of every investigator involved—full briefs on them, their staff and their families. Full building sweep. Trail on Feign twenty-four seven. Download at twenty-three hundred.”

			“Yes, sir.” Benson almost salutes him.

			“I’ll call Sartain and Congressman Kirschner, and then head over to Boley Law Library. I want to read these fucking laws myself!”

			Before Benson can nod again, Aiden grips my hand and starts marching across the Rose Garden. His face is so thunderous that visitors—and their dogs—give us a wide berth on their own.

			“Aiden?” I rasp as I stumble and trip to keep up with him. “Can I call Javier from your phone? I have to warn him.”

			He hands me his iPhone without breaking stride. “Tell him to avoid that whole area.”

			I dial Javier, praying to every high power I can think of that he picks up. The powers answer. Or maybe I’ve depleted all the bad luck in the world. I splutter and huff everything as I jog next to Aiden.

			“So you have to stay away from the gallery, Javier. Just don’t go around there at all! Please!”

			“I won’t,” Javier mumbles, his voice sounding too far, too weak. Suddenly, I want to sprint to him, not the library. Hold him like he has held me all these years.

			“Don’t worry, they don’t have your name or any footage of you. This is just a precaution.”

			“I know. I just wish that asshole had told me the truth, not left me a message barking about vacations. Not to mention all the cash we’ll lose from this.”

			“Don’t think about that. We’ll figure something out,” I say as we reach the trellis and Benson races across the parking lot to get the car.

			“Yeah, yeah. Listen, don’t tell Maria, she’ll freak. And be careful with Bob.”

			“Don’t worry about me. Aiden is all over it.” I look at Aiden. Black clouds are descending on his eyes, shoulders ready to demolish concrete. A flicker of hope glimmers in the void. I can’t imagine anyone—ICE or fire—brave enough to mess with him.

			“I’m glad you have him,” Javier says in a quiet voice. And I realize something just changed for him with Aiden.

			“Thank you,” I say, the words so fervent that Aiden looks down at me, his eyes stilling in concentration.

			“Do everything you can to stay, sweetheart. No matter the cost.”

			“We will. Love you, Javier.”

			“Love you too.”

			I hang up and hand the phone to Aiden. He is looking at me with an odd expression in his eyes—as though he is imagining something.

			“He says he’s glad I have you. And that we should do everything we can.”

			He nods, the V deepening, and yanks me by the arm as the Rover comes to a screeching stop in front of us. We climb in and peel away from the curb the instant my seat belt buckle clicks. Patty and Jack wave at us from the garden shop door.

			“I have to babysit the girls tonight,” I whisper, now dreading the hours apart with every electron in my body.

			If Aiden was tense before, it’s nothing to how he looks now. His arms lock around me like iron bars. “Elisa!” he protests though his teeth. “You’re almost fainting!”

			“I know, but they have Antonio’s physical therapy and Javier has to work. I’ll be fine at Casa Solis, don’t worry.” I solder myself to him, gripping his arm.

			Waves of tension roll over him like aftershocks. Or maybe foreshocks. But he takes a deep breath and cups my face. “I’m not letting you be alone tonight. You can babysit at home.” His shoulders twitch at the mere idea.

			“At home?” I blink at him, mouth open. “B-but…you—what about your…distance and startle reflex?” For some reason, I whisper the last two words.

			“I’ll lock myself in the library. You can have the rest of the house. Cora can help. I don’t want you alone—” He pauses. “And I don’t want to be away from you either. Not even for a minute.”

			For one blinding moment, the terror disappears and I’m just a girl in love. For the first time. For the last time.

			* * * * *

			Seven hours later, during which Aiden assimilated three treatises and the entire three thousand pages of America’s immigration code, Benson parks the Range Rover in front of Casa Solis, Aiden and me behind him in the Aston Martin. The plan: the girls and I will drive in the Rover with Benson and Aiden will follow us, lest the girls touch his back by mistake.

			Maria is out in the yard, watering the daffodils, while the girls teach Anamelia how to ride their one pink bike with silver tinsel on the handlebars.

			“¡Ah! Amorcita,” Maria cries as she sees me climb out. She waddles to her feet and wipes her hands on the apron printed with suns. The girls dart around me, Anamelia crashing her bike into the Rover’s tire.

			“¿Linda, estás bien? Pareces cansada. ¿Tienes frio?” Maria feels my forehead and pulls down my eyelid to check why I look tired. It takes at least two minutes to assure her that I’m all right. Even then, only Aiden unfolding gracefully out of the Aston Martin stops her. A long silence falls over the yard. Even the girls stop giggling.

			He strides to us, seeming confident to the whole world. But I know his strain in his shoulders and the imperceptible look he exchanges with Benson, who moves subtly between him and the girls. Maria’s face folds into a beautiful, motherly smile.

			“Ah, Señor Hale! Finalmente. Nice to meet you.” She places her sun-spotted hands on his face, reaches on her tiptoes and kisses him on both cheeks. Aiden stares at me over her shoulder, eyes frozen wide. Benson chuckles and tries to disguise it as a cough.

			“A pleasure to meet you as well, ma’am,” Aiden says, as Maria releases his face and starts rattling off in English before Aiden can speak another syllable.

			“Thank you for the water heater. They come put it up this Saturday, then warm showers every day.” She clasps her hands together. “And the girls go to camp this Friday because of you. But the iPads, Señor Hale, no—girls don’t talk to me no more, only watch Pixar. Bien, bien, come inside, I make posole soup.” She lifts her hand as though to pat him on the shoulder. I step between them.

			“Maria, you’ll be late for Antonio’s therapy, and Aiden and Benson have some work to do. I was thinking of bringing the girls to his house and we can play there. Is that okay?”

			She frowns as though she doesn’t understand my question. “Of course, amorcita.” Then she looks at Aiden, lifting her chin up with gravitas. “I trust you with all my children, Señor Hale, including Isa.”

			“I’ll do my best with all of them, ma’am.” Aiden clears his throat when he finally has a chance to speak.

			She nods with a smile and starts loading the girls’ toys and the “infernal iPads” in the Rover’s trunk. Without her buffer, as the girls face Aiden, I’m not sure who is more scared: they or he. I decide it’s Aiden. But he puts on his Marine face and smiles. Bel’s eyes widen but she doesn’t speak. Dora and Daniela greet him, smiling in a way that makes me proud. Anamelia, who was born only two weeks after I met the Solises, takes to him immediately.

			“This is a big car,” she says to him point-blank. He blinks a couple of times.

			“Yes, it is,” he says, eyeing Anamelia like she might eat him.

			“I have a car for my Barbie. But it’s pink.” She looks at Aiden, expecting him to comment on this disclosure. He scratches his head.

			“Pink is good,” he says after a while. The other three giggle and go climb in Rover’s backseat. I wish I had my camera out.

			“Why do you have two cars?” Anamelia continues her interrogation.

			“Ah…because you’re very important.”

			She grins. “You have a lot of hair for a boy,” she announces. She is used to Javier and Antonio, who have shorter hair than Aiden. I pick her up, bite her cheek and tickle her. She squeals and reaches for Aiden who has an odd look between panic and something I can’t decipher.

			I secure her in the booster seat before he runs for the West Hills.

			“Aiden drives us,” Anamelia commands, pointing imperiously at Aiden. Maria turns and looks at him with a smile.

			“Anamelia, Aiden has to drive the pretty car so it doesn’t break,” I say and close the door before she says she’ll ride with him to help him fix it. Her face falls and she presses her dimply hand on the window like she is waving at him.

			* * * * *

			The moment we enter through the doors of our home, Aiden makes a beeline for the library.

			“Aiden, where you going?” Anamelia calls after him.

			“I have to make a call, Anamelia. It’s okay, Elisa will be with you.”

			Her bottom lip juts out but she recovers quickly. “Wait! I have a phone,” she says, digging her pink Barbie phone out of her Hello Kitty rucksack. She flips it open and hands it to him.

			An endless moment passes in the foyer as the girls and Aiden look at Anamelia’s outstretched hand. Then his posture straightens, he draws a contained breath, and treads back to Anamelia, taking the phone from her gingerly.

			“Er, thank you,” he says.

			She grins and claps. “You have to put it in your ear.”

			He puts it next to his ear (“Hello, Benson”), reaches in his back pocket and gives her his iPhone. She giggles and twirls in her Mary Janes. And with that small exchange, we troop into the living room, Aiden bringing up the rear while I squeeze his hand instead of doing something stupid like dropping on one knee and proposing.

			The moment we cross the threshold, the girls zoom in on my bowls of Baci and Aiden’s piano. For his part, Aiden marches to the kitchen where Cora—bless her from her brown hair to her white apron—has laid out gingerbread cookies. He goes straight for them and eats four. I bite my lip not to laugh. He is a stress eater.

			Thankfully, the girls decide to slip out on the patio before Lieutenant Hale swallows Cora’s entire roasted chicken whole. They start playing in the wild meadow, tossing a beach ball around that is making the bluebirds mental. Every few minutes, Anamelia sprints back to Aiden—who has shoved his patio chaise flush against the glass wall and has erected a barricade of immigration books around himself—and shows him a worm or ladybug, demanding that he names it. (“Er, Benson?” “No, it’s a girl!” “Elisa?” “No!” “Anamelia?” “Yaaay!”)

			Eventually, we sit at the dinner table, Aiden at the head with his back to the wall.

			Maybe it’s the intense day crashing down on me, or the look of a table with four kids and Aiden and me on each side, but an emotion I’ve never felt before swells inside my lungs and takes over my body. The closest thing I have felt to this is happiness. I struggle for the word… Rightness—that’s what this is! A sense of life even amid the end. A life that until now, I have avoided thinking about. My own family.

			I never thought I would wish for kids after the last four years. I would never want to leave them behind if something were to happen to me. But now, seeing Aiden the most tired I’ve ever seen him, surrounded by four little angels eating mashed potatoes and feeling this fierce protective instinct inside me, I see rightness. I want this. Not as a fantasy. As reality. With him. The force of the realization makes my blood pound in my ears. As with all awakenings with Aiden, it’s sudden, immediate and—I have a feeling—irreversible.

			I watch Anamelia eat Aiden’s peas. He gives them gladly, trying to barter for a cookie in return. I smile. They’re so similar, despite being thirty-one years apart. Maybe his memory is propelling him back to his own childhood. In this moment, I have no doubt he will make an incredible father. Then I remember him telling me he won’t have children just so Daddy can break them. I shiver but not in fear. I shiver with loss. Because with him, I would have enough children to field the Manchester United football—umm, soccer—team.

			He looks up at me. “Do you have any peas over there? We’re having a pea crisis on this end,” he says, unaware of the life-changing epiphany I just had.

			I pass my peas to Anamelia. Aiden watches me with that same strong emotion as before. The half-panic, half-something-else one. I want to ask what it is but Bel is watching us like Denton watches boiling chemicals: sharply and barely blinking.

			After dinner, we read Percy Jackson to the girls. Anamelia insists that Aiden should be the one who reads because she is used to a man’s voice. As they settle on either side of Aiden and me on the leather sofa, I finally feel that Aiden and I got this one right, all considered. I kiss him, ignoring their giggles and claps.

			“Thank you for doing this,” I whisper. I don’t know how many years this evening aged him. He looks exhausted. Some vacation I gave him.

			He smiles and looks at Anamelia, who has fallen fast asleep on his lap, drooling on his designer jeans and clutching his iPhone. Daniela is fading on mine. I decide to give Maria and Antonio the night off.

			“Overnight guests?” I mouth at Aiden.

			He shrugs. “We have room.”

			I call Maria who promises to make us tres leches cake and we take the girls to one of the guest rooms with a pale-blue king bed. I sit with them as they fade off one after the other. Then, I turn off the light and leave the door ajar.

			With every step away from the girls, the terror of the day—and its beauty—overwhelms me. I contemplate calling Reagan but she would only worry. No need to upset her until we know more. I trudge to the bedroom, needing only one set of arms.

			When I walk in, Aiden is passed out on the bed diagonally, fully dressed, arms spread to the sides, mouth open, snoring softly. It’s as if he barely made it. More than ever, I want to touch him, kiss his scar, whisper thank you. Or just undress him and tuck him in. But I can never wake him. So I do the only thing I can. Watch him sleep.

			His face is relaxed, the sculpted brow free of the deep V I give him during the day. But even in sleep, the tension never leaves his body. He sleeps like a warrior. Never at rest, always on guard. My guard. Would I have ever been able to get through this day without him? Even breathe? I search through my memories to find a moment where I’ve felt so protected despite all danger. There’s a vague whisper of childhood monsters and Peter. But for real monsters—death, distance, voids so black they make nights look like days—there’s only Aiden. Strong, silent, isolated…yet, have I ever felt less alone? Or more loved?

			I pull a blanket over him gently. His shoulders flex.

			“I love you,” I whisper the words for the first time.

			“Oveutoo,” he mumbles.

			I stare at his lips. Did they move? The silence is deep again, as though the words were never spoken. The only evidence they existed is my heart clawing against my chest. For the first time since the watch left Peter’s wrist, I stop it. 10:03 p.m. I take it off like Aiden did a lifetime ago and set it on the nightstand by the frame I gave him. Then, I curl next to him slowly, leaving the side lamp on. The bed is warm from his body heat. I reach with my index finger, touch the back of his hand once and pull it right back. Instantly, his eyes open.

			I suck in a sharp breath.

			“Hey,” he murmurs and slides his arm under me, pulling me on top of him. He kisses me slowly, as if each kiss should last a thousand years. His fingers fist in my hair and his lips flutter over my jawline to my ear.

			“I love you,” he whispers.

			I freeze in his arms, a sigh lingering in my ear. “Aiden? Are you awake?”

			He tilts my head back, brushing his fingers over my lips. His eyes shift to that same powerful emotion I first saw at his Alone Place. The nameless one.

			“Yes, I am.”

			I expect another whisper or murmur but his timbre rises above our heavy breathing, sure and confident.

			“I meant to wait up to tell you. I want you to know it when you walk into Bob’s office tomorrow. No matter what he says, or what this will mean for us, I love you.”

			I stroke his cheek and caress his scar. “I love yo—”

			“Shh, don’t say it back.”

			“Why not?” I try to ask but his lips dominate mine, leaving no space for words or air.

			He rolls me on my back, covering my body with his. He touches me without complexity, without design. He takes off my clothes and I take off his. Perhaps because we are both thinking the same words, our bodies love as one too. His breath in my mouth is my breath. His hand on my breast is my hand. I touch where he does, and our fingers lock. We caress together; my skin is his skin. We hold our hands locked, as he thrusts inside me. His moves are slow, like a litany. It’s as if our bodies are keeping a different time in secret. As the blood thickens, we move faster, deeper. His fingers lock tight between my own, and his iron grip is making my hands numb. I could stop him but I won’t, because his need is my need. My body builds and burns, and we come forcefully, silently, mouth to mouth. His teeth clamp down on my lower lip. I relish the sting of his bite that tells me he is real. That tells me what just happened was not a dream.

			The moment my mouth is free, I say loud and clear, “I love you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Five

			Choice

			He loves me, I repeat like an incantation in my head as Benson drives us to Bob’s office. He loves me. I love him. And love always wins. Right?

			But because—to my knowledge—science has not tested love’s power against ICE, I clutch Aiden’s hand, shivering under his arm.

			His hold tightens around me and he tucks my face into his neck. “Hey, shh,” he murmurs in my hair. “We’re still fighting, love.”

			Love always wins.

			He runs his fingers through my tangles—I can’t even remember if I combed them. “Do you want me to recite the periodic table in Russian?”

			I shake my head in his neck. I’ve tried it all morning, backward, forward, in Latin, Italian and Spanish. It didn’t work. “Just tell me something else…anything. I just want to hear your voice.”

			His arms flex around me again and a hard swallow echoes from his throat. His body has turned to granite but I find the hard panes comforting. His lips brush over my hairline to my ear. “Do you want to hear a little story?” he whispers.

			I nod.

			“You have a birthday you don’t know about.” His whisper is almost a smile. I try to look at him but he keeps my face in his neck. “It’s April thirteenth, the night after the battle of Baghdad. At ten minutes past midnight. In a sand ditch. I was covered in mud, trying to get some sleep but the images in my head…well, you know. And there was Marshall next to me, flashlight in his mouth, scribbling a letter to Jasmine, this moronic smile on his face. I was pissed. What the fuck was he doing? He’d get us all killed with that damn flashlight. But then I realized I was just jealous. Marshall was going to make it through Iraq. He had something to live for and something to die for. He had Jasmine. I didn’t. Never wanted one. But I did that night. I wanted someone back home waiting for my letters. That’s when the fantasy of you started. You were perfect in my head, but you’re so much better in real life. And you kept me company all those nights. Now, what’s ICE going to do about that?”

			Take you away from me.

			I look up at him, tears dripping from my cheeks into his charcoal jacket. “Not a bloody thing,” I sniffle.

			“Not a bloody thing.” He smiles and tucks me back in his neck. I focus only on his scent until Benson stops at the curb and gets out of the car, probably to give us a moment. Or escape.

			Aiden wraps his hands around my wrists. “What are you going to remember when you walk in there?”

			“That you love me.”

			“That’s right.”

			“And that I love you too.”

			His grip on my wrists slackens. “Don’t, Elisa.”

			“Why not?”

			“You know why.”

			“You don’t think you deserve to hear it, do you?”

			He places his hand gently over my mouth. “Not now,” he says and, before I can protest, he opens the door and lifts me by the waist, and we climb out into another drizzly morning.

			Aiden’s stride picks up speed as we charge through the automatic glass doors of Norman Reeves LLP and into the private elevator off the corner. We’re not late but the motion gives us both a sense of accomplishment—the body doing something even if the heart cannot.

			I watch Aiden’s reflection on the polished door. He’s wearing a pinstriped charcoal suit and a slate-blue tie that matches his eyes. His sniper focus is similar to his determination the last time we came to this office.

			How will this time end?

			The moment we step into the twenty-sixth floor lobby, the same Adriana Lima look-alike receptionist springs to her feet. For a second, I think my red-rimmed eyes scared her, but her blush and drool at Aiden say plainly she has not even registered my presence. Her eyelash flutter is wasted.

			“We know where we’re going, Miss Patterson.” Aiden raises his hand and marches straight to the conference room with opaque glass walls.

			Bob is pacing by the window, a pen twirling in his fingers. The moment we enter, his eyes flit to our joined hands and he smiles.

			“Options!” Aiden fires without any preamble. I sink into the closest chair I can find. He takes the seat to my right, still gripping my hand.

			“Before that, we have an update.” Bob plops onto the chair across the marble table from us. “Just ten minutes ago, our contact at the DOJ called. Things got a little more complicated. They’ll want to question Elisa under oath. Probably before her deadline.”

			“Why?” Aiden snarls and I gasp at the same time.

			“Well, they’re very interested in your knowledge of Feign’s work. As they’ve seen repeated footage of you, they reasonably assume you’ve witnessed his affairs.”

			“Yes, but she knows nothing about that fucker’s finances,” Aiden hisses. “She got paid peanut shells, and not from the asshole himself. Couldn’t even be in the fucking lobby. That sleazeball has a history with fraud. Cheated in college, defrauded his ex-wife in alimony. And now, he has concocted this scheme, taking advantage of people with no power.”

			Bob assumes the expression of a pallbearer. “That may well be true but, given the fact that Elisa also shows up in his sketches, I suspect that she does know something about Feign and his paintings.”

			“What sketches are these?” I whisper. “I never modeled my face at Feign’s.”

			Bob flips through a tall stack of papers in front of him and hands me a thick envelope. Aiden leans over to look, his breath hot on my cheek. I open it with shaking hands, and we both gasp. The sketches are practice runs for Aiden’s painting. I set them facedown on the table, unable to look at Javier’s rendition of my eyes. He has given them a happiness I may only ever find in paintings.

			Bob turns his full body to face me. “I think it’s time you tell me the truth, dear. So I can help you. And remember—it’s all attorney-client privileged, except as to Mr. Hale here. Whatever you say, it’s safe with me.”

			I look at Aiden. He nods without hesitation and fills me a glass of water from a curvy pitcher on the table. But what about Javier’s secret?

			“I’ll tell you what I know but I won’t give you any names,” I say.

			Bob nods and I start explaining, taking a sip of water every time I skip over Javier’s name. In the end, Bob’s face is pale. Aiden’s is hard steel.

			“My dear,” Bob sighs and straightens the stack of papers. “You have no choice but to tell the DOJ the truth. If you don’t cooperate, the green card denial is the least of your worries. They may charge you with aiding and abetting or perjury or obstructing justice. There’s jail time for that. And you haven’t done anything wrong. Why hide?”

			The floor is shaking under my feet. “Because they’ll want to know my friend’s name!” I choke.

			Bob nods gravely. “Yes, they will.”

			“And what would happen to him then? To my family?”

			A deep silence descends on the conference room. “He’d likely be deported and not able to return for at least ten years. They can also charge him with fraud too, and a jury would decide whether a fraudulent artist or an illegal immigrant is lying.”

			“But he’s innocent! He didn’t participate in Feign’s fraud! He just paints so he can eat!”

			Aiden’s arm tightens around my shoulders and he glares at Bob. “What about witness protection visas—S-5, S-6?” he hisses again. “Could they apply to him? Maybe he himself can testify and relieve her of the burden?”

			Bob shakes his head. “The government reserves those visas for terrorist or organized crime witnesses. Not an isolated fraud case.”

			“What about another witness? Can someone else come forward and render the need for her testimony irrelevant? The smoking gun if you will—so the investigation stops before they get to her.”

			“Who else would know about this?” Bob asks, squinting his eyes.

			“No one,” I say. “Feign would not have trusted anyone with this.”

			“We’ll find someone.” Aiden arm flexes around my shoulders. “I’d do it myself but I’d only implicate her further.”

			Bob shakes his head, squinting more at a vein in the black marble. The longer he is silent, the more my airways tighten.

			“It’s a good thought,” he says at last. “But we can’t bank on it. Not with only days left. Besides, she has to explain about her modeling work. Otherwise, she’d still lose.”

			The deep V cracks between Aiden’s eyebrows. He rests his chin on his fist, narrowing his eyes at the same marble vein.

			Bob turns to me. “Elisa, I know this is an impossible position. But my only concern is your best interest. My advice is that you talk to the DOJ and tell them the truth. It will actually help with your green card. By mid-June, you’ll have what you’ve always wanted.”

			My head whips up. Despite Bob’s twinkly eyes, all the anguish makes room for anger. What I’ve always wanted? The chair starts shaking again. My teeth snap together before I can scream. The violence turns inward and propels me to my feet.

			“Please, listen!” Bob says, raising his liver-spotted hands. “That’s not what I meant, dear.”

			“Elisa? Please?” Aiden says very quietly, rising next to me. I meet his eyes. How can I listen to this with my heart imploding? How can I sit when everything inside is shivering like it did in that morgue four years ago? He puts his hand on my shoulder, pressing down gently. I drop. His arm wraps around me again like a rampart.

			While we were looking at each other, something changed in Bob’s face. It has creased as though whatever he saw desiccated it. The lawyer is gone. An ancient man sits before me.

			“I know what I’m asking you to do,” he sighs. “But I want to talk like a seventy-eight-year-old man to a…a granddaughter.”

			I meet his gray aged eyes. Like the first time I met him, I think of Grandpa Snow.

			“I won’t lie and tell you this won’t be the biggest regret of your life. It will be. Some days, it will hurt so much that you may even come to my grave and kick it. I won’t blame you. But then one day, holding your husband’s hand, you’ll bring to life a little boy or a little girl. You’ll hold them in your arms and you’ll think everything was worth it so they could be in this world. You’ll raise them with all the love you’ve been missing, and they’ll go on to do good things, change laws, save a friend. And this thing that feels so monstrous now, will hurt a little less because something beautiful will come from it.

			“And maybe someday, you can fix things with your friend. Sneak him back in, make things right for his family. You’ll survive this one, just like you survived your parents. Not whole, but still good in the end.”

			The room falls silent. I close my eyes, trying to see what Bob sees. A bright hospital room, Aiden in blue scrubs, a sapphire-eyed boy or a Clare-eyed girl in my arms. I love you, Aiden says. The nurse turns to put a little hat on my baby. Bendita, she whispers and becomes Maria. The door opens and the girls burst inside to meet the baby. My baby. Antonio wheels in too, a pile of Maria-knitted baby sweaters on his lap. And Javier at last. With a beaming smile like the first time I was able to tango again. Sweetheart, you did it, he says.

			My face drops on my hands. Sobs start and I can’t stop them. The floor tilts as it did on that January night, four years ago, and I start shivering. Which love am I losing this time? My family or my life?

			I hear a harsh oath from Aiden and his arms tighten around me, tucking my face in his neck. “Give us some time, Bob. We’ll let you know tomorrow,” he says.

			I hear Bob’s footsteps, a hand clutching my shoulder and the conference room door opening and closing. Still, Aiden does not move or speak. He just holds me and lets my tears soak his jacket. The only thing still right in my world is he.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Six

			Salvo

			In the Rover, I curl on Aiden’s lap, his arms a vise around me. I can’t remember getting out of Bob’s office or into this backseat. I just know Aiden’s sandalwood-and-cinnamon scent. It makes me cry harder as fragments of thought form in my head. Thoughts I’d rather not have. Which love wins?

			“How long is jail for obstructing justice?” I sniffle against his throat.

			His muscles quiver. He doesn’t answer. Maybe he doesn’t know. Or maybe he doesn’t want to tell me.

			“M-m-maybe it’s b-better that w-w-way.” My voice shudders. “Javier will be s-safe. I’ll still be h-h-here for a while. And maybe you can come visit m-m-me?” My tears soak his skin even though the words feel surreal. A plot for imagination, not life.

			Suddenly, the Rover stops. We’re home.

			Benson gets out and opens our door. Three wrinkles crease his forehead—exactly like Javier’s. I stumble out, Aiden gripping my waist. Benson reaches for my hand.

			“Thank you, Benson,” I croak.

			“It’ll be all right, Miss S—Elisa.” He exchanges a look with Aiden. “I’ll park and check in with Feign’s tail, sir. Then send out Cardoza to scour for witnesses.”

			Aiden nods once and clutches me to his side, and we tread down the fieldstone path to the double doors. I enter the foyer in a trance. He leads us past the living room to his library, never releasing my hand. The moment we step inside, he closes the door.

			“Elisa,” he says before the lights have stopped flickering. His voice is quiet.

			I turn to face him, to walk into his arms. But his eyes stop me. They’re not midnight anymore. They’re solid cobalt.

			“Love, you have to turn him in.”

			I see his lips move. And I hear his voice but the words are foreign. “What?”

			He takes a step toward me. “You have to give him up.” He speaks very slowly.

			There’s no mistaking the words this time. The air turns icy. Sharp like a January night.

			“No!” The word whips out of my mouth, piercing and bare. “No! I can’t do that! I won’t!”

			My staggering volume startles me but not him. He takes another step toward me, hands out as though to catch me. I step back.

			“Elisa—”

			“Why don’t you just give me an IED and tell me to tuck it under their pillow, Aiden? That should spare you whatever speech you prepared while I sat there on your lap, thinking you’re on my side!”

			He flinches this time. When he speaks, his voice is very soft—counterpoint to mine. “I am on your side. I’ll be there even when you don’t want me to be. But this…this self-execution isn’t right. Think about your future, your dreams, your life, your health. If those die, your parents might as well die again. But this time, you’re behind the truck’s wheel, love.”

			His words suffocate me. Because they’re the truth. And they change nothing.

			“Did those reasons work for you, Aiden?”

			He frowns in confusion.

			“When you bartered your life for Marshall’s, did they work?”

			His jaws clench. The tectonic plates shift instantly as his eyes darken to slate. “No, they didn’t.” His voice is guarded. Almost cold.

			“Then why should they work for me?”

			“Because Marshall didn’t break the law. He had a right to be back here.”

			I gasp, taking another step back. “And Javier’s life somehow matters less because of that?”

			“Not his life. Only his right to be here at your expense when you’ve played by the rules while he took shortcuts.”

			“Shortcuts? He works harder than—” I say through my teeth.

			“Stop!” His voice fires like a gunshot in the air. “I will not engage in a political debate with you. This is only about your future, your life. And I refuse to watch you go to prison for the mistakes of some Mexic—”

			“Mexicans? That’s all they are to you?”

			“What they are to me is irrelevant. All that matters is what they are to you. I know you love them but right now, they’re a threat.”

			“They’re my family! They’re the people who saved the life of the woman you claim to love!”

			I take a step forward to walk away but the change in his eyes locks my feet. A flash of fury strikes in the dark irises—over and over, like an electric current over the heart, failing to revive it. But the plates don’t shift. They’re still as though my words broke them.

			“Claim to love?” His voice is low, guttural. His head jerks slightly to the side. “You want to know the full truth, Elisa? If I’d had you back here the day Marshall died, if I knew you were waiting for me to come home, I might not have bartered my life with his. I might have torn through those steel cables sooner. Just so I could see your face again. Even if I already remember every pore of your skin and every strand of your hair. Once I love, I love forever!” He stops talking but his voice reverberates in the library silence.

			Once I love, I love forever.

			I take a step toward him and reach to caress his scar but he turns his head away.

			“Do you want to know the truth?” I say. My voice doesn’t echo; it’s a whisper of air as though it wants to float inside him. “I love you like that too. You’ve brought me to life. But even if there’d been no accident on that January night and we had met another way, I still would have moved here for you. We’re not that different, love.”

			Something flits in his eyes—as though the electric charge finally obtained a heartbeat. “Then you can have me,” he says. His voice is no longer cold. It has a soft note, almost like defeat. “Turn him in and you can have me.”

			I play his words in my head—once, twice—but they make no sense. “What?”

			“Turn him in and I’m yours. Forever. However you want me. But not this way. Not with prison visits and phone calls while I sit there helpless watching you lose everything for someone who may end up being deported anyway. If I brought you to life, I want you to live it.” He takes a shuddering breath and swallows. “Please, Elisa.” His words are a hoarse whisper. As if this is all he has left to bargain—all he can give.

			Tears blur my eyes at the searing agony in his eyes because I know I can’t ease it. Because I am causing it. I look down at his Oxfords. “I can’t,” I whisper. “I love you. I love you more than my own life. But I love the Solises too. I can’t betray them any more than I could have crashed into my parents’ Beetle. Or any more than I can leave you. I can’t choose between you.”

			Sobs start and torrential tears gush to my chin. I’m the one who should be under marble and roses. I’m a plague to everyone who’s ever loved me.

			“Oh, but you are choosing, Elisa. You’re choosing to sacrifice yourself, to take yourself away from me.”

			“No! Never! I—I—I’ll stay here illegally. I’ll give up s-s-science. My d-d-dad. All of it—” I pause to breathe over the sobs as a cold shiver chills my neck. Like a breath from the grave. I know it’s my imagination. But it doesn’t make it less real.

			“I’ll just w-w-work with Maria at the hotel. I’m a good cleaning lady. It’s worth it if I can still have all of you… If you’ll s-s-still have me then…” I can’t speak anymore from the sobs. Behind the blurry tears, Bob’s scene transforms. I’m still in a hospital, but I’m mopping the floor. Through a cracked door, I see Aiden with a blonde-haired, blue-eyed, all-American girl who didn’t come with my baggage. Who made him happy. Who gave him a sapphire-eyed boy.

			“Oh, fuck!” His torn voice barely seeps through the roaring sobs in my ears. Through the curtain of tears, I see his Oxfords turn. He’s walking away. Away from me.

			“Please, don’t go!” I gasp, and grip his arm from behind.

			For a split second, time freezes and I realize what I’ve triggered. But it’s too late. He moves blindingly fast.

			He spins around and his elbow slams like a cannonball in my chest. I fly across the library—something heavy wrenching my left side, the room a blur, a ripping, tearing sound—and hit the bookshelves against the wall. Sharp pain cuts across my back and a gut-wrenching agony radiates from my left arm. Books crash around me, their thuds drowned by a piercing scream. My own. Through the pages and blinding pain, I see Aiden’s hand gripping my arm. From his crushing hold, I’m dangling above the floor.

			His eyes are locked somewhere behind me, wild and distant. He jerks his head side to side like a horse against a tether. His breathing is fast and shallow. His face twists in anguish and his neck and shoulders strain against an invisible bridle bit. A feral roar rips through his teeth.

			“Aiden!” I scream, but my voice shatters from his strength. “Aiden! Please! Come back to me…you’re here, you’re home,” I plead, but he is beyond reach. The pain in my arm becomes bewildering, and I start thrashing to get out of his grip.

			Benson bolts into the library, Cora on his heels.

			“Benson!” I cry out. “Please, help him! I can’t…I can’t get him to answer!”

			“Elisa, don’t move! Stay very still! Close your eyes!” Benson orders urgently. “Come on, kid. Close your eyes for me.”

			I can’t close them. Aiden’s anguish is so primal that it’s piercing me deeper than his grip.

			“Elisa—Isa, close your eyes,” Benson repeats more loudly while stalking Aiden from behind. In that moment I know what Benson will do. The only way he can release me is if he wraps his arms around Aiden to pull him off. That will trigger another flashback and Benson doesn’t want me to see it.

			“Isa, please!” Cora urges as she reaches me.

			I look at Aiden.

			“I love you,” I say and shut my eyes.

			“Cora, on three,” Benson shouts. “One. Two. Three.”

			I know Benson has wrapped his arms around Aiden because a guttural groan rips through someone’s chest. Roars explode and something clamors with an ear-splitting sound to the ground. Aiden’s grip loosens and I drop. I fling my eyes open.

			Aiden and Benson are locked in a brutal battle, too fast for me to follow. The sounds ripping through them are primal. Two lions in close combat. The reason for Benson’s daunting size is obvious. Aiden in battle is formidable. He moves with lethal grace, as if his mind rehearses the blows before delivering them. His eyes are away. A veritable Achilles with his memory as the heel.

			“Get her out of here,” Benson heaves. Only now do I notice I’m in Cora’s arms. Suddenly, it occurs to me what Benson is doing. He’s buying time for me to get out.

			“No!” I thrash. “No, don’t hurt him! Don’t hurt him. Please, Benson! Help him. Help him. It’s my fault.” I scream myself hoarse but Cora drags me over the books, chanting words I can’t hear, until we’re outside the library.

			The door slams shut behind me and locks. The shattering and clamor inside get louder. I fight Cora’s hold and rattle the knob but it doesn’t give. I call Aiden’s name and slam myself against the door over and over again, kicking it with all my strength.

			“Aiden! Aiden! I love you. Please, let me in! Let me in! Let me in!”

			The door stands locked, unforgiving. I can’t stop because if I stop, I will have given up on him. Aiden. Aiden. Aiden. I don’t know how long I slam against the door but eventually, my body breaks and slumps to the floor. Cora drags me away.

			“Shush, darling. He’ll be okay, dear. Let’s just go to my apartment.” Her words start to have meaning. She props her shoulder under my arm and lifts me. We walk slowly, Cora’s frame an anchor that keeps me from drifting. I see the terrarium of my graduation flowers though my tears as we pass the living room.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Seven

			My All

			Have you ever wondered how many heartbeats are in an hour? Before you multiply the number of beats per minute by sixty, let me stop you. That’s not the right formula. The first question is what kind of hour. There are hours when your heart beats a lifetime. Hours when you’re so alive that you’re not sure if you’re living this life or the next. I’ve had hours like that in Aiden’s arms.

			Then, there are hours when your heart seems not to beat at all. Hours when the only reason you know you’re still alive is a bodiless pain that negates the option of afterlife. This is one of those hours.

			Such hours don’t tell you how long they last. So here, on Cora’s couch, I can’t say whether it’s been minutes or days. Her soft hands change ice pack after ice pack on my arm. Her voice becomes words, words become sentences, and sentences become hope. He’ll be fine, dear. It’s not your fault.

			I listen to her voice, twisting the hem of my new claret dress—Aiden ripped the left side to shreds—and reading Byron’s next lines:

			“A mind at peace with all below,

			A heart whose love is innocent.”

			At last, the door opens. It’s Benson. I jolt from the couch.

			“How is he?” I’m hoarse.

			Benson sits next to me. He is not bruised and his stoic face that usually confounds me, now gives me comfort.

			“Stable. I had to call his psychiatrist and he gave him a sedative. He’ll be out for a while. How are you?”

			“I’m fine. Is he hurt?”

			“No, I mostly blocked him but when I first fought him off you, I retriggered his capture flashback. In his mind, he was fighting the insurgents. But he’s not hurt.”

			“Oh, thank God. Thank God.” The room sways so I keep talking. “What about you, Benson? Are you okay?”

			He smiles. “It takes a lot more than that to bring me down. Don’t you worry about me.”

			“Benson, thank you so much. If you hadn’t come…” I can’t finish my sentence. How would it have ended? All because of my stupid mistake.

			“I’m glad I did.” He takes a deep breath. “Elisa, the doc is still here. He wants to talk to you, if you feel up to it. You went through a lot today.” Benson’s voice is gentle. But instead of calming me, it galvanizes me to action. I can help Aiden. I can do something other than sit on this couch, helpless.

			“Of course! Yes. Please. Thank you, Cora.” I start running out of Cora’s door before I finish my sentence, Benson behind me. Cora throws a long cardigan over my shoulders.

			As we pass by the firmly shut library doors, my knees shake.

			“Where is Aiden, Benson?”

			“In your bedroom.”

			I don’t know where it comes from but before I know it, I stop him. His face is something like ordered confusion, if such a thing exists.

			“Thank you.” Gratitude melts my frozen voice into a viscous whisper.

			“For what?”

			“For calling it our bedroom.”

			Benson’s eyes soften until they reveal a vulnerability that must allow him to connect with his tormented boss more than their common military background can.

			“If I may be allowed a personal observation, Elisa. I’ve never seen him happier than when he is with you. I think he loves you very much.” Benson looks uncomfortable. But in my empty chest, I hear my first heartbeat since the library.

			I nod awkwardly, unable to find the words to respond.

			Doctor Corbin is in the living room armchair, scrawling furiously on a yellow notepad. When he sees me, he stands up with a smile. He has a white, trimmed beard, no hair, hazel eyes and a tall, lean frame.

			“You must be Miss Snow. I’m Victor Corbin. It’s a great pleasure to meet you.” He extends his hand.

			“It’s great to meet you as well, Doctor. I wish it were under better circumstances. And please, call me Elisa. May I get you something to drink?”

			Cora appears before Corbin can answer, bringing us drinks and—bless her—Baci. I sink on the couch, attacking the ice water with a thirst that doesn’t come from my body.

			“Elisa, if I may, I’d like to examine you first to make sure you’re not hurt. Then we can discuss what happened.”

			I want to go straight to figuring out a way to help Aiden but Corbin won’t hear it so I let him examine me. Nothing is broken but by tomorrow, I’ll have serious bruises.

			At last, Corbin picks up his fountain pen and notepad. “We can take a break anytime if this gets too hard. But if you can, I’d like to hear what happened. From Benson, I gathered you had a stressful day?”

			I nod, taking a deep breath, and tell him everything except Javier’s name. Corbin scribbles for a long time. I eat a Baci, unable to read the note.

			“Elisa, this must have been terrifying. But you handled it with selflessness and love, and that’s all you could do. This was an accident and you shouldn’t blame yourself. Doctor’s orders.”

			Corbin’s words sound like good grades but I can’t accept them. He repeats that it was not my fault but he didn’t see the terror in Aiden’s eyes when his memory catapulted him back to his torture. And I triggered it.

			“Doctor, I don’t want to waste a single minute on me. Please tell me what I can do to help.”

			“Very well.” He pauses and takes a deep breath. “This is part of the reason why I wanted to meet you. I’m afraid I need you if we are to help him.”

			“Anything. I’ll do anything for him. What do you need?”

			“I’m skirting the line of the psychotherapist privilege for his safety,” he sighs. “I need your help to get him to accept treatment for his PTSD—and not just accept it, but continue it. Last time he saw me was after he attacked his mother. But after a few sessions, the pain, his vivid memories…were too much. I cannot imagine what this second episode will do to him. But we can’t allow him to drop treatment again.”

			My hands shake so violently that the water splashes out of my glass. “And you think I can convince him?”

			“Yes.” His conviction fills the room.

			“Why?”

			“Because he’s in love. He emailed me yesterday with a brief recap of the last few years to prepare for our meeting. He said he’s doing this for you. Your name was in almost every paragraph. He has a reason to fight this time.”

			How could I refuse? I’d give my life if that would heal him. “I’ll do everything I can, Doctor—until my last second here.”

			I notice his shoulders sink a fraction, and I realize he cares about Aiden.

			“Can you tell me your opinion on Aiden’s prognosis? He seems to think this is a life sentence.”

			“As long as Aiden doesn’t want to heal, there is no hope. But if he allows it, there’s an option even for someone with his severity and memory.”

			“What is it?”

			“In vivo exposure therapy. It means he’d be exposed to similar traumatic situations over and over again until he becomes desensitized. It’s been highly effective with PTSD. It can work with his general symptoms but also with his startle reflex. But he’d have to endure being startled as many times as it takes—thousands—until he acclimatizes to it.”

			Suddenly, I wish his mother were here. If anyone knows how this feels, it’s she.

			“Is there anything else I can do to help?”

			“Well, he’ll feel profoundly guilty when he wakes up and realizes what happened. Let’s wait for clues from Aiden on how to handle it.”

			“How will he be when he wakes up?”

			“The drug I gave him—Versed—represses memories. He won’t remember anything after the drug, but he will remember everything before. It’s hard to predict how he’ll wake up. Sometimes, men are violent. For others, it exaggerates their real traits, like they lose their inhibitions. Often, they’ll be confused and frightened. We’ll see where Aiden falls.”

			We debate back and forth and settle on a plan.

			“Now if you don’t have any other questions, Elisa, may I suggest you get some sleep? I can prescribe something if you wish.”

			“No, I’m fine, thank you. May I see Aiden now? May I touch him?”

			“Yes. Nothing will wake him until Versed wears off.”

			I sprint to the bedroom—feet fast, brain slow. The door is ajar. Benson is in the chair in the corner but my eyes are riveted on the bed. I lean against the wall, my legs unable to support me at the sight.

			Aiden is on his back, his hands resting on his abs. His lips are parted. His chest rises almost imperceptibly—the only sign of life. The rest of him is inert. That vibrant life force he wields is absent.

			Tears spring in my eyes, and I kneel by our bed. I place my hand over his heart. He doesn’t move. But his heartbeat is thudding at its regular, vital rhythm. It brings some air to my lungs. I explore his skin with my fingers. I kiss his forehead, nose, cheeks, chin, throat, saving his lips for last. When I kiss them, his weak breath caresses my mouth.

			His skin is sticky and slightly cool. I can’t allow it. I take off his clothes, vaguely aware of Benson’s unobtrusive help. We don’t talk. I soak a washcloth in warm water and wipe off Aiden’s body. I dry him off and we dress him in his favorite navy pajamas and T-shirt. I don’t want him to wake up naked and exposed or in the same clothes he wore when he attacked me. Either will make him hate himself even more. When we finish, Benson puts his hand on my shoulder.

			“I’ll give you a moment, Elisa,” he says, and slips out on the patio.

			I leave the glass door open for air and sit at the foot of the bed. What will Aiden be like when he wakes up? Is he still going to want to fight for us? Or will he exile me like his mum? My stomach throbs more sharply than my arm. Mad for movement but unable to be away from him, I trudge to his closet where his scent is the strongest.

			As always, my eyes find the beautiful wooden box on the tall armoire. Light shines upon it again, except it’s closer to the edge this time, as if someone looked at it recently. I rise on my tiptoes and pull and prod until I have it in my grip. Without breathing, I run my fingers over the ornate carving and open the burnished copper clasp.

			Oh!

			Tucked deep inside the navy velvet folds, are Aiden’s dog tag, his Purple Heart and a stack of yellowed, sealed envelopes. No marks, no dates, no stamps, not even an inkblot. Their paper is rough, gritty. Strange—the flap on the first envelope is torn open.

			I lift the flap and fish out a scrap of paper folded in half. A trickle of sand spills from the fold onto my palm—different than other sand I’ve seen. Reddish, darker, coarser. I swirl it with my finger, forming a vortex like the one spiraling in my chest, and tip it back into the empty envelope. Then I open the letter. And I sink on the closet floor.

			April 13, 2003

			My All,

			I thought I’d feel idiotic writing to an imaginary woman. I was right. And wrong. To whom else does a man write on a night like this? Not to his mother—she would only weep. Not to a friend—he already knows. He writes to his woman—because she forgives.

			It’s done, love. Baghdad is razed to the ground. No bridges. No library. No zoo. I don’t know how many men, women or children are dead, or how many of them from my hand.

			Marshall asks God and Jasmine for forgiveness, but I don’t do well with God, so I’m creating you. You walk in beauty like the night…(even Byron doesn’t do you justice).

			In a different letter, I’ll tell you what I’d rather do with you instead of writing. But—real or not—a man has manners. I’ll save that for our second date. For tonight, I only ask one favor, love. If you could just lie next to me and breathe—I want to synchronize my lungs to yours. Until I smell your skin instead of gunpowder, hear your sighs instead of sirens, hold your body and not my rifle.

			All right, maybe we will do it on our first date (which is a real feat given my current position in a sand ditch, wearing a groin protector). After all, you are mine and no one else’s. Your body rises and trembles in my hands. Your breathing changes—fast, gusty like the shamals. Then it stops! And it becomes a single word. My name. That’s how you come. That’s how you go. With my name on your lips, blindly and for me alone.

			As you fall asleep on my chest, your breathing slows. Deepens. I listen to it and drift. Finally calm.

			Yours,

			Aiden

			I know I have felt déjà vu, but I never knew what it means to be it. But now that I read his assertive handwriting—and see us in every word—I have an odd sense of self, looking back at me.

			I bring the letter to my lips and kiss it. It doesn’t fill Aiden’s absence, so I take out his dog tag and put it around my neck. Then I throw on one of his T-shirts and my sweatpants—ignoring the first patches of mauve on my skin. I stumble to our bed and lie next to Aiden, resting my head on his chest. The terror of the last two days overpowers me and I fall asleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Eight

			Allies

			A change wakes me. Aiden’s breathing is faster against my cheek. It’s time. In minutes, his lashes flutter. Corbin and Benson wait out of Aiden’s line of sight. I take the chair Benson must have put at the foot of the bed. The sapphire eyes open.

			He comes to slowly. He opens and shuts his eyes with heavy lids. The deep V folds between his eyebrows. He tries to lift his head but it lolls back. He looks around like he doesn’t recognize how he got here. His breathing speeds up and his eyes widen. He moans. Then he sees me. Fear disappears instantly, and his eyes become vernal. The clearest turquoise. He looks like he is having a pleasant dream.

			“My love.” His first words are soft and slow. I scoot closer. He tries to lift his hand to touch me but it won’t obey. He panics and tests his body for control but it doesn’t respond so he searches for my eyes. Instantly, peace floods his face.

			“I know you.” He smiles. “You are my life.”

			“You’re mine too.”

			“Why are you crying, love?”

			“Because I love you.”

			“You’re my life.”

			I remember Corbin’s words about how some wake up from Versed. Here is Aiden’s essence, uninhibited.

			“No tears, love. I live for your smile.” His words are garbled. He reaches for me, too weak against his inert body mass. Before fear assaults him again, I place my hand in his. He sighs like he does when we make love.

			“I love you,” he slurs. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

			“I love you too.”

			He fades in and out several times, going from confusion and panic to peace when he sees me. The more he wakes, the more loopy his grin. I lean in slowly and kiss his lips. He watches me in bliss.

			But slowly, his eyes start to change and recede. And then I see them: the tectonic plates start shifting. Something is trying to break through.

			“Aiden, stay with me. Please.”

			The moment I say please, anguish twists his face. His body contorts in the fetal position, as if in physical pain. He shuts his eyes and starts shuddering. A guttural groan builds in his chest until it changes into broken words.

			“No! No! Elisa! No!” Over and over and over…

			Benson and Corbin enter the fray but he won’t let them touch him. He’s not violent. He’s breaking. He grips his forehead with both hands, his fingers vising his skull like he wants to rip it off.

			“He’s just remembering the last thing before the sedative. Damn, that’s quick,” Corbin explains, but I barely hear him because in Aiden’s beloved face, for the first time, I see tears. They stream from his scrunched eyes.

			I leap to my feet and step closer but Benson and Corbin swarm around me. I push them away and take Aiden in my arms. He says I calm him. He needs that now.

			“Aiden? Love? I’m okay. Look at me, baby.” I repeat the words many times, trying not to say please. The sobs ease at the sound of my voice until they become just tremors. When he opens his eyes, they’re ravaged. He tries to get out of my hold but I tuck his head into my neck and cover him with my body. My smell, my voice—all of me. The tremors become twitches and slow down.

			“Extraordinary!” Corbin’s voice breathes somewhere behind me.

			I ignore science and hold Aiden tighter. From the corner of my eye, I see Corbin and Benson slip out.

			I whisper to Aiden words that mean something to us alone. He starts talking too. At first, it’s only two words, over and over again. I’m sorry. I’m sorry. Then the words turn venomous as he eviscerates himself in my ear.

			“Elisa, go. Leave. Be happy. Even if illegal, you’ll lack for nothing. Just go. Go.”

			“I’m not going anywhere. I love you.”

			“You have to. Leave me because I can’t leave you. I can’t, Elisa. I can’t do it. End this. End me—”

			I cover his mouth with my hand. “Don’t ever say that. You’re the best—the reason I’m me again.”

			But the more I speak, the more I’m losing him. He jerks out of my hand.

			“Elisa, what if Benson hadn’t been there? You’re hurt. You’ll see the bruises and you’ll hate me. I will hate me even more than I already do.”

			“It was an accident, love.”

			“It was almost your death.”

			I can’t hear any more. I stand up and take his phone from the nightstand, scrolling for the name.

			“Aiden Hale, you listen to me right now. If you insist on this self-sacrifice, I’ll call your mum. Then I’ll call Jazz and the others—I know they’re at the cabin.”

			He looks at my finger on Stella’s name and closes his eyes. “How can I keep you after this? Why would you stay?”

			I want to say “because I have hope” and “because I love you” but he won’t accept that. There’s only one thing he will accept right now.

			“Because you owe me.”

			His eyes fling open—specks of turquoise against midnight. It’s wrenching my insides to feed his guilt but it’s the only way.

			“I’d do anything for you.”

			“I only want one thing.” Well, that’s not technically true. “One thing you’ve already promised. You’ll start seeing Doctor Corbin every day. I don’t care if you have to stop working and we have to live in a hut or if we have to move to the Middle East for you to face this. You will be in his office for as many hours as it takes, and you will do what he says. So this doesn’t happen ever again.”

			He nods before I finish. “I will. Now please, go. You’ll be safe. I’ll find the witnesses. I’ll build you your own lab. Just go.” His voice is gaining its natural hard cadence.

			“No!”

			Somehow—defying drugs and biology—he sits up straight. His movements are jerky but swift. Right leg off the bed, then left, then straighten spine. By the time Benson and Corbin storm into the room, Aiden stands ramrod straight as though he’s never fallen.

			I, on the other hand, am frozen to the bed.

			“Elisa.” He swallows like my name is a shard of glass. “Please go home!”

			“This is my home.”

			“I need you to leave.”

			“I’m not going anywhere. You’ll have to drag me out by my hair.”

			He flinches, scrunching his eyes shut as though the image blinded him. When he opens them, he’s not looking at me. He is looking at his iPhone still in my hands. I clutch it to my chest—there’s no way he will wrestle it out of my death grip.

			His lips press together. “Benson,” his voice cuts across the room. “Your phone.”

			“Aiden—” Corbin interjects but Aiden puts up his hand, eyes on Benson.

			“Please call Javier Solis. Tell him everything I did to her and have him come pick her up. Now.”

			“No!” I cry out. Javier will go mental. He will fight Aiden. And Aiden will let him win.

			Benson’s eyes dart to me once, then back at Aiden. He squares his mammoth shoulders. “I cannot do that, sir,” he says very quietly.

			For a millisecond, Aiden’s eyes widen as though he has never heard these words from Benson—or anyone else—before. Then his forehead locks and his jaw flexes.

			“I beg your pardon?” he says between his teeth, his voice so cold that my teeth start chattering.

			No one breathes. Except Corbin.

			“Aiden, Elisa is right.” His voice is very calm. “She has a stake in this too.” He takes a step closer to Aiden—within his radius now. “Sending her away won’t separate you, and you know that,” he coaxes gently. “Remember what you said in your email to me?”

			Aiden’s eyes release Benson and fix on Corbin. Barely a blink passes between patient and doctor but I know in that blink that I’ve won. That he won’t kick me out—at least not today. I’d gladly give a limb or all four to know what the email said.

			“You shouldn’t make any big decisions within seventy-two hours of Versed anyway,” Corbin tacks on casually. “We’ll reevaluate then. Now, I’d like to examine you, though from the way you’re firing, your brain is giving Versed a run for its money.”

			Aiden’s eyes sweep over us. He knows there’s a coup d’état—no matter how unspoken—and he knows there is nothing he can do about it. Not for another seventy-two hours. I shiver. What will he do then? Will Corbin talk him into reason? Or will he revert back to this Aiden, seventy-two times stronger?

			“Benson.” His voice whips out. “We have witnesses to find.”

			Benson’s shoulders relax. “Yes, sir. I’ve added Rockwell to the search party.”

			With one nod from Aiden, Benson strides to the door. He looks at me before he turns the corner. Thank you, I mouth. He winks and marches down the hall, Corbin behind him.

			A deep silence falls over the bedroom. Aiden gazes at me, as though this is the look he had saved for last. There is something so final about that look that I run to him, almost crashing into his chest.

			He steps back and his right hand—the one that attacked me—flies behind his back. I freeze in terror. Is he never going to touch me again? Best not to start on that right now.

			“Please, don’t call Javier,” I say. “Or Reagan. This is just between you and me. No one else.”

			He nods. “Call Bob. Tell him we’ll look for other witnesses first.”

			Despite my terror, the words gush out of my mouth, ardent and breathy. “Thank you!”

			His eyes soften, roaming over my jawline and throat as is their habit when he needs peace the most. But then he notices his dog tag and frowns.

			“I snooped,” I mumble, looking down at my bare feet. “And, umm, I also read your letter. I’m sorry. I have a serious problem, I think.”

			I can’t help but peek at his face. His lips, his cheeks, his beautiful brow twist as though they want to lift into a smile but cannot. Instead, his eyes deepen—become bottomless—like they’re extracting every particle from this moment.

			“You can’t snoop what’s already yours,” he whispers.

			I smile, swallowing back tears. “I finally know the truth about Byron now. I didn’t think I could love you more, but I do.” I rise on my tiptoes to kiss him but he leans away.

			“Lack of love was never our problem, Elisa.”

			He nods once and sweeps out of the room. I watch the spot where he stood. The tears I was fighting spill through so violently that I can’t make a sound.

			You hear that love is strong, love is kind. But love does not fight wars, does not write laws, does not change them. As to these earthly needs, love is impotent.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Nine

			American Beauty

			I know where I am before I open my eyes. Bed, the glass door open, a cool breeze wafting in with the scent of freshly dug earth. And the cinnamon-sandalwood-and-Aiden fragrance around me. I equate it with being awake in every sense of the word. Even if terrified.

			Today is his first day Versed-free.

			I lie very still on my side, preparing for anything—from “Elisa, Cora has packed your clothes”, to “Elisa, police are outside to take you to prison”.

			Aiden blows along my neck, and my muscles relax fractionally. This is normal for the last three days. Then I tense again. But utterly abnormal for him. His touch has vanished completely. In its place are only these soft gusts of breath that leave me bereft.

			“You’re up,” I say a little late.

			“As are you.”

			I roll over to look at him. He is on top of the covers, curled around me without contact, already dressed in frayed jeans and a black T-shirt. The purple circles under his bottomless eyes are deeper. The stubble is thicker, longer, and the dimple is gone.

			“Morning kiss, evening bliss, my mum used to say,” I whisper and kiss him. My lips barely brush against his before he pulls away. But for that one nanosecond of touching, we both shiver.

			“They’re delivering Marshall’s tree soon, and your roses. I’ll start the sprinklers,” he says and blows out of bed and onto the patio before I can blink.

			I stumble up, ignoring the sharp aches in my arm and back. Who cares about bruises when your insides burn this way?

			I flit out of bed and into his closet to find something to camouflage the livid purple-and-blue patches on my skin. It’s easier at night—I can just wear long-sleeve T-shirts and flannel pajamas. But in seventy-five degree weather? Ah, yes, leggings and Aiden’s shirt from the painting. Then I can still feel like he is touching me. I slide them on and run out on the patio, lest he disappear.

			He is sitting at the wrought-iron table, fingers pressed into his temples, shoulders hunched, empty eyes trained unblinking on the horizon. Like someone is siphoning his soul. The sight makes me shiver.

			When he hears me, he stands and arranges his face into a semblance of human features.

			“Cora bought you some more clotted cream.” He pushes a beautiful breakfast tray toward me. “Eat something. I’ll start digging the hole for the tree.” He leaps casually over the patio stairs and charges across the lawn without another glance.

			“Have you eaten?” I call after him. He doesn’t answer.

			The sun fades and a chill seeps through my skin.

			“Aiden!” His name bursts from my lips.

			He turns, and I notice that even for that fleeting instant he looked away from me, his face aged again. “Yes?”

			I try to remember how to smile. “I love you.”

			His empty eyes become—impossibly—more still. “I love you too,” he says without any intonation and stalks to the farthest edge of the yard.

			I shiver again. Isaac Newton was wrong. Not all bodies at rest, stay at rest. There are bodies—torn, ravaged-from-within bodies—that shudder in stillness, perhaps even in death.

			I wobble to the table where my tray is waiting. The same as our first morning. Cream, scones, orange marmalade, eggs, bacon, Baci… I pick at a scone, tossing most of it for the bluebirds, unable to look away from Aiden.

			He rips weeds along the perimeter almost violently. Fast, like a hurricane. His shoulders ripple with movement and tension. He picks up a shovel and starts digging. I listen to the chirps, scurries and flutters he leaves in his wake. The sound of life that goes on without visas, wars or accidents.

			I jump when his iPhone buzzes next to my tray. I peek at the screen, dreading words like “Prison”, “ICE”, or “Isaac Newton”. But no. Just a reminder for Aiden’s meeting with Corbin later this afternoon. They have been locked up in one of the guest rooms every day for hours. Shutters closed.

			The phone vibrates again—Hendrix.

			“Aiden,” I call out. “Hendrix is calling you.”

			He nods and digs faster.

			The phone stops buzzing but before I can force down another scone crumb, it vibrates again. This one freezes the air solid. Casa Solis.

			I watch the number on the screen, unable to move a finger. How can I possibly answer this call? What could I say that wouldn’t be a lie or horror? They’ll know immediately from my voice that something is wrong. I can’t tell them. It would be a huge betrayal of Aiden. And another worry for the Solises.

			My stomach twists so sharply that I almost deposit my breakfast in the blackberry bushes. I sense Aiden’s gaze on my face so I compose a smile and wave. He turns to his hole, digging his way to Australia.

			The iPhone buzzes again. A text this time.

			Hendrix: Storm! Answer!

			I leap to my feet—suddenly unable to tolerate anything. Our silence, their insistence and above all, the distance from Aiden. I march across the yard, careful not to trample the wildflowers.

			“The whole world wants you,” I say when I reach him. “Not that I blame them.”

			His cheeks are slightly flushed—the only sign of life in the otherwise hollowed face. He drops the shovel, takes the phone without a word and reads the text. The bottomless eyes deepen. But instead of answering, he tosses the phone on the grass and starts ripping some thistles.

			I put my hand gently on his arm. “Aiden, love, they’re worried about you. Maybe just a line to say you’re…busy?”

			He tears a dock weed off its roots.

			“Why don’t you go see them for a few days? Corbin said it might help. I’ll be okay back here.” I keep my voice calm even though the idea of not seeing him now—even for an hour—rips me apart more than any attack he could deliver on man or weed.

			He takes a deep breath and finally looks at me. “I want to comb through the list of potential witnesses first.”

			“Any leads?” My voice trembles.

			His muscles flex—the way they would if his arms were around me. “We’ll find one.”

			That burns through my composure. I launch myself into his chest, craving his…everything. Maybe he can’t resist comforting me or maybe he craves this too; whatever it is—for the first time in three days—he doesn’t push me away. He cradles me gently in his arms.

			My body responds with violence. Blood rushes to my skin, heart crashes against my ribs and the shivers become vibrations. I lock all muscles in place—afraid my desperation will drive him away—and rest my head on his chest. There’s more Aiden than sandalwood. I close my eyes and inhale deeply. He shudders and his breathing picks up. Like mine.

			From somewhere outside our bubble, I hear another bloody buzz. I tighten my hold on Aiden but it’s too late. The spell is broken.

			He drops his arms—my skin throbs at his absence—and picks up the phone from the grass. I’m about to rip it off his hand and toss it in the blackberry bushes but Aiden’s face derails me. The V appears between his eyebrows. Aiden doesn’t frown when he sees numbers—he always remembers them. I glare at the screen. A 253 area code.

			“Who’s that?” I hiss.

			“Not sure.” He picks up with his usual “Aiden Hale” and darts across the yard toward the house. Without a word. Without a touch.

			The chills return, and tears I didn’t know I was holding spill over. Every cell misses substance. With every hour his hands are not on me, I turn ghostly. After all, isn’t this what makes ghosts, ghosts? Inability to touch them?

			* * * * *

			By the time Rose City Nursery has delivered Marshall’s Douglas-fir seedling and fourteen rose bushes, the tears have stopped, even if the chills haven’t. Aiden has not resurfaced from Benson’s office—he no longer uses the library, it has been sealed shut—so I stalk him there. Gardening has worked for us before. Maybe it will help now too?

			I come to a skidding stop outside the closed door, ready to pound it off its hinges, but Aiden’s voice halts my fist in the air. It’s no longer even and detached. His timbre is energized, firing commands in its usual efficient hardness. Did I really find this cadence intimidating? Now, it sounds like music.

			“Yes, we know about it… I’m sorry, I have another call waiting. Goodbye… Glenda, send copies to the lawyers and Congressman Kirschner. Transfer me to Sartain now. Yes, General, Aiden Hale…will this be enough?… Well, I’m calling in that favor now… That’s all I can ask. Goodbye… Benson, finish the rest as discussed… No outs.”

			A slam on a desk. Then silence.

			Bloody hell! I pound on the door with both my fists. “Aiden! It’s m—”

			The door wrenches open. “Elisa? Are you okay?”

			I open my mouth but his face mutes my words. It’s still hollowed, but for a faint flicker of light in his eyes. Like someone has lit a candle upstairs.

			“Is everything okay?” I gasp. “I heard you talking to Sartain.”

			He steps aside to let me in. I don’t have enough presence of mind to look around Benson’s office. I just register a dizzying number of screens, computers and furniture. Their blurry contours disappear when Aiden closes the door and takes my hand.

			“Elisa, baby, take a seat.” His voice is urgent, and beautiful. He guides me to a swivel chair but I can’t breathe. He called me baby again. And he touched me. Is that a good sign? Or bad?

			He takes the other swivel chair in front me. “Breathe, Elisa. It’s good news, I hope.” He blows on my face. “I think we have a witness. Someone who knows about Feign’s fraud and is willing to testify.”

			His words are slow but every cell starts vibrating with life. I’m afraid to feel it. It will finish me this time if I lose it again.

			“Really?”

			“Yes.”

			“Who?”

			“A client Feign defrauded a while ago.”

			“What about Javier? The witness doesn’t know about him, does he?”

			Aiden shakes his head. “He won’t implicate Javier. If anything, he’ll help him.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Positive.”

			“Will this satisfy the DOJ? Will it make them stop before they get to me?”

			Aiden’s hand squeezes mine—my skin bursts into flames. “I’ve sent the info to Bob. We’ll know more in a couple of days, love.”

			His sentences are muffled by that one big word. “You called me love again.”

			“You’ll always be my love.” His voice is so finite that my chest starts convulsing. This witness doesn’t change anything between us, does it?

			“What about the last few days?” I breathe.

			His right hand flies behind his back and his jaw flexes. “Love doesn’t change the last few days.”

			I turn the words in my head. They sound backward. “You won’t kick me out?” I verify in unambiguous English.

			The light dims in his eyes. “Not until you want to leave.”

			“That will never happen.”

			The flicker of light goes out. Abruptly, almost with an audible click. The void it leaves behind in his face is staggering. His features fold into a veil of desolation—utterly empty and barren. The change is so drastic that I gasp and cup his face like my fingers will shoot life into it.

			“I will never leave you. I love you. Always,” I say with force.

			He nods as, inch by inch, he brings his face back under control and tries to lighten his voice. “Did I hear a truck and some marching orders about where the roses should be delivered?”

			I keep my hands on his face. “Kiss me.”

			But I don’t wait. I lunge at him—fingers pulling his hair like hooks, arms vising his face, legs gripping his hips. So forceful is my attack that the chair tilts and he gasps, giving my tongue an in. Ah, his taste!

			It takes a few strokes of tongue before I realize that the gentle hold on my shoulders is actually a push. I press myself into him further but he leans away, tipping up my face.

			“No, love.” His voice is low.

			“Please?” I whisper, trying to hold my body together. I don’t know if it’s trembles or dry sobs.

			His jaw flexes in inner battle. When he speaks, his voice is back to even. “I miss it too. More than you know. But it’s no longer right.”

			“It’s always right between us, Aiden.”

			He blows on my lips once and—before I can blink, breathe or mount another attack—holds out his hand for me.

			“We have a tree to plant,” he says.

			* * * * *

			Aiden surveys the crimson rose bushes scattered along the tilled perimeter in a perfect half circle. They’re already in bloom. Marshall’s fir stands sentinel across from us, the first tree before the forest starts.

			“Douglas-fir?” Aiden asks as we traipse across the lawn.

			“Yes. I thought it was a good choice for him. Tall, strong and always green.”

			I ruffle the needles as we reach the young sapling. It’s only as tall as me now but, with time, it may reach up to three hundred feet.

			Aiden reaches out a steady hand, grips the slender trunk and shakes it gently.

			“Thank you,” he says with a strong, leashed emotion. “It suits him.”

			I lean my head on his shoulder. “He’ll be around for a long time.” Like Lady Clare, I can’t call Marshall’s fir an “it”.

			He nods and his eyes roam over the rose bushes. “Why fourteen?” he asks.

			“One for each of our family members.”

			Aiden swallows and a crease deepens where his dimple used to be. “Not English roses?”

			“No. American Beauty.”

			He turns to face me, his body close. So very close. The flicker of light I saw earlier gleams again in his eyes. I rest my head on his chest.

			“I thought it made sense to start our garden this way. Then we can add later…” For a little Peter. Or a little Clare.

			If he hears the unspoken future, he doesn’t comment. But he does wrap his arms gently around me. I stand still not to ruin it.

			“It’s beautiful,” he murmurs.

			“Like you.”

			And I’ve ruined it.

			He drops his arms, muscles tensing, and picks up Marshall. “Come on, put on your gloves. Are you wearing sunscreen?”

			“Yes,” I grumble. Who cares about sunburn when the rest of me is blazing already?

			He marches to the hole he dug earlier and bends to lower Marshall in.

			“Wait! Wait!” I call, chasing after him. “Just a second, give me your phone!”

			The V appears between his eyebrows but he reaches in his pocket and hands me his iPhone.

			I tap and scroll until I find what I want. “I think we need some music for this.”

			He frowns but then his forehead locks in understanding. His posture tenses as though bracing for impact. The tectonic plates shift for the first time in the last three days. He gives me a swift, jerky nod. I grip his hand and wait as his eyes roam my face. The instant they lighten to turquoise, I tap the screen and turn up the volume.

			“Well, I got a woman,” Ray Charles booms into the air.

			Aiden’s breathing picks up, his shoulders ripple, but he doesn’t look away from me. I lean into his chest, wrapping my arms around him as, atom by atom, the tension leaves his body and he sighs.

			“You did it,” I murmur, wiping my tears inconspicuously on his T-shirt.

			By the time the song finishes, Aiden pulls away. I think he’s about to silence the iTunes but he taps the screen and Ray starts all over again. He rests the phone on the grass and, together, with synchronous movements, we lower Marshall into the ground. Big hands, small hands, tilling my own piece of land, covering the roots until the fir stands on his own.

			“Grow well, Marshall,” I whisper, shuffling his needles.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty

			Allegiance

			“Elisa! Elisa! Baby, wake up!” Aiden’s voice is urgent in my ear, his hand shaking my shoulder gently.

			I jolt up, my heart racing.

			“What? Aiden, what’s wrong?”

			“Nothing’s wrong, love. Here, Bob wants to talk to you.” He shoves his phone into my hand but my fingers are shaking so badly that it drops on the covers twice. Finally, I grip it along with the sheet and press it to my pounding ear.

			“Hello?” My voice is in shreds.

			“Elisa, Bob here.” His voice echoes in the bedroom, and I realize he’s on speaker.

			“Yes?” I clutch Aiden’s hand.

			“Did Mr. Hale tell you about the witness?”

			“Yes, he said you’d let us know?”

			“Yes. Well, I think we have an out, dear. I just got a call from the DOJ. They’ve reviewed the evidence and have put the investigation on pause. They feel they have enough to prosecute Feign.”

			“Really?” My voice is going to shatter the glass wall.

			“Yes. Obviously they don’t disclose witness names but I got the substance of the testimony. It incriminates Feign enough to charge him.”

			“What about my friend? Was there anything there about him?”

			“No, dear, but of course, if other clients come forward or the state wants to push maximum sentence, they may rehash it. But by then, hopefully, you’ll have your green card and you can protect your friend.”

			I try to fight the warmth on my skin before I lose everything again. “What do we do next?”

			“We need to file today and expedite the process in case they pick up again.” Bob’s voice cracks in excitement. It’s not until I hear that note that I start thawing.

			“Elisa?”

			“Yes?”

			“I won’t congratulate you yet but—with crossed fingers—welcome to the United States.”

			I listen but I don’t hear. I look but I don’t see. The world falls silent and disappears. An aura of life starts from the soles of my feet and soars to my eyes, incandescent. Then I see her. A little girl with purple eyes and black hair, one hand in her father’s and one in her mum’s in an English rose garden. They lift her up and she giggles. Our eyes meet. Through my tears, she blinks and smiles. Her face changes in slow motion over the years, within reach now, eye to eye. I smile back as she becomes me. This is what dreams are made of. This one belongs to me.

			“Elisa, are you there?”

			The rose garden disappears. “Yes.”

			“The application is ready. Come to my office at four and we’ll sign and seal.” Bob’s joy jolts through the phone and suddenly, the purest laughter I remember bursts from my lips.

			I don’t recognize the girl jumping up and down, squealing, bouncing on the bed, and running in circles around Aiden’s bedroom, into his closet, down the hall and back. Amidst the screaming, I hear Bob ordering me not to get into any accidents or commit any misdemeanors before four o’clock.

			When he hangs up, I scream some more while ringing Javier and Reagan but neither picks up. I toss the phone across the room and launch myself at Aiden, tackling him to the bed, laughing and kissing every inch I can find.

			“Thank you!” I squeal between kisses. “Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!”

			For the first time in the last six days, he smiles. No sound, no dimple, but still a smile.

			“I love you,” I say. My desire is cellular. Not just for his skin or the exterior that contains his soul. I want him inside out.

			I expect him to push me away but he doesn’t. There’s indecision in his face but he surrenders with a groan. It’s been too long since he’s kissed me like this. He rolls with me on the bed until his body covers mine and everything that’s not him disappears.

			He kisses me in places old and new. The top of my head, along my hairline, my eyelids, temple, eyebrows, nose, cheeks, jawline, throat. Slow like whispers. As if he’s determined to kiss every millimeter of my body. At the realization, I make a decision. It’s time.

			“Kiss me here,” I whisper, pointing to the center of my forehead.

			His eyes widen and he shakes his head. “Elisa, no—”

			“Yes. I want you to,” I say with conviction.

			He watches me for a long moment, then cups my face with both hands. Slowly, he breathes on my forehead like I did with his scar. I shiver but not in pain. I shiver with pleasure. Then light, like butterfly wings, his lips brush on my forehead once. Somewhere deep, I feel the past sealing.

			I bring his mouth to mine and kiss him. Hard and fast like the new life ahead is not long enough. He groans and, abruptly, sits back on his heels. He watches me with burning eyes. That flicker of light is blazing there, strong and wild. Then he grips the hem of my T-shirt and peels it off in one move.

			I tense. The bruises!

			The snap of his teeth is audible. For a long moment, he is frozen, tension ripping through his body, hands in fists, teeth gnashing, eyes burning.

			My first instinct is to cover myself but he bends over me, blowing a gentle gust of breath on my face. Then, slowly, he leans closer to the bruise on my arm. He blows on it too. Like he’s trying to chase it away.

			He kisses every contour of his grip, every patch where I slammed against the door. His lips flutter over my skin, across my ribs and to my hips. He peels off the rest of my clothes and rolls me gently on my belly, as he kisses and blows across my shoulders, down my spine. The bruises are swarthy there too. His lips don’t stop. When we’re face-to-face again, there is no part of me he hasn’t kissed and consumed with his eyes. His body covers mine, a balm to my skin.

			“Look at me,” he whispers, his voice strangled in my ear.

			Our eyes meet as he slides inside me. I welcome him in spasmodic tremor. He buries his face in my hair, covering every inch of me, and starts moving with slow, deep thrusts. I’m lost in Aiden. He’s all I can smell, feel, touch, taste, see. He picks up his hard rhythm—my body molds to him instantly, and I come the only way I know how. Fully and for him alone.

			He doesn’t stop. His heart’s craggy rhythm magnifies in my ears as he beats in and out of me. I come again but he keeps going. Like I want him to. No words, only sharp tempests of breath over my skin. He finds my lips. Mouth to mouth, we come at the same time with a violent shudder.

			In the afterstorm, he lies with his head on my chest as I cradle him in my arms and legs, playing with his hair. I don’t know for how long—time has stopped having meaning. No more clocks, days, months. Only this road ahead of us that, despite the bruises, from where I’m lying, looks long and beautiful.

			At length, his breathing steadies.

			“Since this worked out, I think I’ll go stay with the guys at the cabin for a while.” His voice is still husky.

			In the depths of my body, two things happen: a chill prickles at the base of my spine and the warm ember kindles between my lungs. “Good. You’ve earned a real vacation since I ruined it in every way.”

			“You’ve ruined nothing.”

			“How long will you stay?”

			“Not long.”

			“When are you leaving?”

			He inhales behind my ear and kisses my throat. “A few more hours.”

			I lock my arms and legs tightly around him. I’ll miss him like air but he needs this.

			* * * * *

			“Be safe,” Aiden says as Benson stows his suitcase—a reassuringly small weekender—in a navy-and-white Bell 430 helicopter with HALE HOLDINGS printed across its fuselage.

			I force a smile but the chills are returning. “I miss you already,” I say, walking into his arms. They wrap around me tightly.

			“Don’t worry,” he murmurs in my hair. “You’ll get over it in a couple of hours.”

			“Not funny.”

			For an instant, his eyes shift. It’s too fast before they still again, gleaming with a new focus. More intent—the way one might gaze to decipher something on the horizon.

			“Benson will be around,” he says. “If you need something, tell him. Promise?”

			“Promise.” I melt to his chest.

			To my surprise, he tilts my face up and kisses me hard. This kiss is hungry like the one this morning. And it sweeps me off my feet like our first one. I fist my fingers in his hair but he releases me too soon.

			“I love you,” he says with unblinking eyes.

			“I love you too.”

			He kisses my forehead and tears himself from my grip. With an odd, stern look at Benson, he climbs agilely inside the Bell 430.

			“Semper fidelis, Aiden,” I call as Benson closes the door and signs to the pilot—a Jean-Luc Picard look-alike—some aviation gesture.

			As the Bell lifts Aiden to the heavens, a warm gust of air floats from my mouth as though chasing after him. Biologically, I know it’s just a breath but the instant it leaves me, I feel empty. Adrift. So maybe it’s not just breath. Maybe it’s the soul.

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifty-One

			The Free and The Brave

			They say it takes the soul time to catch up with the body. It lags behind motions, schedules, intents, means. Mine is still chasing after Aiden as I burst through the door of my apartment to pick up my passport for Bob.

			Reagan comes running down the hall in her LONDON CALLING T-shirt.

			“Isa, what the hell are you doing here?”

			I launch myself at her. “Oh, Reg, I tried calling you. Bob’s finished! We’re clear!”

			It takes a moment to sink in. Then she squeals in a way that is dangerous for eardrums and pulls me into a tight hug. We start jumping on the spot, breaking into a dance, until we run out of breath and simply hold each other.

			Eventually, we skip arm in arm to my room so that I can pick up my passport and go back to Benson, who is waiting outside, looking rather tense.

			“What about Javier? Can you sign after you see him?”

			“I tried calling him, too, but he didn’t pick up. I’ll go there right after.” I start wondering whether I should tell her about the whole Feign mess but she yanks my elbow.

			“What did you say?” Her voice is low, as though she heard blasphemy.

			“I tried calling him. He’s probably working. What, Reagan?”

			Reagan’s face drains of color.

			“You don’t know.” Her whisper trembles and her hands start shaking.

			“Know what?” But suddenly, I don’t want to hear her answer. My spine shivers and I want to cover my ears. She takes my hand.

			“Isa.” She swallows hard. “They caught him.”

			My body dissolves at her words. No ears left to puncture or heart to implode. Only my mind as it delivers a blow.

			Are you Elisa Snow? Daughter of Peter and Clare Snow?… There’s been an accident…an accident…an accident…

			“Isa!” Reagan’s arms break my fall. “Sweetie, how did you not know?”

			Miss Snow?… No, catch her…her head… Miss Snow? Look at me… In the ambulance. Now… She’s bleeding.

			“Isa? No! Look at me. Not that look. It’s not the same. Isa, listen to me.” Someone is shaking me. I try to see past the ambulance lights and the January night but the sirens blast a crack in reality. The shaking gets worse. Something sharp strikes across my cheek. The biting sting brings Reagan into focus, as I realize she just slapped me.

			“Reagan!” I grip her soft hands.

			“I know, sweetie. He was caught early Friday morning. Maria and I tried calling you at Aiden’s. He said you knew about it. How is that possible?”

			Sirens blare. Red lights spin. Dark, light, dark… Reagan’s hands are a vise around my fingers. She repeats slowly. Friday morning. Aiden said we knew. Another sound joins the sirens. Aiden talking on the phone,“yes we know about it”. An earlier unknown phone call in the backyard. A 253 area code. Aiden’s answer as he darts away from me.

			I have no senses left so whatever is still alive finds a sixth one. A sort of see-feel, more conscious than instinct and more subliminal than thought. It mutes the sirens.

			“Reagan, where’s Javier right now?”

			“At the Tacoma Northwest Detention Center. His bond hearing is at one thirty. I was just about to head over there. That’s why I was shocked you were here.”

			“What is Tacoma’s area code?” Of all the questions that will never be answered, and the ones that will, this is the threshold that decides my next step. Did Aiden really know and why did he lie?

			“Two five three,” Reagan reads from her phone.

			The room tilts and the sirens wail again. I dial Javier from Reagan’s phone, hoping against all evidence that this is all a mistake. A huge, terrible mistake.

			You’ve reached Harvey. Leave a message.

			“Maria said they take away their phones.” Reagan’s voice is hushed as she caresses my hair.

			“They get one phone call when they’re caught. Sometimes, a second if they can’t get through.”

			“That’s all?” Reagan’s horror doesn’t touch me. I’ve lived this reality for four years.“What about lawyers? Visitation rights?”

			“No right to a lawyer. Undocumented families can’t visit because they’re afraid they’ll get deported.” Of course, ICE doesn’t tell them that. This is communal wisdom from broken families.

			“So he’s all alone? That’s why Maria can’t go to the hearing?” Reagan covers her mouth with her hand.

			“He’s alone.”

			The words erase my bedroom. A sterile endless corridor reeking of ethanol, formaldehyde and something putrid stretches before me.

			You can’t see them, Miss Snow…stop her…she hit her head on the pavement, fainted.

			“Is it like jail?”

			“Yes.”

			“But it’s not a crime.” Reagan has no volume. Her face is white and her lips thin.

			“I know.”

			“What are the conditions like?”

			I shake my head. Should she know the stories? Suddenly, although she’s holding me, I’m protecting her. She’ll see the dark soon enough. I grip her hand as I ring Casa Solis.

			Maria answers but she doesn’t sound like Maria. Her voice is a shadow of sound too ephemeral to be called a whisper. “¡Amorcita! You in Tacoma? Tell him I’m there corazón y alma. Tell him I’ll set a plate at dinner every night.”

			“I’ll tell him, Maria. Did someone turn him in?” Is this the DOJ? Feign? But why?

			“I don’t know. The guard said they were waiting down the street around six in the morning as he headed to work.”

			Someone must have reported him. That’s too exact a time and location for ICE to be there accidentally. “And the girls?”

			“They don’t know.”

			“Good. Don’t tell them. Today is his bond hearing, he may still be released until the removal trial.”

			It’s highly unlikely. For Javier to be released on bond, the judge needs to decide he’s not a flight risk. With a paralyzed father and four sisters, Javier looks exactly like someone who would leave and not return for his trial. But Maria doesn’t need that reminder.

			When she hangs up, I turn to Reagan. “Let’s go.”

			“What about your signing?”

			“I have until four. Tacoma is an hour away. Drive like hell, Reagan.”

			“Maybe we should call Aiden? Maybe he can get him a lawyer or be a witness or something? I still don’t understand why you didn’t know.”

			I do. Aiden got the call Friday morning and didn’t tell me. I’m sickened to think of the reasons. To protect me? Or to make me hate him and leave him? You’ll get over it in a couple of hours, he said.

			We sprint out of the apartment, the door slamming behind us. Benson is leaning against the Rover. When he sees me, he straightens in a rigid way. Is this why Aiden gave him a stern look earlier?

			“Did he know?” I ask, hoping I’m missing something. I cannot hear my voice but Benson must because he hesitates and purses his lips. Reluctantly, he nods.

			“Why didn’t he tell me?” I know this question is not for Benson but I can’t stop it. He presses his lips tightly like he cannot speak.

			I have been violent once. Four years ago as they strapped me to a gurney. Whatever triggers the savage fires now. Anger strikes inexorably across miles, and finds him in his log cabin. The entire U.S. Marine Corps won’t be enough to save him when I see him. Impotent for release, anger expands. The epicenter envelops his cabin. The shock waves unleash me on his Rover. I start kicking it but Reagan yanks me back from my waist.

			No…let me see them…one last time…maybe they’re still warm… Please…let me say goodbye.

			* * * * *

			We get in Reagan’s MINI. I expect Benson to stop me but he doesn’t. He simply steps back, his face blank, as the tires screech on the pavement.

			“Isa, can you explain the process? How the hell does it work?”

			“Well, he could depart voluntarily but Javier will never do that with the women and Antonio behind. He’ll fight if he can because he’s their main support. So today the judge decides if he should be released on bond. Then, they set a removal hearing in a few weeks where they decide if he has any legal basis to stay. Chances that he wins are very low. Then, they ship him off and he cannot return for ten years.”

			Reagan’s profanities fill the car as it speeds over the black asphalt. At the immigration courthouse, we file through the security guards. Weapons? No. Illegal substances? My family. Intent to harm the U.S.? No. Passport? Not American? No. Why are you here? To live.

			The guard hands me to another, who pats me down. Numb as I am, I feel the hands more, not less. Reagan does not get patted down. They smile at her differently. You’re one of us. She doesn’t smile back.

			The courtroom for Javier’s hearing is sterile. American flags. Wooden chairs. The judge’s bench. One table for ICE, one for Javier. Twenty-nine days ago, a similar room crushed me. Today, I could demolish it with my heart alone. I fix my eyes on the clock on the wall, waiting. 1:16, 1:20, 1:21.

			The double doors in the back of the courtroom open. My knees give out.

			Javier wears an orange jumpsuit. An armed officer follows him inches behind. Javier’s head is down and he takes small steps. His skin is pallid despite its sienna beauty. For the first time in my life, I see him with a thick, dark stubble.

			I stand as he comes closer. He looks up at me with hollowed eyes. His face is haggard; his lips chapped. I stumble forward to hold him but the officer —Bailey, his tag says—slips between us.

			“No contact with detainees, ma’am.” Bailey holds out his hand. “Please step away.”

			I ignore Bailey and keep my eyes on Javier’s. “I’m here. Corazón y alma.”

			He’ll know it’s from Maria. And from me. Bailey drags him to the table. In minutes, a sharply dressed man strides in with a leather briefcase. Lawyer. I expect him to take ICE’s table but he sits by Javier. How did Javier get a sharply dressed lawyer? Maybe Aiden? The emptiness inside vibrates with something like life.

			“Mr. Solis, Christopher Benetto with the law firm Benetto and Briggs. I apologize I couldn’t meet you at the detention center. I was getting the details on your case.”

			Benetto scans the courtroom. His eyes rest briefly on Reagan and me. He and Javier whisper ear to ear away from Bailey. After some hushed conversation, Benetto strides toward us.

			“Miss Snow, Miss Starr, are you both documented?”

			“Yes, sir. I’m on my grace period, Reagan is a citizen.”

			“Good. Listen. It’s imperative that you don’t say anything during the hearing. Sometimes families and friends speak up but that does more harm than good. Particularly if you know something that could hurt him.” As he says the last words, Benetto looks straight at me. I know what he is not saying. Javier has worked illegally and I am a witness. If I speak up and ICE questions me under oath, I could harm Javier.

			“Did someone turn him in?” I try to speak normally but my voice comes out in whooshy wisps of air.

			“Yes. ICE got an anonymous tip. It must have been someone who knew when and where Javier would be.”

			“Was it the DOJ? They’ve been investigating a few things,” I suggest.

			Reagan raises an eyebrow at this news but I squeeze her hand. There will be time to tell later.

			Benetto shakes his head. “No, I checked. They seem to have closed the investigation and are starting Feign’s prosecution. The tip came from somewhere else—before the DOJ closed the file.”

			Incapable of doing something productive with that information, I focus on other horrors. “Does this mean that ICE will go after his parents now too?”

			Benetto smiles for the first time. “That’s highly unlikely. Recent presidential orders require ICE to focus on high-priority cases. They won’t waste resources on his parents. And even if they did, they wouldn’t deport them and leave the minor girls alone. Still, it’s best if his parents keep their distance—avoid the lion’s den, as it were.”

			I draw in some air—one horror down, too many more to go. “Mr. Benetto, what about your fee? Javier doesn’t have much money and—”

			“Don’t worry, Miss Snow. I can do this pro bono but fee arrangements are privileged. I cannot discuss them with you but he’ll be taken care of.”

			“How did you hear about Javier?” Something isn’t clicking. How would Benetto know about a random immigrant getting caught?

			“I can’t discuss that either. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He ends the discussion with a nod and strides back to Javier. They resume their whispering. I keep my eyes on Javier, a symbiotic line keeping us tethered.

			ICE comes with pageantry. One lawyer and two support staff. When they walk past us, the lawyer’s eyes linger on Reagan and me. He takes his place at his table, setting out high stacks of paper and scribbling. I look away from his furious hand flying across the pages, and fix my eyes on Javier. The only way I can tell he is breathing is by the small rise of his shoulders.

			In twelve shoulder rises, the Honorable Judge Lopez walks in and we stand. The judge watches Javier as he swears to tell the truth, and nothing but the truth, so help him God.

			Help him God? Whose God? Who is he swearing to? The government that won’t recognize him? How can you recognize a man’s word but not his life? What credentials do we have but the way we live?

			ICE puts on its case. Illegal alien for ten years. He is not eligible for relief from deportation. The anonymous tipster mentioned painting supplies and frames. This evidence indicates he’s working illegally somewhere. He has accomplices that will harbor him. He will disappear. He should not be released on bond. ICE rains blows on Javier. He’s a creature of law, not of nature. Not a human, an alien. Not undocumented, illegal. Not families, accomplices.

			When ICE rests its case, Benetto takes over. Javier came here as a young teenager. He has minor sisters who are citizens, talented and dependent on him financially. His father is injured. He has no criminal history. He will return for the hearing. He should be released on bond. Benetto’s tactic is simple: highlight the man, the son, the brother, and not the law.

			At last, it’s over, and a silence descends on my eardrums. Judge Lopez’s face is inscrutable. He taps his pen mutely on the bench.

			It’s freezing…I’m barefoot…the hospital gown billows around me…rows of stainless steel boxes in the wall, doors shut.

			“Isa?” Reagan whispers urgently in my ear. I resurface as the judge’s voice fills the room.

			“Mr. Benetto, does your client have a legal basis that may allow him to stay? Marriage to a citizen or children?”

			“Not at this time, Your Honor. However, he has exigent circumstances with his family. We’ll be pursuing that argument vigorously.”

			“They all have exigent circumstances, Mr. Benetto, but the success of his removal is not before me today. I need to decide if I’ll release him until then.

			“I understand Mr. Solis has strong ties to this land. But unfortunately, none of them give him a statutory basis for relief. On the contrary, they make him a flight risk. He has reason to run and not return if I release him. Bond denied. He will remain in detention but I will expedite his removal hearing to June fifteenth. I will review your evidence about his role in his sisters’ well-being at that time. Adjourned.”

			Javier’s body slumps, mine with his. Benetto lifts him and Reagan lifts me to stand for the judge. I have no lungs, no heart, no blood. Not even tears. Benetto takes Javier’s arm, Bailey shadowing their every move.

			At last, Javier looks at me. Eye to eye. I know we’re seeing the same thing. Our first Christmas. Carnitas. Dancing. Babysitting. Feign jokes. Paintings.

			Paintings? ICE said the tipster knew about painting supplies and frames. Only three people know about the paintings outside of family: Feign, Aiden and Benson. An idea tries to take root in my head like a poisonous weed but my mind rejects it.

			Javier, Benetto and Bailey start moving in a slow procession. As they pass by us, Javier stops in front of me. As if released by his presence, my tears finally flow and drip between us. I throw my arms around him, ignoring Bailey’s protests. Let him arrest me for holding my only family.

			“Isa.” Javier speaks softly, tucking my head in his chest. He no longer smells like peppermint and paint. Only like an aged home. “Don’t tell the girls and don’t bring them here. They won’t understand.”

			“I know.”

			“And don’t you come here unless you have that green card in your hands. Swear it.”

			“What? No—” I lean back to argue but Benetto places his hand on my shoulder.

			“He’s right, Miss Snow,” Benetto says. “If you’ll be evaluated, it’s best to be safe.”

			“But who’ll come to see you? I don’t want you to be alone.”

			“I will.” Reagan’s voice is thick but confident. “Every day, Javier. Anything you need.” Javier thanks her, his face registering a shadow of embarrassment and surprise. Then he turns to me and takes my hands.

			“Don’t let them starve if this doesn’t work out,” he whispers.

			“I won’t,” I promise.

			He holds my gaze for a long moment then, abruptly, crushes me to his chest. His tight hold hurts my bruises and I jerk reflexively. He notices my reaction and frowns.

			“It’s nothing. Just me being stupid.”

			He looks like he’s about to say something but Benetto nudges him. Bailey is watching us. I want to ask about Javier’s call with Aiden but I can’t here.

			“It’s time, Miss Snow,” Benetto says, then everything happens too fast. Javier’s arms are gone, Bailey steps between us and they all walk away. I follow mindlessly in their wake. At the double doors, they pause once and Javier’s eyes meet mine.

			“Love you,” I say, giving my voice the full strength of the words. The love Javier has given me, and I him.

			“Always.”

			The doors close on him, as his face loses life.

			Elisa, remember we change in death…two metal tables, side by side…white sheets…two discolored hands in rigor mortis… Are you sure, Elisa?… No, not anymore. The hands are nothing like them. I walk backward…the doors close in front of me.

			Reagan’s arms wrap around me tightly. Somehow, we’re in the parking lot, in her car.

			“Who could do this?” she says over and over again. “Could it have been Feign himself? You said he’s being investigated.”

			I shake my head, staring at nothing. “What would he stand to gain now in the end?”

			“I don’t know—maybe he panicked. Who else would do this?”

			I try to consider her theory but my brain starts connecting dots I don’t want connected. Painting supplies still at Aiden’s home, Aiden’s demand that I turn Javier in, his promise to destroy anything that might hurt me, the tipster knowing Javier’s location and schedule, no links to the DOJ. I hate the suspicions my mind is forming so I dial from Reagan’s phone to dispel them.

			Aiden’s phone rings for a long time, compared to the one ring it usually holds for me. As I am about to hang up and call again, he answers.

			“Elisa.” His voice is quiet.

			“I know you know he was caught and we’ll deal with that later. Right now I need to hear you had nothing to do with it.”

			He doesn’t answer. I listen for sound but there is nothing. Empty as I am, I feel like a pipeline. Free for the flowing of any sewage-like emotion. First, fear.

			He’s still silent.

			“Did you turn him in?” My voice drops to terrified whisper.

			“Yes.” His voice is low but even.

			“No! No, you’re lying. Tell me you’re lying.”

			He doesn’t speak.

			“I don’t believe you.” With no reason, I cling to instinct. But as I say the words, I remember his hideous threat to Javier if something were ever to endanger me.

			“You wouldn’t do this. You would never hurt me this way.” Every cell—and there aren’t many left—rejects the idea.

			“I’ve already done it.” His voice is resigned. The asphalt of the parking lot morphs into black cloth. Black mourning dress, black lace, then darkness.

			I fight, reason and plead with him but his answer never changes. Pain comparable only to a fatal accident fills the emptiness. I wait for thought to find me. It forms in scraps.

			“Why did you do it? Did you want me to leave you so badly that it didn’t matter how many paid for it? Is this some sick way of saving me from yourself? Of making my dreams come true at the expense of others?”

			“Does it matter why?”

			The pain becomes bewildering, throbbing until I fade. Because he is right. Knowing why wouldn’t help if, in the end, he still did it. The price was too high.

			“I guess not. Nothing justifies this. Not even love.”

			“Maybe not. But now you don’t have to go to jail to save him. And his fate is not in your hands. You can finally live your American dream.” His even tone fills my ears long after the line goes dead.

			Roses…two white caskets…hundreds of people…look at her, she’s not blinking…poor child…a tombstone engraved, Amor Vincit Omnia…love conquers all.

			The best lie ever told.

			Time passes in the courthouse parking lot. How do I fix this? How do I make it right? A faint echo stirs inside. A muddled image of myself putting one foot in front of another to leave the grave site, hours after the funeral. Keep going, I remember hearing but I don’t know who spoke. I was all alone. Keep going, that same voice echoes now. It does not sound like life. Just a ghostly whisper to remind me of other lives left after Javier and me.

			I ask Reagan to drive back to Portland. She steps on the gas as for a NASCAR audition.

			We park the MINI in a nonparking spot and sprint into Bob’s office. He waits with my papers ready. When he sees me, he freezes. I tell him everything—even Javier’s name, clutching Reagan’s hand, attorney-client privilege be damned.

			Bob blinks, gapes and shakes his head. “This couldn’t have been Mr. Hale. Why would he go through the trouble of finding a witness if he was planning this?”

			But I figured out some things in the car. “What if this witness doesn’t really exist? Odd, isn’t it, that he appears right as Javier is caught?”

			“The witness exists. I checked with the DOJ.”

			“But what if Aiden himself is the witness?”

			Bob’s eyes widen.

			“Yeah,” Reagan whispers. “It makes sense. Maybe he killed three birds with one stone. If Javier got caught, there would no longer be a need to protect him. Isa wouldn’t have to choose between helping herself or her family. And with Aiden testifying, the DOJ would get the truth. They wouldn’t need to talk to Isa. She’d never have to lie for Javier or even tell them about her modeling work. Aiden was trying to save her!”

			Every word sounds like Aiden. Except none of it makes a difference.

			“He still destroyed my family, Reg.” I choke back a heaving sob.

			Bob shakes his head. “I don’t believe it. It would have hurt you too much. Why would he want you to hate him?”

			I swallow because Bob doesn’t know the truth. Nor does Reagan. Aiden had every reason to want me to hate him. Every reason to want me to leave him.

			But I can’t tell them that.

			“How can I help Javier, Bob? Please!”

			“Elisa, I can’t represent him because you’re my client and that’s a conflict of interest. But Benetto is top-notch. He doesn’t take a lot of pro bono cases so something must have moved him.”

			“What are his chances? The truth please.”

			Bob takes my hand. “Not great, my dear. The argument for undue hardship on the family is common but it rarely wins. There are compelling circumstances here, but his family needs to be prepared.”

			My dad’s watch ticks 3:45 p.m. “Elisa, you should sign so we can send it off before FedEx gets here,” Bob says gently.

			I look at the papers in front of me. My American dream. But what makes a dream, a dream? For me, it was a new life free of ghosts. I won’t have that here anymore. Javier and Aiden will haunt me. I can’t see Javier. And in the off chance that he is allowed to stay, he wouldn’t fill Aiden’s void or undo his betrayal. If I will be haunted anyway, there is only one place for me. It has waited—they have waited—for me to face it for four years.

			And I can save six lives. Without Javier, four girls may become wards of the state with an aging mother, an ill father and no brother. Even with Javier, they’re still in peril with Antonio paralyzed and no income from Feign. It’s fitting that my first family—Dad’s invention—should save my second.

			“I’m sorry, Bob. I cannot sign. Please put the million dollars in trust for Maria and Antonio Solis, with Javier, Isabel, Isadora, Daniela and Anamelia Solis as beneficiaries if Maria and Antonio pass away. Javier Solis is the administrator, effective immediately.”

			Reagan starts sobbing. “Isa, no! Bob, tell her! Tell her she can’t do this!”

			A tear leaves Bob’s eye. “Legally, she can. But Elisa, you’re destroying your dream.”

			“One dream above seven is too high a price.”

			He watches me for a long time. “May I give you some advice?”

			I nod.

			“It’s wise to make the parents, not the girls, the beneficiaries because the hardship must be to the U.S. citizens for Javier to win. If the girls have the money, he has no prayer. It’s also smart to make Javier the administrator because he has an extra duty that would require him to stay here. I suspect that’s why you suggested it. But it’s not wise to release the funds now.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because if they have a million dollars before the hearing, Javier will never win.”

			I rage at the impossible choice. Destroy a family to save one, or destroy one to save them all.

			“But, there’s a legal solution. I’ll hold the funds in your trust account until Javier’s hearing on June fifteenth. You’ll be gone by then. I’ll release the money that day no matter what happens. But it’s imperative that none of them knows about this.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because if ICE finds them and they have to testify that they’ll suffer hardship without Javier, they’d be lying under oath if they knew your sacrifice. No one will know what you did here today until you’re gone.”

			“I don’t care about that if it helps them.”

			“One million dollars will help them. But you should take some of the money to see you through the transition.”

			I think this through. I want none of it but how am I going to get home? I can’t borrow from Reagan. The ticket alone will be about $2,000.

			“I’ll take ten thousand, as much in cash as possible.”

			Bob nods and goes to speak to his accounting manager. Reagan and I hold each other while we wait.

			“I don’t know how to say goodbye to you,” Reagan sniffles.

			“Let’s not please. I’m barely standing.”

			“I’ll come see you right after Javier’s hearing. I’ll bring your stuff, and we can just be for a while.”

			I nod in her arms and bury my face in her red curls. Sooner than time can possibly move, Bob returns with an envelope of cash and a check. I sign and he puts his hand on my shoulder.

			“When do you leave?”

			“Today if I can find a flight.”

			Reagan whimpers but Bob nods. “If you have to face it, start now. And if you stay, you may have to testify that you witnessed Javier’s illegal work. You help them more by being gone.”

			“Thank you, Bob. For everything.” These years were worth it for people like him.

			He starts shaking my hand, but at the last moment pulls me into his chest for a grandfather hug. He walks us out, and waves as Reagan races us to our next stop.

			At Casa Solis, Maria is in the kitchen. The girls have a playdate and Antonio is with them. All the better. I can’t say goodbye to them. I tell Maria I love her con mi corazón y alma. I tell her Javier’s orders about the girls. I tell her she has a new daughter in Reagan. Then, I take her hand. Time for the truth. Or part of it.

			“Maria, the lawyer says I need to go back to England for a while. I need to take care of the cottage too. Mr. Plemmons is getting old. I can’t abandon it.”

			She looks at me for a very long time, the lines on her face now full wrinkles. She doesn’t speak. She knows there are other reasons so she doesn’t fight me. Her eyes brim with tears.

			“¿Y tu amor?”

			“He’ll go on. As will you. You know how you’re not telling the girls about Javier because some things are better not known until the end? Look at me. Whatever the end, the girls will be okay. Do you trust me?”

			“Con toda mi vida.”

			With her whole life. She holds my face with her nutmeg-scented hands and marks a cross in the air, over my forehead.

			“Bendita,” she whispers as she blesses me. She stands slowly and takes my hand as we trudge to the door. At the threshold, she kisses my cheeks and combs my hair with her fingers.

			“I love you, Mamá.”

			She has earned it.

			Maria closes her eyes and puts her hands together in prayer. Keep my girl safe, keep her safe.

			* * * * *

			In the car, Reagan takes over with the plan for my last two stops. I wait outside Aiden’s house while she packs my things. I recite the periodic table in English, Spanish and Italian as I wait. Finally, she bursts out with my rucksack, Benson on her heels. He looks severe but holds out his hand. I take it.

			“Would it be futile to ask you to ignore everything you heard today?” Benson’s voice is staccato as if he wishes he could say more.

			“I could ignore what I heard but not what he admitted. Whatever his reasons, the price was too high.”

			Benson looks like he’s choking on unspoken words.

			“Goodbye, Benson. If you’re ever in England alone, call me.”

			His forehead shifts and locks, his eyes widening in terror. “England?”

			“It’s my only home now. Thank you, and thank Cora, for everything.”

			“Solis may still make it,” he protests, running his hand through his hair. He doesn’t understand that even saving Javier couldn’t fix losing Aiden. “What about Bob? Your green card? Your future? You said you were signing,” Benson presses urgently. His voice is higher than I thought it capable of getting. I risk a peck on his cheek.

			“Take care of him. Make sure he sees Corbin.”

			I turn quickly and get in the car, while Benson stares at me without blinking. Reagan hits the gas. In the rearview mirror, I see Benson sprint inside. I leave a similar message for Corbin from Reagan’s phone. Bless its lithium heart, it waits until I hang up to die. We’re all running out of life.

			In our apartment, I pack my parents’ treasures and clothes for the next two weeks. When I open my knickers drawer, his shirt button rolls forward. I shove it back. I watch everything outside of my body. When dreams end, unfortunately, they don’t kill you.

			At PDX, there’s only one flight at 6:55 p.m. $2,050. It’s 6:10 now. How can a day undo four years in mere hours? But if lives have to end, let it be mine. If I brought you to life, I want you to live it, he said. The memory sends my chest into convulsions. I feel like I’m missing something vital, but I have no power to analyze it because his admission overrules everything. So many unknowns we still have about each other. It was a beautiful beginning amidst a most devastating end. The abyss of his extinguished light yawns under me, livid because I escaped it once. This time, the ravenous depths claim me as I fall.

			I vomit in the restroom until nothing but acid comes out. Reagan holds me with words I don’t hear. By the security line, she picks up The Oregonian and looks at me, tears streaming from her eyes.

			“Your tradition,” she sniffles, and tucks it inside my rucksack, probably next to my first newspaper that I bought in the States.

			We hold each other until they call my name. Elisa Snow…exactly like in my nightmares, but Reagan is here until the end.

			“Take this,” I say, pulling the camera he bought me off my neck. “These are all our spots, all our life. Go visit them for me sometime.”

			Reagan takes the Nikon, sobbing.

			“I love you with my life,” I tell her.

			“I love you too. I’ll see you in two weeks. I’ll bring any American man I can find along the way to marry you and bring you back.”

			Security attributes my pallor to anxiety and walks me to the gate. Reagan waves behind the liquid curtain of my tears until I can see her no more.

			Inside the plane, I stuff my rucksack under the seat and stare out of the window unblinking. I don’t want to miss a glimpse of my American un-dream. In the distance, the sun sets over the West Hills that nestle his home. I wonder if my soul is still on the Rogue. It will never catch up with me in England. It will always float here, keeping tabs on the Solises, Reagan and him. I guess if you travel far enough, the soul splits.

			Beneath me, America fades. Perhaps it’s the height or the hollowness inside, but on this flight, I’m not carrying ghosts. I am one. Shivering, I reach for my rucksack to get my scarf. Aiden’s dog tag comes out of my blouse but I ignore it, because as I unzip my pack, on the very top, held with a purple ribbon are the yellowed, sealed envelopes and a folded white note.

			I reach for the note, wondering if it can bring me to life. My ghostly fingers make contact with the crisp piece of paper but they no longer touch. They simply work: grip, pick up, unfold. I read the unfamiliar slanted handwriting, one blurry letter at a time.

			Elisa,

			I’m breaking Mr. Hale’s rules by giving you his letters in hopes that they will lead you to the man you know, not the one you heard today.

			Don’t make a mistake you will both regret for life.

			Benson

			Oh!

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Ani Keating is an attorney, daughter, sister and wife, living in the City of Roses (Portland, Oregon). When she is not in court or at the office helping clients sort through legal issues (and complaining about the photocopy machine), Keating explores her childhood passion for writing. Her first novel, Thirty Nights, is a sexy and heart-tugging story about love’s power to save and redeem us even at our darkest moments. Read it with a supply of Baci chocolates and English roses by your side.

			You can connect with Ani on Twitter: @AniKeating, and learn more about her and the story at www.anikeating.com.

		

	
		
			If you loved this book, then you’re sure to love these Samhain favorites as well!

			[image: ]

			A crush is just a fantasy. The real thing packs some serious heat.

			The Donnellys, Book 3

			When Cynthia Donnelly lays eyes on her high school crush at her brother’s wedding rehearsal, she regrets her self-imposed, one-year moratorium on dating. If possible, he’s even hotter now than when they were teens.

			Back in school, Shane made a point to ignore his best friend’s cute, sassy little sister. Now that she’s grown into an incredibly sexy woman full of Irish spunk, resisting her is out of the question. Besides, in his book, all “hands-off” rules have expired.

			One sizzling night together should have been enough. Instead, the heat rises, tempting Cyn to take a chance on a long-distance relationship and making Shane consider pulling up stakes and moving back to L.A.

			Cyn’s recently dumped ex, however, has other ideas. His quest to get her back escalates into violence, shattering Cyn’s faith in herself, and in anyone else of the male persuasion, and leaving Shane with his work cut out for him to repair the damage—or lose his shot at a once-in-a-lifetime love.

			Warning: This book contains a physical assault. Buckle up for a bumpy emotional journey with the characters as they fall apart and then slowly find their way to healing, and to each other. You might get angry or tearful along the way, you may even get frustrated, but as is with any good love story, it’ll be worth it in the end.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Love always finds a way home.

			For two decades, Evelyn Watson’s husband, Mark, protected her from the horrors of military life. Now Mark is dead, his dark world has crashed down around her, and she wants answers. Mark didn’t die in a training accident, and Eve will keep fighting until she unearths the truth.

			Corporal Jamie Turner barely survived the mission that claimed the life of his sergeant and mentor. Command can strip his rank, throw his broken body in jail, but there’s no way in hell they’re stopping him from delivering the truth to his best friend’s wife.

			As Eve pulls together the shattered remains of her world for the tiny life growing inside her, the young man her husband thought of as a brother rebuilds the only home she’s ever known and shines a light into her darkness.

			Yet as she struggles to allow herself to love again, she’s acutely aware of how far—and how hard—she could fall. Especially if fate ensures Jamie isn’t there to catch her.

			Warning: Prepare to have your heart stolen by an indestructible protector who’ll stop at nothing to rebuild the heart and soul of the woman he loves.
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