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Everything’s gone to hell. I look at the packed boxes, and my heart breaks. My trip to Germany is canceled, and my life seems to be too, at least for now. I shove some things into a backpack and disappear before Eric comes looking for me. My phone rings and rings and rings. It’s him, but I refuse to answer. I don’t want to talk.

After I leave my house, I go to a café and call my sister. I make her promise she won’t tell anyone where I am, and she agrees to meet me. After hugging me because she probably knows I need it, she hears me out. I tell her part of the story but only part of it; I am certain the rest would only baffle her. When things don’t add up, she starts in on me: “You’re crazy!” “Eric is a good catch!” “How could you do that?” In the end, I say goodbye, and, despite her insistence, I don’t tell her where I’m going. I know her, and she’ll tell Eric as soon as he calls her.

Next, I call my father. I convince him that I’ll go to Jerez soon and explain everything; then I hop in the car and drive to Valencia. I’m still not answering Eric’s calls. I just don’t want to.

Several days later, I’m feeling more relaxed, and I drive to Jerez, where my father welcomes me with open arms and gives me all his love and affection. I tell him my relationship with Eric is over, but he won’t believe it. Eric has called several times, worried; according to my father, that man loves me too much to let me get away. My poor father is a hopeless romantic.

When I get up the next day, Eric is at my father’s house.

My father has called him, which irks me to no end.

He tries to talk to me, but I refuse. I’m furious with him; I scream and yell, and I let go of everything inside me before slamming the door in his face and locking myself in my room. I finally hear my father asking him to leave, and, for a moment, I let myself breathe. My father seems to know I can’t reason right now.

Eric comes to the door of my room, where I’m barricaded, and, in a tense and angry voice, tells me he’s leaving. That he’s going to Germany to take care of certain matters. He insists once more that I come out, but when I won’t, he eventually goes away.

Two days go by, and my anguish doesn’t diminish.

Forgetting Eric is impossible for me, especially when he’s constantly calling. But when he chose to believe Betta’s lies about those pictures, he broke my heart, so I still don’t answer. Of course, because I’m a masochist, I listen to our songs again and again to torment myself and wallow in my grief, feeling sorry for myself. The only positive thing about all this is that I know he’s very far away and I have my motorcycle to blow off steam, by getting muddy and jumping around the fields of Jerez.

After a few days, Miguel, my former colleague at Müller, calls and gives me astonishing news. Eric fired my former boss. Incredulous, I listen as Miguel tells me Eric had a huge argument with her when he caught her mocking me in the cafeteria. Result: unemployment. Got what you deserved, bitch!

I shouldn’t be so happy about it, but a wicked part of me rejoices that she has finally gotten her due. As my father very wisely says, “Time eventually puts everyone in their place,” and time’s finally put her on the damned street where she belongs.

That same afternoon, my sister comes over with Jesús and Luz, and they surprise us with the news that they’ll be parents again. My father and I look at each other and grin. My sister and brother-in-law are happy, and my niece, Luz, looks delighted.

“You’re going to have a little sibling!” I exclaim.

The next day, Fernando visits too. We hug for a long and meaningful while. We haven’t communicated in months, and we both understand that whatever was between usthat thing that never existedhas finally ended.

As we stroll over to Pachuca’s restaurant, we chat, but he doesn’t ask about Eric. He seems to sense our relationship is over, or that something has happened.

“Fernando, if I asked you for a favor, would you do it?” I ask him while he and I and my sister have some of Pachuca’s snacks at the bar. Fernando’s a detective, and he has access to all sorts of information.

“Depends on the favor.”

We both smile, and I clarify.

“I need addresses for two women.”

“Who?”

I take a drink from my Coke. “First, there’s Marisa de la Rosa; she lives in Huelva. She’s married to a guy named Mario Rodríguez, a plastic surgeon. I don’t know much more. The other person’s name is Betta, and she was Eric Zimmerman’s girlfriend for a couple of years.”

“Judith,” protests my sister, “please!”

“Shut up, Raquel. Can you get that for me or not?”

“What do you want it for?” he inquires.

I’m not ready to tell him what happened.

“Fernando, it’s nothing bad,” I say, “and if you could help me, I’d appreciate it.”

For a few seconds, he looks at me solemnly. Finally, he nods, gets up, and steps away; I see him on his cell. Ten minutes later, he comes back with a piece of paper in his hand.

“All I can tell you about Betta is that she’s in Germany, but she doesn’t have a fixed address. Here’s the address for the other woman. By the way, your friends move in a very wild circle and play a lot of the same games as Eric Zimmerman.”

“What games are you talking about?” Raquel asks.

Fernando and I look at each other. He’d better bite his tongue!

But we understand each other, and he says nothing.

“Don’t do anything foolish, all right, Judith?”

My sister shakes her head and snorts. Excited, I take the paper from him and give him a kiss on the cheek.

“Thank you. Thank you very, very much.”

When I’m alone in my room that night, I reach the height of my fury. Just knowing that with a little luck I’m going to get in Marisa’s face the next day makes my heart beat faster. That witch is going to find out what I’m made of.

I wake up at seven o’clock the next morning, and my sister’s already up. As soon as she sees I’m getting ready to go on a trip, she clings to me like a limpet and starts in with her incessant questioning.

I’m going to Huelva to see Marisa de la Rosa. I try to avoid Raquel, but she is too much! In the end, seeing I can’t get rid of her, I surrender and take her with me. Although later, I might come to regret that.

She doesn’t know what happened between Eric and me. Someone like my sister wouldn’t understand my games with Eric. She’d think we’re depraved, and maybe even worse.

When I talked to her the day everything happened, I left out the key details. I told her these women had poisoned our relationship and that was why we had argued, and, as a result, Eric and I had broken up. I couldn’t tell her anything else.

When we arrive in Huelva, I’m surprisingly calm. We get to the street noted on the paper Fernando gave me, and I park. I look around and see Marisa lives very, very well. This is a luxurious area.

“I still don’t know what we’re doing here, Cuchu,” my sister protests as she gets out of the car.

“Stay here, Raquel.”

But she ignores my command and closes the car door decisively.

“Don’t even think about it, cutie. Where you go, I go.”

“Does it look like I need a bodyguard?”

She comes over to my side.

“Yes. I don’t trust you. You’ve got quite a mouth on you, and sometimes you can be pretty rough.”

“Fuck!”

“You see? You already said ‘fuck’!” she says.

Without another word, we arrive at the address written on the paper and step onto the beautiful porch. I press the intercom, and a woman answers.

“Mail,” I say without hesitation.

The door opens, and my sister, stunned, stares at me.

“Oh, Judith, I think you’re going to do something foolish.”

I laugh. I glance over at her and hiss as we wait for the elevator. “She was a fool to underestimate me.”

“Cuchu . . .”

“Look,” I tell her, because I’m not in a great mood now, “from this moment on, I need you to be quiet. This is between her and me, all right?”

The elevator bell dings, the doors open, and we get on. When we reach the fifth floor, I look for apartment D and knock. Moments later, an unfamiliar woman in a service uniform answers the door.

“How can I help you?” she asks.

“Good afternoon,” I reply, sporting one of my best smiles. “I’d like to see Marisa de la Rosa. Is she home?”

“And you are?”

“I’m Vanessa Arjona, from Cádiz.”

The woman disappears.

“Vanessa Arjona?” my sister whispers. “Who is Vanessa?”

With a curt wave, I shut her up.

Two seconds later, Marisa’s at the door, looking adorable in a white ensemble. Her jaw drops in terror when she sees me, but before she can react, I grab the door firmly so she can’t close it.

“Hello, bitch!”

“Cuchu!” exclaims my sister.

Marisa trembles from head to toe. I shoot my sister a look to keep her quiet.

“I just want you to know that I know where you live,” I say through gritted teeth. Marisa pales, but I continue. “Your dirty little game has pissed me off, and, believe me, if I decide to, I can be so much worse and do so much more damage than you or your friends.”

“I . . . I didn’t know . . .”

“Shut your mouth, Marisa!” She goes silent. “I don’t care what you have to say. You’re a bitch who used me for no reason. And as for Betta, your friend, who I’m sure you’re still in touch with, tell her that the day she crosses me again, she’ll find out who I really am.”

Marisa’s still shaking. She looks fearfully back inside.

“Please,” she pleads, “my in-laws are here and”

“Your in-laws?” I say, interrupting her and applauding. “Great! Introduce me. I’d be happy to meet them and tell them a few things about their angelic daughter-in-law.”

Clearly unraveled, Marisa shakes her head. She’s obviously beyond terrified. I almost feel sorry for her, so I wrap things up.

“If you underestimate me again, this beautiful and comfortable life with your in-laws and your famous hubby will come to an end,” I say, “because I myself will see to it that it does, understood?”

Pale as wax, she nods. When I’ve said what I came to say, I turn to leave, but I suddenly hear my sister.

Raquel turns to Marisa and says, “If you come anywhere near my sister or her boyfriend again, I swear by the blessed glory of my mother watching us from heaven that I’ll be back here with my father’s meat cleaver in hand to take your eyes outbitch!”

After my dear Raquel’s torrent, Marisa slams the door right in our faces. Slack-jawed, I stare at my sister as we walk toward the elevator.

“Thank God the vulgar and ill-spoken one in the family is me,” I say. Raquel laughs. “Didn’t I ask you to be quiet?”

“Look, Cuchufleta, when they hurt or mess with my family, the street fighter in me comes screaming out. As Esteban says, I get DAN-GER-OUS.”

Laughing, we get in the car and drive back to Jerez.

When we arrive, my father and brother-in-law ask about our travels. We just look at each other and laugh. We don’t say a word. This trip will remain between us.
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It’s December 17. Christmas is coming, and all my lifelong friends who have moved away from Jerez are returning home. If the world ends on the twenty-first, as the Mayans predicted, at least we’ll have seen each other one last time.

Like we do every year, we throw a big party. Fernando organizes it at his father’s country house, and we have a great time. Laughter, dancing, and, most of all, good vibes.

During a moment of revelry, Fernando sits beside me and we talk. From what he says, I infer he knows a lot about my relationship with Eric.

“Fernando, I . . .”

He puts a finger to my mouth to silence me.

“Today you’ll listen to me. I told you, I don’t like that guy.”

“I know . . .”

“That he wasn’t good for you, given what both you and I knew.”

“I know . . .”

“But, like it or not, you’re crazy about him, and he about you.” I stare at him, astonished. “Eric is a powerful man who can have any woman he wants, but he obviously feels something very intense for you. I know because of his insistence.”

“His insistence?”

“He called me a thousand times. He was desperate the day you disappeared from his office. And I mean desperate.”

“He called you?”

“Yes, every day, several times a day. And despite our history, he took a risk, swallowed his pride, and asked for my help. He was worried about you.”

My little heart beats out of control. To think of my Iceman maddened by my absence makes me soften just a bit. Foolish.

“He told me he’d behaved like an idiot,” Fernando continues, “and that you’d left. I tracked you down to Valencia, but I didn’t tell him anything or try to contact you because I figured you needed some time to think.”

Stunned by what he’s saying, I just keep staring at him.

“Have you made a decision?” he asks.

I take a swallow from my drink and toss the hair from my face. “What was between Eric and me is over,” I whisper, a pain in my heart.

Fernando nods, looks over at some friends, and sighs.

“I think you’re making a mistake.”

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“I heard you, all right! Are you crazy?”

My crazy friend smiles and takes a sip of his drink.

“I wish your eyes would sparkle for me the way they do for him,” he finally says. “I wish you’d been as crazy for me as I know you are for him. And I wish I didn’t know that he is also so crazy about you that he risks calling me to look for you, knowing that I could easily turn you against him!”

I close my eyes.

“Your safety, finding you and knowing you were OK, that was the most important thing to him, and that makes me see the kind of man Eric is and how much he loves you.”

I open my eyes and listen carefully.

“I know I’m not doing myself any favors when I say this, but if what’s between you and that guy is as real as you both imply, why end it?”

“Are you telling me to go back to him?”

Fernando smiles and moves a lock of hair from my face.

“Listen, just think about what you want, what you really want, and if your heart wants to be with him, don’t deny it or you’ll regret it.”

His words touch me, but before I can start sobbing like a fool, I grin. Shakira’s “Waka Waka” is playing.

“I don’t want to think. C’mon, let’s dance,” I propose.

Fernando grins back, takes me by the hand, and leads me to the center of the dance floor. The party continues, and I run into Sergio and Elena, the owners of the busiest pub in Jerez. Other years, I’ve worked for them as a server, and they offer me my old job. I accept, pleased. The income is welcome.

When I get home at dawn, I’m tired and a little drunk, but content.

On the morning of December 20, my phone rings for the eighteenth time. I’m dead. Working in the pub is fun but exhausting. When I see it’s Frida, however, I answer. Though I met her as part of Eric’s world, she’s become one of my best friends.

“Hello, Jude! Merry Christmas. How are you?”

“Merry Christmas. I’m fine, and you?”

“Good, pretty good.”

Her voice is tense.

“What’s going on?” I ask. “Is something wrong? Is Eric OK?”

After an uncomfortable silence, Frida speaks.

“Is it true, what I heard about Betta?”

“No,” I reply, and I huff when I’m forced to remember the lies she told about me. “She set me up.”

“I knew it,” Frida murmurs.

“But it doesn’t matter, Frida,” I say.

“How can it not matter? Tell me your version right now.”

Without hesitation, I tell her what happened, including all the gory details about our public fight.

“I never liked that Marisa. She’s a bitch, and Eric is naive. He knows Marisa is Betta’s friend; Marisa introduced Eric and Betta.”

“She introduced them?”

“Yes, Betta is from Huelva, like Marisa. When her relationship with Eric began, she went to Germany to live with him, until what happened happened and I lost track of her. And that Marisa deserves a lesson for being so horrible.”

“Don’t worry. I paid her a visit and made it very clear I don’t play games.”

“Tell me!”

“Just what I said. I warned her that I also know how to play dirty.”

Frida laughs, and I do too.

“How is Eric?” I ask, unable to avoid it.

“Not good,” she says, and sighs. “Last night, I had dinner with him in Germany, and that’s when I found out what happened between you two. I got angry and gave him a piece of my mind.”

Listening to her talk like that makes me laugh, but I ask insistently, “Is he OK?”

“No, he’s not, Judith, and I’m not referring to his illness, but to him as a person. That’s why I called you as soon as I got back. You have to fix this. You have to pick up the phone. Eric really misses you.”

“He pushed me away; now he has to accept the consequences.”

“I know. He’s a stubborn dickhead but a stubborn dickhead who loves you; don’t doubt it.”

Hearing such things causes a flutter of, not butterflies, but something like ostriches, in my stomach. I’m the queen of the masochists. I like knowing Eric still loves me and misses me, even though I know I can’t go back to him. His refusal to even listen to my side of things and throw me away like that is too much to forgive.

“I’m also calling because this weekend we’re having Christmas Eve dinner with my in-laws in Conil, and then we’ll be taking it easy at our home in Zahara. We’ll spend the New Year in Germany with my family. Eric will meet us in Zahara. Would you like to come?”

It’s a lovely plan. Any other time, it would have been perfect.

“No, thanks. I can’t. I’m doing stuff with my family, and I’m also working nights and . . .”

“You’re working nights?”

“Yes.”

“Doing what?”

“I’m waiting tables at a pub and . . .”

“Uff, Judith! You’re a server? Eric won’t be happy.”

“What Eric does or doesn’t like is not my problem anymore,” I say. “Besides, I have a race on Saturday in Cádiz and . . .”

“A race?”

“Yes.”

“What do you mean?”

“Motocross.”

“You race motocross?”

“Yes. Every year, I sign up to participate in the motocross solidarity race to raise funds for toys for the less fortunate children of Cádiz. The competitionbasically off-road motorcycle racingis scheduled for December twenty-second at the Port of Santa María.”

Bicharrón, Lucena, and my father are delighted. They always enjoy these events as much or more than I do.

“Motocross!” she yelps, surprised. “Jude, I’m not gonna miss that. You know how to do the coolest things! If I ever have a daughter, I want her to be like you when she grows up.”

Delighting in her response, I laugh too.

“Where did you say it is again?”

“At the Port of Santa María.”

“At what time?”

“It starts at eleven o’clock in the morning. But, hey, Frida . . . don’t tell Eric. He doesn’t like these races at all. They remind him too much of what happened to his sister.”

“What do you mean, ‘Don’t tell Eric’?” She refuses to listen to me. “It’s the first thing I’m gonna do when I see him . . . If he doesn’t want to come, he doesn’t have to, but I’ll be there for sure.”

“I don’t wanna see him, Frida. I’m very angry with him.”

“Oh, for God’s sake! You’re worse than he is! If the world ends tomorrow like the Mayans predicted and you don’t get to see him again . . . have you thought about how you’re going to feel?”

“Frida, the world isn’t going to end. And as for Eric, someone who doesn’t trust me and gets angry with me without letting me explain is not who I want in my life. He’s an asshole, and I’m fed up.”

“Are you both so stupid, you don’t see you’re made for each other? For the love of God, Judith, you have to at least talk to him!” Before I have a chance to respond, she adds, “Well, you leave everything up to me. See you Saturday, Jude.”

With a strange pain in my stomach, I hang up.
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Friday comes and goes, and the world doesn’t end! The Mayans were wrong.

On Saturday, I wake up very early and stare out the window.

Knowing Eric is a few miles from where I am and that there may be some possibility of seeing him today worries me. I don’t say a word at home. I don’t want anything that might happen between us to upset them. When Bicharrón and Lucena arrive with the motorcycle trailer and my father rides up with Jesús, I smile, amused.

“C’mon, girl!” my father exclaims. “Everything’s ready.”

At the car, I’m happy to see Fernando waiting.

“You’re coming?” I ask.

“When have I ever missed one of your races?”

When we arrive at the Port of Santa María, it’s overflowing with people, like every year. After standing in line to check the registration and get my racing number, my father comes back.

“You’re number eighty-seven, sweetheart.”

I look around for Frida, but I don’t see her yet. Too many people. I check my phone. Not a single message.

I walk with my sister over to the improvised changing rooms set up for the participants. I take off my jeans and put on my red-and-white leather jumpsuit.

My sister puts the guards on my knees.

“Judith, at some point you’re going to have to tell Papá you’re not going to do this anymore,” she says. “You can’t keep jumping around on a bike forever.”

“If I like it, why not . . . ?”

My sister rolls her eyes.

“I did it twice,” she says. “It’s not for me, no matter how much Papá loves it.”

She’s right. Although we’ve both been raised by the same father and with the same hobbies, she and I are different in many ways. And motocross is one of them. I’ve always loved it. She has always suffered through it.

Once I’m in uniform, I head out to where my father is waiting with what can be called my team. For the first time in several days, my smile is open and friendly. I’m doing something I like, and it shows. A man comes by selling drinks, and my father buys me a Coke. Pleased, I start to drink it, when my sister exclaims, “Hey, Judith!”

“What?”

“I think you’ve got an admirer.”

I make a face at her, but she goes on.

“The guy wearing number sixty-six, the one on the right. He hasn’t stopped looking at you. And it’s not for nothing, but he’s hot.”

Curious, I turn around and recognize David Guepardo. He winks at me, and we both move to greet each other. We’ve known each other for years. He’s from a nearby town called Estrella del Marqués. We’re both passionate about motocross, and we connect from time to time at races. We chat for a while, and, as always, David is charming. I enjoy his company for a minute, then say goodbye and go back to my sister.

“What do you have in your hand?”

“You’re such a busybody, Raquel,” I say, giving her a hard time. But when I realize she won’t leave me alone, I show her the paper in my palm. “His number, are you happy?”

My sister covers her mouth. “Oooh, Cuchu! If I’m ever born again, I want to come back as you.”

I’m laughing, when I hear, “Judith!”

Frida runs toward me with open arms. I hug her happily until I realize Andrés and Eric are right behind her.

“The world didn’t end,” Frida mumbles.

“I told you,” I respond.

My God! Eric is here!

My stomach flips, and suddenly all my confidence fades.

I decide not to look at him. After kissing Frida, I greet Andrés with affection and then little Glen, who’s in his arms. When it’s Eric’s turn to be acknowledged, I still won’t meet his eyes.

“Good morning, Mr. Zimmerman.”

“Hello, Jude.”

His voice upsets me.

His presence upsets me.

All of him upsets me!

But I gather the strength I keep for moments like this and introduce the group to my bewildered sister.

“Raquel, I’d like you to meet Frida, Andrés, and little Glen, and this is Mr. Zimmerman.”

Eric just looks at me with his usual bad-tempered expression.

“Judith, you’re up next,” says Fernando, who’s come to give me a heads-up.

Suddenly, he sees Eric and stops. They greet each other with a nod, and I look over at Frida.

“I have to go. I’m number eighty-seven. Wish me luck.”

David Guepardo, the biker I was hanging out with before, comes by and wishes me luck. I smile and, without further ado, walk away, accompanied by Raquel and Fernando. When we’re far enough from the others, I give my sister the piece of paper I’ve been holding in my hand.

“Will you put David’s phone number in my cell, please?”

My sister nods. “Wow,” she exclaims. “Eric is here!”

“Oh joy,” I say ironically.

But my sister is an incurable romantic.

“Judith, for God’s sake! That hunk of a man is crazy about you.”

I feel like strangling her. “Not one more word, Raquel. I don’t want to talk about it.”

But my sister . . . is my sister.

“By the way,” she says, “calling him Mr. Zimmerman was interesting.”

“Raquel, shut up!”

“Wow, wait till Papá finds out he’s here!”

“Not a word to Papá that he’s here. I don’t need him all excited. And before you continue with your gossip and Mexican soap opera, I’ll remind you there’s nothing between Mr. Zimmerman and me. What don’t you understand about that?”

Fernando tries to make peace.

“Girls, c’mon, enough. It’s not worth it.”

We get to where my father, Bicharrón, and Lucena are waiting. I put on my helmet and goggles and listen to what my father has to tell me about the motorcycle setup. Afterward, I mount and head toward the front gate. I wait with the other riders until they let us on the track.

Hidden behind my goggles, I search for Eric. I can’t ignore him. Anyway, he’s so tall, it’s impossible not to spot him. He looks awesome with those low-waisted jeans and a black cable-knit sweater.

But then he’s the kind of man who’d be impressive even wearing a piece of lettuce on his head. He’s talking to Andrés and Frida; his face radiates tension. From behind his silver Aviator Ray-Bans, I know he’s looking for me, but I’m small and he can’t find me among all the racers, which gives me an advantage.

I can enjoy quietly watching him.

The track opens, and the judges position us on the starting grid. There are several rows of nine racers, men and women, and for the moment, the first four from each row need to be ready to go.

From my position, I spot my little niece in the crowd, and I nod her way. She laughs and applauds. My Luz is so beautiful! But my eyes fly up to Eric once more.

He doesn’t move.

He barely breathes.

But there he is, willing to watch the race despite the anguish I know it’ll cause him.

Again, I try to focus. I have to be in the top four if I want to qualify for the next rounds. I clear my mind and gun the motor.

Hearing the roaring of the engines makes me shiver, and when the judge drops the flag, I hit the throttle with everything I’ve got. I’m in a good position from the beginning, and, remembering my father’s warning, I’m careful on the first turn, which is too bumpy. I skid, accelerate, jump, skid again, and after three laps, while others are dropping left and right, I come in among the first four and qualify for the next round.

When I come off the track, my father hugs me, happier than a pig in mud. Everyone congratulates me on my success while I take off my dirt-smeared goggles. My niece is excited and can’t seem to stop jumping up and down.

“Congratulations,” says Frida. “It was awesome, Judith!”

I smile and take a gulp of Coke. I look past Frida but don’t see Eric coming to hug me. I finally spot him several feet away, talking to Andrés, Glen in his arms.

“Are you really going to keep your distance like this?”

“Yes.”

“He’s made a great effort to come.”

“I know,” I reply, “but I didn’t ask him to.”

“C’mon, Judith . . . ,” Frida insists.

We talk for a while, but I refuse to budge. I’m not going to talk to Eric. He doesn’t deserve it. He told me we were over, and I gave him back his ring. End of story.

The morning goes by, and I keep winning laps until I reach the finals. Eric’s still here. I see him talking with my father. Both are focused on the conversation; my father smiles and gives him a manly slap on the back. What are they talking about?

“You look like you could use a Coke.”

I turn to see David Guepardo offering me one.

I accept, and, while we wait to get our warning for the last race, we sit down to drink our sodas. Eric, not far from me, takes off his glasses. He seems to want me to know he’s watching me. To acknowledge his irritation. I turn my back on him, but I can still feel his eyes on me. This bothers me and excites me at the same time.

David and I talk for a long time while we watch the last qualifying run. My hair floats in the wind, and David grabs a lock and puts it behind my ear.

I bet that really throws Mr. Zimmerman for a loop!

I don’t want to look, but curiosity gets the better of me in the end, and I see his expression has gone from one of discomfort to total fury.

Of course!

There’s the five-minute warning for the last race before the final round. David and I get up, fist-bump, and head toward our motorcycles. My father hands me my helmet and goggles.

“Are you trying to make your boyfriend jealous by hanging out with David Guepardo?”

“Papá, I don’t have a boyfriend,” I say. He laughs, and before he says anything else, I add, “If you’re referring to who I think you’re referring to, I told you we’re finished.”

My good-natured father sighs.

“I don’t think Eric is thinking like you. I don’t think he thinks it’s over.”

“I don’t care, Papá.”

“Uff, you’re as stubborn as your mother. Exactly the same!”

“Well . . . I’m glad,” I say, but now I’m moody.

He laughs. “I didn’t let your mother get away, and Eric isn’t going to let you get away. You’re too precious and interesting.”

I adjust my helmet and angrily put on my goggles. I don’t want to talk anymore. I push the throttle and take my bike to the starting grid. While waiting for the start, I gun my engine repeatedly. I’m pissed off, very pissed off, and this can make me reckless. My father, who knows me better than anyone in the world, beckons me with his hands to lower my intensity and relax.

I race as if being carried by the devil. I take even greater risks and love it. My adrenaline’s pumping while I jump and skid. Out of the corner of my eye, I see David and someone else ahead of me on the right. I speed up and overtake the other biker, but David’s very good, and, before reaching the bumpy area, he accelerates and jumps past the potholes, which makes me lose time and almost fall. But I control the bike and keep going. I catch David, then pass him. It happens again. We skid, and a third runner overtakes us both.

I push my bike as hard as I can, catch up to him, and leave him behind. Now David jumps, takes a chance, and passes me on the left. When I cross the finish line and the judge lowers the checkered flag, I raise my arm.

Second! David, first.

We go around the track and greet all the attendees. They applaud, and just seeing their happy faces makes us grin. At the end, David comes over and hugs me.

I know my closeness with David will irritate Eric. But I need this, and subconsciously, I want to provoke him.

My father and everyone else come up to congratulate us. My sister hugs me, as do my brother-in-law, Fernando, my niece, and Frida. Everyone shouts “Champion!” as if I’d won a world-class race. But Eric stays in the background. I know he expects me to go to him, that I’ll always go to him. But not this time. As our song says, “We are complete opposites,” and if he’s stubborn, I want him to realize once and for all that I’m much, much more stubborn than he is.

Once we’re on the podium, they announce how much money’s been collected for the children’s toys. It’s a stunning amount!

Instinctively, I know Eric donated that money.

Delighted, I grin. Everyone applauds, including Eric. His face is more relaxed, and I see the pride in his expression when I raise my glass. This moves me and jabs at my heart. Any other time, I’d have winked at him and said, “I love you.” But not now. Not now.

When I get off the podium, I take thousands of photos with David and everyone else. Half an hour later, the crowd disperses, and the racers begin to collect their things. Before leaving, David reminds me he’ll be in town until January 6. I promise to call. I have my racing suit in my hand as I leave the locker room. All of a sudden, someone grabs my arm. It’s Eric.

For a few seconds, we just stare at each other.

Oh God! That serious look of his drives me crazy.

His pupils dilate. With his eyes, he lets me know how much he needs me and pulls me to him.

“I’m dying to kiss you,” he murmurs, holding me close to his mouth.

He doesn’t say anything else.

He kisses me, and for a few seconds, I let him. Wow. Strangers around us applaud, delighted by our effusiveness. When he pulls away, the Iceman’s voice is hoarse, and he’s looking me right in the eye.

“This is like racing, darling. If you don’t take a risk, you can’t win.”

“Indeed, Mr. Zimmerman, but the problem is that you’ve already lost me,” I say, well aware of the impact of my words.

His gaze hardens immediately.

I pull away, shoving him, and walk toward my brother-in-law’s car. Eric doesn’t follow me, but I know he’s watching.
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The next day, Sunday, I wake to find a beautiful bouquet of long-stemmed red roses waiting for me in the kitchen. Seeing them, I curse; I know who sent them.

“Cuchufleta, look at these beautiful flowers for you!” says Raquel.

Without reading the card, I throw them away. My sister screams like a woman possessed and quickly rescues the roses from the trash.

“What are you doing? Throwing these away is a sacrilege. They must have cost a bundle!”

“As far as I’m concerned, they’re trash, and they make me feel the same way.”

I don’t look as my sister puts the roses back in the vase.

“Aren’t you at least going to read the note?” she insists.

“No, and neither are you,” I say, and tear it out of her hands and throw it away as well.

My brother-in-law and my father walk in and gape at us.

“Can you believe she wants to throw this wonderful bouquet in the trash?”

“I believe it,” my father says.

Jesús kisses my sister on the neck.

“Thank God you’re here to save them, hon.”

I zap some coffee in the microwave and hear the doorbell ring as I drink it. I curse, ready to flee if it’s Eric. Seeing my face, my father goes to answer the door. Two seconds later, he returns, apparently amused, and leaves something on the table.

“Sweetheart, this is for you.”

They’re all looking at me, waiting for me to open the huge white-and-gold box. Finally, I give in.

“Wow!” exclaims my niece as she steps into the kitchen with perfect timing.

“I think someone wants to sweeten your life, darling,” jokes my father.

Amazed, I look at the huge soccer field made of candy. It’s not lacking in detail. It even has stands and fans! The scoreboard reads “I love you” in German: Ich liebe dich.

My heart flutters at hyperspeed.

I’m not used to these things and don’t know what to say.

“You’re not going to throw it away, are you?” asks my sister.

“I think so,” I answer.

My niece comes between us and raises a finger.

“Auntieeeeeeeeee, you can’t throw this away!”

I smile at her rascally expression. “Luz, if you want, eat the whole soccer field. It’s all yours, OK?”

“Hooray!” she says.

Aware my anxiety is growing, I go to see my friend Rocío. I’m sure she won’t talk to me about Eric, and I’m not wrong.

I come back for dinner, and Eric keeps calling until I finally turn my phone off.

Enough already!

At ten o’clock that night, I go to work. I’m greeting some friends at the door, when I see a dark BMW pass by and recognize Eric at the wheel. I hide. He didn’t see me, but, given the direction he’s taking, I suspect he’s headed for my father’s house.

Why is he so insistent?

Just as I start to dwell on it, someone touches my back, and I’m face-to-face with David Guepardo. I smile and try to focus on him. He follows me back to the bar and orders a drink. He’s kind, a real charmer, and because of his gaze and the things he says, I know what he’s after. But I’m not up for it today, and I decide to ignore the signals he’s sending as I serve drinks to other customers at the bar.

Twenty minutes later, I spy Eric walking into the bar, and my heart starts pounding.

He looks around and quickly locates me. He walks decisively over to me and says, “Jude, come with me.”

David gawks at him and then at me.

“You know this guy?” he asks.

Eric beats me to the punch.

“She’s mine. Anything else?”

His? How arrogant can he be?

Surprised, David looks back at me. I blink, and, finally, as I prepare a Rum and Coke for the redhead on the right, I respond, “I’m not yours.”

“Oh no?” Eric insists.

“No.”

I give the redhead his drink, and once he’s paid his tab, I turn back to Eric.

“I’m nothing of yours. We’re finished and . . .”

Fixing his spectacular blue eyes on me, Eric doesn’t let me finish.

“Jude, honey, will you stop talking nonsense and come with me?”

Annoyed by his words, I snarl. “You’re going to have to stop this foolishness, OK? I’ll say it again: I’m not your wife or your girlfriend or anything else either. I’m absolutely nothing of yours, and I want you to leave me in peace.”

“Jude . . .”

“Forget me and let me work,” I continue, annoyed. “I want you to find someone else, focus on her, and stay away from me, understood?”

I’m dead serious, but Eric just looks at me . . .

His jaw is tense, and I know he’s holding back his most primitive impulses, those that drive me crazy. God, I’m a masochist! David stares at both of us, but before he can say anything, Eric murmurs, “OK, Jude.”

Without further ado, he turns around and proceeds to the back of the bar. Uncomfortable, I follow him with my eyes.

“Who is that guy?” David asks.

I don’t answer. I just keep my eyes on Eric and watch as my bar mate serves him a whisky.

David insists. “Again, who is that?”

“Someone from my past,” I answer.

Upset and angry, I try to forget Eric’s here. I keep making drinks and smiling at the people who come up to order. For a long time, I don’t even look at him. David’s delightful, and he’s constantly trying to make me laugh. But my laughter freezes and my blood drains when, as I go to grab a bottle off a shelf, I see Eric talking to a pretty girl. He’s totally focused on her, which infuriates me and puts me in a very bad mood.

I turn around. I don’t want to keep seeing what he’s doing, but my damned curiosity forces me to look again. The girl is giving off all the usual signals women emit when a man interests thema touch to his hair, his ear, and a come-hither smile.

Suddenly, the blonde runs a finger down his cheek. Why does she have to touch him?

Eric doesn’t move, and she gets closer and closer, until she’s wedged between his legs. Eric looks at her. His ardent gaze gets me hot. She runs a finger on his neck, and he lowers his eyes.

When he drops his eyes like that, followed by his crooked smile, I know it can mean only one thing. I could kill him!

Eric’s doing what I asked him to do. He’s found another woman. He’s having fun, and like an idiot, I’m here suffering.

Fifteen minutes later, he stands up, takes the girl’s hand, and, without looking back at me, leaves the premises.

I’ll kill him!

My heart pounds like crazy, and if I keep breathing like this, I’m going to hyperventilate. I walk to the restroom and splash water on the back of my neck. My rash is back. I need to get out of here or I’ll reenact the Texas chainsaw massacre, but in Jerez.

After I leave the restroom, I get rid of David by telling him I’m taking my break and I’ll see him the following night. I get in my car and scream in frustration. Why am I so damned stupid? Why do I tell Eric to do things that are going to hurt me? Why can’t I be as cold as he is?

I’m such an idiot.

I turn on my phone and mindlessly begin to hum along with the radio.

I’m about to dial Eric’s phone number, when I stop myself. What am I doing? What the hell am I doing?

I turn off my cell.

I’m not going to call him.

I’m so angry, I take the key out of the ignition, get out of the car, and go back to the pub. I’m single, without commitments, and in charge of my own life. I look for David, find him, and kiss him. He responds immediately.

Guys are so easy.

We kiss for several minutes. Then I happen to notice the door opening and the blonde who left with Eric coming back in.

Surprised to see her, I follow her with my eyes. She goes to the bar, asks for a drink from my coworker, and then returns to her group of friends. In that instant, my cell beeps. A text from Eric: Flirting is as easy as breathing. Don’t do anything you’ll regret.

Without knowing why, I let out a laugh and curse. Damn him and his games. David looks at me. I tell him I have to keep working and return to my post.

I get back to my father’s house at half past six in the morning. It’s now Monday, December 24. Everyone’s asleep. I rummage in the trash bin and find the note that came with the roses: Honey, I’m a jerk. But a jerk who loves you and wants you to forgive him. Eric.




5

My sister and father have started prepping Christmas Eve dinner later in the morning while my brother-in-law engages in a PlayStation duel with my niece. After some coffee, I sit down next to my brother-in-law and, ten minutes later, end up playing Mario Brothers with them. My cell rings. Eric again. I immediately turn it off.

At seven o’clock in the evening, I glance in the mirror as I get into the shower. I look good, but I’m shattered inside. I turn on my cell and see twelve missed calls from Eric. There’s a text from David: I’ll come by for you at midnight. Be beautiful.

That, be beautiful, makes me smile. But it’s a sad smile. Weary. I lean on the sink. What’s wrong with me?

Why can’t I get Eric out of my head?

Why do I say one thing when I want another?

The answer to all of those whys is obvious. I’m madly in love with Eric, and, as Fernando says, if I don’t put my pride aside, I’m going to regret it. But I can’t. I can’t put my pride aside. I’m sick of all this foolishness, and I want my life back.

Frustrated, I decide to go get something in my room before I take my shower. Once back in the bathroom, I lock the door and put on my Aerosmith CD so I can listen to “Crazy.” I raise the volume and turn on the shower. I close my eyes and begin to move to the beat of the music, and, finally, I sit on the edge of the tub with my vibrator.

I want to fantasize.

I need to.

I keep my eyes closed while the music plays and echoes in the bathroom.

I open my legs and let my imagination fly. I invoke Eric behind me, whispering in my ear so I’ll part my legs for other men. The very idea turns me on.

My thighs separate, and, using my fingers, I open myself to show and offer what Eric, my brooding and tempting master, is asking of me.

Without hesitation, I run my fingers over my wet offering. I turn on the vibrator and bring it to my clitoris. The result is fantastic, fiery, and fabulous. An explosion of bliss consumes my body, and, when I’m about to close my legs, I imagine Eric’s voice telling me not to. I obey and breathe. Such passion.

With my eyes closed, and lying down with my legs open, I once more place the vibrator at the very center of my desire while Eric’s voice whispers to me, telling me to play and have a good time.

My body is burning and moves excitedly; I bite my lips so I won’t scream. Eric is here. Encouraging me. Telling me to come. I’m breathing so hard.

The music is playing loudly, so I let myself whisper his name just as a stellar orgasm makes me convulse.

When I recover, I open my eyes. I’m alone. Eric is just in my mind.

Somewhat more relaxed after my shower, I go back to my room. I put away the vibrator and turn on my cell. There are sixteen more missed calls from Eric.

I want to look really good for Christmas Eve and decide to wear a black dress that’s a little suggestive. Explosive. Eric will surely come by the pub later, and I want him to go mad because he doesn’t have me.

As I step out of my room, my sister sees me and stops dead in her tracks.

“Cuchufleta, what a pretty dress!”

“You like it?”

Raquel nods. “It’s beautiful, but it shows a little too much skin, don’t you think?”

I look at myself in the hall mirror. The neckline is held closed by a silver ring, and the opening goes down all the way to my belly. It’s sexy, and I know it.

“You look gorgeous!” my father says as he looks me over.

“Thank you, Papá.”

“But, sweetheart, don’t you think you’re a little exposed?”

“Papá!” I groan, annoyed.

Then my brother-in-law takes a look at me.

“Wow, Jude, you look sensational!”

I grin. I turn to my father and my sister. “That,” I say, “is all I want to hear.”

At nine thirty, we sit down to the feast my father has prepared with all his love and care. During dinner, we laugh a lot at the things my niece says. Afterward, I take a minute to retouch my makeup before I head to work. Plus, I have a date with David when I finish my shift, and I hope to have a good time. But when I return to the dining room, I’m shocked to see my entire family standing and talking with . . . Eric!

He runs his gaze over my face and then my body.

“Hello, love,” he says in greeting, but when he realizes how I’m looking back at him, he corrects himself. “Well, maybe ‘love’ is a bit much.”

I’m speechless for the moment, and when I try to respond, my sister jumps in. “Look who’s here, Cuchu. What a surprise, isn’t it?”

I don’t say a word. I narrow my eyes, and, ignoring my dad’s little smile, I go directly to the kitchen. I don’t feel well. What’s he doing here? I need water. Seconds later, my father follows me in.

“Sweetheart, he’s a good man, and he’s crazy about you. Besides . . .”

“Papá, please don’t start. We’re over.” I can’t imagine what he’d think if he knew the truth about what happened between us.

“That man loves you, don’t you see it?”

“No, Papá, I don’t see it. What’s he doing here?”

“I invited him.”

“Papá!”

“C’mon, sweetheart, stop being so stubborn for a moment and talk to him,” he says. “I’m trying to understand you, but I don’t get why you won’t talk to Eric.”

“I have nothing to say to him. Nothing.”

“Sweetheart,” he insists, “you argued. Couples argue and . . .” The doorbell rings. I look at my watch. I know who it is, and I close my eyes. My sister, followed by little Luz, rushes in.

“Judith, have you gone insane? David Guepardo is here to pick you up, and he’s in the living room with Eric.”

I start laughing nervously.

“You have two boyfriends, Auntie?” my niece asks.

“No!” I tell her.

“Then why are there two boyfriends here to pick you up?”

“Your aunt is something else!” my sister exclaims.

I want to kill Raquel. In the meantime, my father is scratching his head, evidently worried.

“Did you invite David?”

“Yes, Papá,” I respond. “I have my own plans. But you guys are a bunch of meddlers and, oh God!”

The poor man nods. He’s a little flushed. This doesn’t look good, and, without a word, he takes my niece by the hand and returns to the living room.

“What are we going to do?” Raquel asks.

I take another drink of water.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m going out with David.”

My sister is very anxious. I’m even more so, but I fake it. I wasn’t expecting Eric to be at my father’s house.

“Eric is your boyfriend and . . .”

“He’s not my boyfriend. How many times do I have to tell you?”

Then I see my sister’s eyes widen.

“Jude, you’re not going out with that guy. I won’t stand for it.”

“Eric!”

I gawk at him.

Oh God, he’s stunningly handsome!

“And who’s going to stop me?” I say, well aware of his anger and mine. “You?”

He doesn’t answer.

He just stares at me with those cold, heavenly eyes of his.

“If I have to throw you over my shoulder and carry you out with me to stop it, I will,” he hisses.

His words don’t surprise me, but I’m not going to let him scare me.

“Just try it and . . .”

“Jude, don’t start with me,” he says dryly.

I smile at his warning. I know my smile is just making him madder.

“My patience these days is pretty exhausted, drained, and . . .”

“Your patience?” I exclaim, aghast. “I’m the one with no patience left. You call me. You follow me. You stalk me. You show up at my work. My family insists you’re my boyfriend, but you’re not! And you say it’s your patience that’s exhausted?”

“I love you, Jude.”

“Well, too bad for you,” I respond, but I’m not so sure about what I’m saying.

“I can’t live without you,” he whispers huskily.

My sister can’t help herself and audibly sighs. Her face says it all. Eric’s romantic words have totally seduced her. I’m angry and have no desire to hear what he has to say.

“You and I are over,” I say. “What part of that do you not understand?”

“You’re coming with me,” he affirms.

“Am I?” I say, smiling with a certain cockiness.

My Iceman nods with that overwhelming confidence of his that disconcerts me.

“Yes,” he repeats.

I arch an eyebrow. I’m so irritated by the impudence he oozes out of every pore.

“Don’t even think about it.”

Eric smiles, but the expression is cold and insolent.

I shrug, daring him. I’m being a little naughty now.

“Jude . . .”

“Oh please!” I protest, wanting to grab the frying pan near my hand and bash him on the head.

“Judith,” whispers my sister, “get your hand away from that frying pan right now.”

“Raquel, shut up once and for all!” I say. “I don’t know who’s worse, you or him.”

Evidently offended, my sister stomps out of the kitchen and closes the door. I attempt to follow, but Eric blocks my way. I snort and try to contain my desire to kill him.

“I told you very clearly that if you left,” I whisper, “you’d have to deal with the consequences.”

“I know.”

“So?”

He stares at me . . .

“I acted badly,” he finally says. “I’m a dickhead, like you said, and I need you to forgive me.”

“You’re forgiven, but we’re still over.”

“Sweetheart.”

Without giving me a chance to respond, he takes me in his arms and kisses me. He steamrolls me. He takes my mouth adoringly and persuasively presses me against him. My heart is racing a mile a minute.

“I’m tired of your impositions,” I say when he finally takes his mouth off mine. He kisses me again and leaves me gasping.

“I’m tired of your little scenes and your temper tantrums and . . .”

He comes at my mouth again.

“Please don’t do that again,” I say breathlessly, and he finally lets me go.

“If you’re gonna hit me with the frying pan, then do it, but I’m not letting you go. I plan to keep on kissing you until you give me another chance.”

I suddenly realize I’m holding the frying pan. I drop it immediately.

With as much conviction as I can muster, I say, “Eric, we’re over.”

“No, love.”

“Yes!” I reiterate. “I’m out of your business and out of your life. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

“I love you.”

I close my eyes. My strength is starting to falter. My body is beginning to betray me.

“I love you,” he says again, moving close and speaking near my mouth. “And loving you like this makes me irrational sometimes. Yes, I had my doubts, but they disappeared when you talked to me the way you did in the office and made me see how ridiculous and idiotic I was being. You’re not Betta. You’re not shameless nor a liar like she is. You’re a marvelous and beautiful woman who doesn’t deserve how I treated you. I’ll never forgive myself for breaking your heart.”

“Eric . . .”

“Love, don’t doubt for a second that you’re the most important thing in my life and that I’m crazy about you. Don’t you love me anymore?”

I don’t answer.

“If you tell me that’s how it is, I promise to let you go, to walk out of here and never bother you again. But if you love me, forgive me for being so stubborn. I’m going to continue to try and convince you to come back with me because I can’t live without you anymore.”

I feel like my heart is going to burst. He’s saying such beautiful things!

“Eric, don’t do this to me . . . ,” I say in a thin voice.

He leans his forehead on mine.

“Please, my love, please . . . please . . . please, listen to me,” he pleads. “I don’t have your magic, nor your flair or panache. I’m just a boring man baring his heart before you and asking . . . pleading . . . for another chance.”

“Eric . . .”

“Listen,” he says, interrupting me, “I already talked to the owners of the pub where you were a server, and I fixed everything. You don’t have to work anymore. I . . .”

“You did what?”

“Sweetheart . . .”

I’m furious again. “Are you out of your mind?”

“Love, I’m so jealous, it’s killing me and . . .”

“I’m gonna kill you,” I say. “You just screwed up the only job I had. Who do you think you are to do such a thing? Who?”

I thought my words would anger him, but no.

“I need and want to be with you,” my Iceman insists. I groan. “I can’t keep letting you give away your smile and your time to anyone but me. I love you, sweetheart. I love you too much to forget you, and I’ll do whatever it takes so you’ll love me and need me again as much as I do you.”

My eyes fill with tears. We’ve really done it this time! The man I love is standing before me, saying the most magnificent things I’ve ever heard. But I can’t forget how badly he hurt me.

“Let me go.”

“Then it’s true? You don’t love me anymore?” he asks in a tense voice filled with emotion.

My head feels like it’s about to explode.

“I didn’t say that, but I have to talk to David.”

He’s still not letting me go.

“Why?”

Although I’m dazed, I give him one hard look.

“Because he’s waiting, because he’s come for me, and he deserves an explanation.”

Eric nods and lets me go. I finally get out of the kitchen, preceded by Eric, and when David sees me, he whistles.

“You look spectacular, Judith.”

“Thanks,” I say, without much desire to smile.

Without another thought, I grab David by the arm and take him out to the garden so I can speak to him in private. David remembers Eric from last night. He understands what I’m saying, and, after giving me a kiss on the cheek, he leaves. I go back in the house, and everybody’s looking at me. My father grins, and Eric extends his hand to me.

“Are you coming with me?”

I just stare at him.

“Auntie, you have to forgive him,” says my niece. “Eric’s a really good guy. Look, he brought me a box of SpongeBob SquarePants chocolates.”

That’s when I see Eric wink at my niece.

She grins back at him, gap-toothed and complacent. Those two! I look over at my father, who’s emotional, and he nods. I look over at my sister, wearing one of her silly smiles, and she nods too. My brother-in-law winks at me. I close my eyes, and my heart surrenders. It’s what I want. It’s what I need.

“You and I are going to talk right now,” I tell Eric.

“Whatever you want, love.”

“Give me a sec.”

When I go to my room, my sister follows. She knows I’m overcome, and she hugs me.

“Put your pride aside, you stubborn girl, and just enjoy this man who’s come for you. Don’t deny your feelings, and let yourself be loved.”

Annoyed with myself because I seem so fickle, I sit on the bed.

“He drives me out of my mind, Raquel.”

“Of course! Just like Jesús does me. But we love each other, and that’s what counts, Cuchufleta.” I finally calm down and, with her help, put a few things in my backpack.

I feel so much for Eric, I can hardly stand it. I love him, need him, and adore him. When I return to the living room with my bag, Eric grins, hugs me, and gives me goose bumps by making a declaration in front of my father and my entire family: “I’m going to court you each and every day.”
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After I say goodbye to my family, I climb into Eric’s car.

I’ve given in.

I’ve surrendered, and I’m with him again.

I thought we were on our way to Zahara, to Frida and Andrés’s house, so I’m surprised to see we’re heading toward the pretty little villa Eric rented last summer.

Once we’re past the gate, I see the house.

“What are we doing here?”

“We need to be alone.”

I want nothing more than that on this Christmas Eve.

When the car stops and we get out, Eric takes my bag in one hand and my hand in the other. He holds it forcefully, possessively, as we step inside. I’m surprised at how much the place has changed. Modern furniture. Walls full of color. A huge plasma screen. A new fireplace. Everything, absolutely everything, is new.

He puts music on. “I bought the house.”

Incredible. But, how is it possible I didn’t know?

“You bought the house?”

“Yes. For you.”

“For me?”

“Yes, love. I wanted to surprise you for Three Kings’ Day.”

Stunned, I look around.

“C’mon,” says Eric, putting down my bag, “we have to talk.”

Music floods the house, and, unable to stop looking around and admiring how lovely and elegant everything is, I sit down on the comfortable couch next to the fireplace.

“You look beautiful in that dress,” he tells me as he sits by my side.

“Thanks. Believe it or not, I bought it for you.”

His eyes are all over my body. My Iceman can’t help himself.

“And yet you were going to offer the view to others.”

I sigh. “As I told you once, I’m no saint. And when I’m single, I give what I want of myself, to whom I want and when I want.” Eric arches his brow. “No one owns me but me, and that has to be clear once and for all.”

“Exactly: when you’re single, which is no longer the case,” he insists, not taking his eyes off me.

I’m suddenly aware I really like the song that’s playing. God, I thought about Eric so much these last few days while listening to it! We look at each other like rivals while Ricardo Montaner sings.

Although I’m happy to be with the man I adore, my pride and anger haven’t gone away, and Eric knows it.

“Jude . . . I’m sorry for everything that happened. I should have believed what you said without questioning it. Sometimes I’m stubborn and . . .”

“What made you change your mind?”

“The fervor with which you defended your truth made me realize how wrong I was about you. I was aware of my mistake before you’d even left, love.”

“And because of that, I was fired from my job and had to return my ring?”

“You weren’t fired and . . .”

“Oh, but I was. And I don’t plan to ever go back to your goddamned company in my life.”

“Why not?”

“Because. Oh, and let me say how happy I am to hear you finally kicked my ex-supervisor out on her butt.”

Eric is quiet for a moment.

“You can’t keep waiting tables. I won’t have it. I hate how other men look at you. I’m very territorial, and you . . .”

This little bit of jealousy, deep down, stirs my excitement.

“Look, there’s a lot of unemployment in Spain, and, as you might imagine, if I have to work, I can’t be choosy. In any case, I don’t wanna talk about that now, OK?”

“What about the ring I gave you . . . ?”

“I don’t want it.”

“It’s yours, love,” Eric says softly.

He tries to kiss me, but I pull away from him.

“Don’t try to overwhelm me with rings, commitments, moves, everything,” I say. “Something happened that shattered my life, and, for the moment, I don’t want rings or anythinggot it?”

He nods again. His acquiescence surprises me. The song is over, and now it’s Nirvana. Perfect! Enough romance.

“Do you really love me?” I ask.

“Now and forever,” he whispers, touching my neck with his nose.

My heart flutters; his smell, his proximity, his composure, begin to put a dent in my armor, and all I can think about is wanting him to undress me and take me. His closeness is irresistible, but I’m determined to say everything I need to say, so I pull back again.

“I’m still very angry with you.”

“I’m sorry, baby.”

“You made me feel very bad.”

“I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

He goes back to his mission.

He kisses me on my bare shoulder. Oh God, I like that so much!

I take a deep breath. “You’re going to be very sorry, Mr. Zimmerman, because from this moment on, every time I get angry with you, you’re going to be punished. I’m sick and tired of your being the only one who levies punishments.”

Surprised, he furrows his brow and stares at me.

“And how do you plan to punish me?”

I get up from the armchair.

I turn slowly in front of him, confident in my sensuality.

“For the moment, denying you what you desire most.”

My Iceman stands up.

He’s spectacularly tall.

He focuses those brilliant blue eyes on me.

“To what, exactly, are you referring?”

“You’re not going to enjoy my body,” I say. “That’s your punishment.”

His face falls.

“Are you trying to drive me insane?” he says icily. I don’t respond. “You ran away from me. You made me crazy when I didn’t know where you were. You didn’t pick up the phone for days. You slammed the door in my face, and last night I had to put up with your flirting with other guys. And now you want to punish me even more?”

“Yes!”

He curses in German.

Wow, that’s quite a string of expletives!

Then he turns to me, and his voice is completely different. “I want to make love to you. I want to kiss you. I want to show you how much I love you. I want you naked in my arms. I need you. And now you’re telling me you’re going to deprive me of all that?”

“Yes, precisely,” I say in an icier and more distant tone. “You’re not going to touch a hair on my head until I say so. You broke my heart, and if you love me, you’ll respect my punishment as I’ve always respected yours.”

Eric curses in German again.

“And for how long am I being punished?” he asks, staring at me so intensely.

“Until I decide you’re not.”

He closes his eyes. He takes a deep breath. When he opens his eyes again, he nods in agreement.

“Fine, sweetheart. If that’s what you think you need to do, then fine.”

Delighted, I finally smile.

I glance at my watch and see it’s two thirty in the morning. I’m not sleepy, but I need to get away from him, or the first one who’ll crack about this absurd punishment will be me.

“Where’s my room?” I ask as I stretch.

“Your room?”

I try to contain my laughter when I see his face. “Eric, you don’t think we’re going to sleep together, do you?”

“But”

“No, Eric,” I say, cutting him off. “I need my privacy. I don’t want to share a bed with you, and you don’t deserve it.”

His face tense, he slowly nods. “You know the house has four bedrooms,” he mutters. “Choose the one you want. I’ll sleep in one of the others.”

I grab my backpack without looking at him and head toward the room he and I shared last summer. Our room. It’s beautiful. Eric has had a stupendous and enormous canopy bed placed in the center. The rest of the furnishings are white, and the linen curtains are orange, matching the bedcover. I close the door, and my heart is racing.

What am I doing?

I want him to undress me, to kiss me, to make love to me, but here I am, denying us both what we want most.

After dropping my bag against a wall, I check myself out in the oval mirror and smile. I do look sexy and suggestive in this dress. I smile naughtily and think about how to rub salt in his wound. I really do want to punish him. I open the bedroom door and search for Eric, finding him standing by the fireplace.

“Can I ask you a favor?”

“Of course.”

I go up to him and move my long dark hair to the side.

“Could you unzip me?”

I turn around so he won’t see me grinning, and I hear him sigh. I can’t see his face, but I can imagine his eyes on my skin. He puts his hands on me. They’re so warm! He lowers the zipper very slowly. I can feel his breath on my neck. I know what an effort he’s making not to tear the dress off.

“Jude . . .”

“Yes, Eric . . .”

“I want you,” he confesses with a raspy voice in my ear.

I don’t respond. I can’t.

I’m not wearing a bra, and the zipper comes to an end at the top of my butt. I know he’s staring at my black thong. My skin. My ass.

I want him too, but I’m determined to complete my mission.

“And what is it you want to do with me?” I ask, not turning around.

He steps closer, and I let him hold me from behind as his breath resounds in my ear.

My God, I’m hot and terribly turned on. I don’t look at him but lean my head back on his chest.

“Would you like to touch me, undress me, and make love to me?” I whisper, my eyes closed.

“Yes.”

“Take me?” I whisper in just a thread of a voice.

“Yes.”

I let the air out of my lungs before I pass out. I can feel his erection getting harder against me. He kisses my shoulders; I love that.

“Would you like to share me with another man?”

“Only if you want it as well, love.”

My whole body’s burning up.

“I want it. I would look you in the eye and taste your mouth while another man takes me.”

“Yes . . .”

“You would give him access to me. You would open me up for him and watch as he strokes in and out of me while I pant and gaze into your eyes.”

Eric swallows hard.

As soon as he puts his warm lips at the base of my neck and kisses me, I shy away, putting some distance between us, and look back at him.

“No, Eric . . . you’re being punished,” I say.

I hold my dress up flirtatiously so it won’t fall as I walk away.

“Good night,” I say.

I go back to my room and close the door. I’m shaking. I’ve just done to him what he did to me that one time at the swingers’ club. I got him all hot for nothing.

I leave the dress on top of a chair. Wearing just my black thong, I sit at the foot of my bed and stare at the door. I know he’s going to come. His eyes, his voice, his most primal desires and instincts, have let me know what he needs and what he wants.

An instant later, I hear his steps and start to breathe harder.

I want him to come in.

I want him to knock down the door.

I want him to take me as he looks me in the eye.

I listen for his movements and watch the door. He’s hesitating. I know he’s trying to figure out what to do.

The doorknob moves. Oh yes! I feel my vagina tremble, wanting to enjoy what only Eric can give me. But, suddenly, the doorknob is still. My mouth drops open as I hear him walk away.

Did he go?

I close my mouth; I feel like crying. I’m a jerk. He’s respected what I asked of him, and, whether I like it or not, that should please me.

It takes me hours to get to sleep.




7

The first thing I do Christmas morning is call my father. He’s glad about Eric and me. He asks me if I like the house Eric bought for me. It surprises me that my father knows, but then he confesses he’s been in on everything. Eric asked him, and he was delighted to supervise the work and keep the secret.

Eric and my father get along very well. I like that, although it also worries me a little.

Once I hang up, I open the bedroom door and peek out. I don’t see anything; I just hear music. I think it’s Stevie Wonder singing. I brush my teeth, comb my hair, and put on a pair of jeans. When I walk into the expansive living room, which connects to the kitchen, I see Eric sitting on the couch and reading a newspaper. He smiles when he sees me. He looks so good in a gray-and-purple Lakers T-shirt and his jeans.

“Merry Christmas! Do you want some coffee?” he asks.

“Yes, with cream,” I say.

I see the tension has lifted. I watch as he goes to the kitchen, and I concentrate on his hands, those very strong hands I like so much, especially when they touch me and drive me crazy with delight.

“Do you want something to eat?”

“No, thanks.”

“Nothing?”

“I’m on a diet.”

“That surprises me. You don’t need a diet,” he says as he brings me my coffee and cream. “Eat.”

I don’t respond. I just look at him and drink my coffee. Eric doesn’t take his eyes off me the whole time either.

“Did you sleep OK?”

“Yes,” I lie. I have no plans to confess that I didn’t sleep a wink because I was thinking about him. “And you?”

“Honestly, I couldn’t close my eyes thinking about you.”

That little look of his drives me crazy. To avoid temptationbecause I’m about to rip that Lakers T-shirt off him with my teethI get up and go to the window to look outside. It’s raining. Two seconds later, I sense him behind me, although he’s not touching me.

“What would you like to do today?”

Sex! But of course, I don’t plan on telling him that, so I just shrug.

“Whatever you want.”

“Hmm . . . Whatever I want?” he whispers in my ear.

Hearing his voice and imagining what he’s thinking give me goose bumps. I can’t help myself and turn to look at him.

“I want,” he adds, teasing, “your breasts right now, sweetheart.”

“Eric . . .”

He grins and playfully pulls away in his own devilish way.

“You want to go to Zahara and see Frida and Andrés?” he asks. That sounds like an excellent idea, and I happily agree.

Half an hour later, we’re in his car headed to Zahara de los Atunes. He turns on the radio, and “Convince Me” plays again. Why is this song always playing? I close my eyes and curse in silence. When I open them again, I look out the window. I stay quiet.

“You’re not singing?”

“I don’t feel like it.”

We’re quiet again until Eric speaks. “You know, this one time, a beautiful woman I adore told me her mother said singing was the only thing that soothed the savage beasts and . . .”

“Are you calling me a beast?”

He seems taken aback. “No . . . not at all.”

“You can sing if you want to. I just don’t feel like it.”

Eric nods and bites his lip. “All right, sweetheart,” he says with resignation. “I’ll shut up.”

The tension is palpable again, and neither one of us says a word during the rest of the trip. When we arrive at Frida and Andrés’s, they’re overjoyed and hug us. Frida seems especially pleased and pulls me aside as soon as she can.

“Finally . . . I’m so happy to see you’re together again!”

“Don’t be so sure yet. I have him in quarantine.”

“Quarantine?”

I smile mischievously. “I’m punishing him: no sex or snuggles.”

“What?”

“He punishes me when I do something wrong, so I decided that, from now on, I will do the same to him,” I whisper. “So, I’m punishing him with no sex.”

“But, no sex with just you, or with all women?”

Uh-oh.

I wasn’t specific, but I’m pretty sure he understands it’s with all women. Frida laughs when she sees my face.

“So, when he’s punished you, how has he done it?”

I think about his punishments and flush with excitement. Frida just laughs.

“You don’t have to tell me. From the look on your face, I can imagine.”

Her sly grin tickles me.

“All right . . . I’ll tell you because I have no shame talking about sex with you. The first time he punished me, he took me to a swingers’ club, and, after getting me all hot and bothered and making me open my legs so everybody could see, he forced me back to the hotel without letting anybody, not even him, touch me. The next time, he brought me a woman and . . .”

“Oh God! I love Eric’s punishments, but I think yours is excessively cruel.”

“It’s just so he knows who he’s dealing with. I’m gonna make sure he regrets ever having made me mad.”

It stops raining at lunchtime, and we decide to go to a restaurant in Zahara. As always, it’s delicious, and since I haven’t yet eaten today, I’m ferociously hungry. I devour the lobster, the dogfish, and the baby squid. Eric is stupefied.

“Aren’t you on a diet?”

“Yes,” I respond, chuckling, “I’m actually on two diets. But one of them always leaves me hungry.”

He laughs, then comes close and gives me a kiss. Oh wow.

“Control your impulses, Mr. Zimmerman,” I say as seriously as I can as soon as he pulls back. “And stick to your punishment.”

Frida grins.

We have a good time the rest of the day. I always have fun with Frida, and this time I feel Eric is constantly trying to get my attention. He needs me to kiss him and touch him as much or more than I do, but I control myself.

In the evening, we go back home. When it’s time to go to bed, I do everything in my power to keep my heart in check and give him a tempting kiss on the mouth before turning to go to my room. Eric takes my hand.

“How long is this going to go on?”

I want to say it’s over.

I want to say I can’t take it anymore.

But my pride keeps me from giving in. I wink at him, let go of his hand, and go to my room without responding.

Once I’m in my room, my most basic instincts scream at me to open the door and stop this foolish punishment I alone have imposed, but my honor won’t let me. Just like the night before, I hear him come up to the door. I know he wants to come in, but, in the end, he walks away.

In the morning, Eric’s mom calls and urgently asks him to come back to Germany. His nephew’s nanny has quit without warning to go live with her family in Vienna. He talks to the woman and argues with her. He doesn’t understand why she’s quitting without notice so they might have time to find someone else. Later, he talks to Marta, his sister, and gets agitated. When he calls his mother again, they have an argument. I hear him talk to Flyn, his nephew, and feel his helplessness. In the afternoon, he’s exhausted and overwhelmed, so I offer to go to Germany with him.

He has to take care of this problem. When I tell him, he touches his forehead to mine and hugs me.

I talk to my father and agree to come home in time to have New Year’s Eve dinner with them. Later that evening, we take Eric’s private jet from Jerez all the way to Franz Josef Strauss International in Munich.
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There’s been a big snowstorm in Germany, and it’s fucking cold. A long, dark car is waiting for us. Eric greets the chauffeur and introduces him to me. His name is Norbert.

I look out on the empty snow-covered streets as Eric talks on the phone with his mother and promises we’ll go by the house tomorrow. There’s no one playing in the snow or strolling hand in hand. Half an hour later, the car stops in front of a steel-colored gate. When the gate opens, I see a small house next to it. Eric tells me this is where the couple who works for him lives. The car continues through a pretty, frozen garden. I blink when I see the gorgeous, enormous house that appears at the end of the drive. When the car stops, Eric helps me out.

“Welcome home,” he says as I look around.

His voice, his expression, and the way he’s looking at me give me goose bumps. He takes my hand and pulls me along. I follow him to the door where a woman in her fifties waits for us.

“Judith, this is Simona. She and her husband take care of the house.”

We come into the vestibule, and I see the man who picked us up at the airport.

“Norbert is her husband,” says Eric.

I startle them with a couple of kisses on their cheeks.

“I’m delighted to meet you,” I tell them in my perfect German.

The couple, dazed by my effusiveness, quickly glance at each other. “We are too, miss.”

“Simona, Norbert, please go rest. It’s late,” says a smiling Eric.

“We’ll take your bags up to your room first, sir,” says Norbert.

Once they’ve disappeared with our bags, Eric gives me a teasing look.

“We’re not so kissy kissy in Germany, and you rattled them,” he whispers.

“Oh! I’m sorry.”

He softly touches my face.

“It’s totally fine, Jude. I’m sure they’re going to like your way of being as much as I do.”

I nod and take a step back, or I won’t be able to control my reactions.

I look around and see the double stairway the couple went up.

“Impressive,” I whisper as he takes my hand again.

“You like it?” he asks hesitantly.

“How could I not like it? This . . . is awesome. Huge. Beautiful.”

“C’mon, I’ll show you the rest,” he says, not letting go of my hand. “We’re alone, except for Simona and Norbert, but they’ll leave soon. Flyn is at my mother’s. We’ll pick him up tomorrow.”

I like the feel of his hand, and sensing his happiness warms the cold core around my heart a little bit. He shows me a marvelous room with an enormous, majestic fireplace, already lit and inviting us to sit down on the chocolate-colored couch in front of it. I take note of everything. With its dark and somber furnishings, it’s definitely a man’s house. There’s not one photo or one feminine detail. Nothing.

Taking me by the hand, he gives me a full tour of the first floor. Two beautiful bathrooms, a long room. We go down a hallway, and he opens the door; suddenly we’re in a gigantic and spotless garage.

There are a dark blue all-terrain Mitsubishi, a light gray Maybach Exelero, a black Audi A6, and a light gray BMW 1.100 motorcycle. My father’s dream! I’m absolutely stunned by everything, and when I don’t think anything else could possibly astonish me, we go back down the hallway where he opens another door, and there’s a spectacular rectangular pool that leaves me in awe.

An indoor pool. What a luxury!

Eric grins. He’s having fun with my reactions. I try to be cool, but I can’t pull it off.

We leave the pool behind and continue down the hallway to his office. Everything is dark oak, and there’s an impressive library with one of those movable ladders that you always see in the movies. How cool is that! There are a twenty-inch screen on his desk and gadgets on a second desk. To the right of that, there’s a fireplace with a roaring fire, and to the left stands a white cabinet with various pistols.

“Are they yours?” I ask, checking out the display.

“Yes.”

The pistols make me shudder.

“I’ve never liked guns,” I say. “Do you know how to use them?”

Like always, he just looks at me. “A little bit,” he finally says. “I’m an Olympic shooter.”

Without giving me a chance to respond, he takes me by the hand again and pulls me out of the office.

We go into another room with a desk and a ton of toys. He tells me it’s Flyn’s study and playroom. Everything is exquisitely tidy. Nothing is out of place, and that surprises me. If this belonged to my niece or even me, it would be chaos. I don’t say anything about what I’m thinking, and we go from one room to another. One is almost empty except for a treadmill and boxes.

“This is your room. For your things,” he says abruptly.

“My room?”

Eric nods.

“Yes, this can be your own private space. As you can see, Flyn has his and I have mine. It’s only fair you should have your own space too, to do with whatever you want.”

I don’t know what to say. I’m so bowled over. Eric gives me a kiss on the forehead. “I’ll show you the rest of the house.”

Overwhelmed by all the space and luxury here, I go up that impressive double stairway. Eric tells me there are seven bedrooms on this floor, each with its own bathroom. Eric’s room is something else. It’s blue, and there’s a colossal bed in the very center, which makes my heart beat faster. The bathroom is another marvel: Jacuzzi, hydromassage, shower. Everything is deluxe.

I go back to the bedroom. I notice the lamp on one of the night tables, and I smile. It’s the little lamp we bought at El Rastro, with my lip print. It doesn’t go with anything in this bedroom; it’s much too informal. I feel Eric looking at me, and that makes me anxious, so I look away and notice my bags. That makes me even more anxious, but I try my best to seem OK.

From Eric’s room, we go to Flyn’s. There are planes and cars in perfect order. Is this child really that neat? It doesn’t feel like a kid lives here.

After that, he shows me the other bedrooms. They’re big and nice, but it’s obvious no one uses them. He takes me by the hand again, and we go downstairs. In an incredible steel-and-wood kitchen, he opens an American fridge and takes out a cold Coke for me and a beer for him.

“I hope you like the house.”

“It’s beautiful, Eric.”

He takes a sip of his beer.

“It’s so big . . . uff!” I say, looking around and touching my forehead. “It’s a helluva house. My house is smaller than one of the two bathrooms on this floor. How come you never told me about it before?”

He shrugs and looks around. “I don’t know. You never asked about my house.”

Before I have a chance to say anything else, he puts his hands around my waist. He lifts me up onto the kitchen island and pulls my legs up.

“Have you lifted my punishment yet?” he asks in a sweet tone, his mouth near mine.

That question and his quick proximity are so surprising that I don’t know what to say. On the one hand, I know I have to be tough and make him pay for what he did, but on the other, I need him so much, I’m perfectly capable of forgiving everything for the rest of my life and asking him to fuck me right here and now.

We look at each other for what feels like an eternity. We’re heating up. And as his lips come near, I begin to debate: Do I forgive him or not?

Tired of waiting, he puts his tempting mouth on mine. I feel his lips burning.

“Kiss me . . .”

I don’t move.

I am so paralyzed by desire, I can barely breathe.

“Sweetheart, kiss me,” he insists.

When he realizes I’m not moving, he holds my head in his hands and does that thing that drives me crazy: he runs his tongue on my upper lip and then my lower lip, ending with a delicious little nibble. His breathing gets harder, and then he kisses me. I stop breathing. He takes me with his mouth in such a way that I’m willing to do absolutely anything he asks.

As he’s kissing me, one of his hands moves from my head to my neck and then to my back. His fingers dig into my flesh as he pulls me close enough to feel his hot, tempting, and exquisite erection.

Thank God I’m wearing jeans. Otherwise, Eric would have already torn off my panties, or rather, I would have torn them off myself. I close my eyes and throw my head back. I’m enjoying myself and, evidently noting the change in my breathing, he bites my chin and runs his wet tongue down my throat.

“Let’s go to our room, love. I need to undress you and take you the way I’ve wanted to for days. I want to open your legs and, after tasting you, bury myself in you over and over until your moans calm the living desire I have for you.”

Living desire! Just hearing that makes me dizzy.

I’m instantly drunk on him, and, like always, I want more. But no, I shouldn’t. I’m struggling mightily with my arousal, and, with what little strength I have left, I push myself back and pull away from him.

“No . . . you’re not forgiven.”

“But . . . I want you.”

“No . . . you shouldn’t.”

“Jude . . . love,” he protests.

“Just tell me which is my room and . . .”

I don’t even finish my sentence before he pulls away. His face is as hard as the erection in his pants. He closes his eyes and leans on the kitchen island. His knuckles have gone white.

“Fine,” he hisses. “We’ll go on with your game. Follow me.”

This time he doesn’t take my hand when I follow him up the stairs. I stare at his broad back, his strong legs, and his butt. Pure temptation anduff!I’m well aware of what I just said no to.

When we hit the second floor, he walks decisively to his room, opens the door, picks up my bags, and comes back out to the hallway. “Which room do you want to sleep in?”

“In . . . in whichever’s free,” I manage to say.

Livid and determined, Eric walks to the end of the hallway and opens the door farthest from his room. We both go in, and he leaves my bag next to the bed.

“Good night,” he says without looking at me or kissing me. He closes the door behind him.

For an instant, I stand there like an imbecile, contemplating the door, and my chest heaves up and down. What have I done? Maybe I’ve lost my mind. Unable to do or say anything else, I put on my pj’s and lie down on the pretty bed. I don’t want to think, so I turn on my iPod and sing along.

I finally turn off the light.

I need to get some sleep, but my subconscious betrays me.

I dream, and in my dark wet dream, Eric kisses me as he opens my legs to let another man penetrate me. I raise my hips, wanting greater depth, and the man, whose face I can’t see, picks up the pace, thrusting in and out of me, until he can’t take it anymore and comes. I’m panting and pleading for more. The stranger releases me, and Eric, my kinky, sexy, and captivating Iceman, takes his place.

He touches my thighs . . . oh yes!

He parts my legs . . . yes!

He forces me to look at him and says in that solemn voice of his, “Tell me what you want.” And before I can answer, my love drives into me, hot and sure, going right through me and making me scream, “Eric!”

Only he can give me what I really need.

Only he knows what I really like.

He buries himself in me over and over, driving me crazy. I scream and grab at his back until he takes me to the sweetest, most marvelous and devastating of orgasms.

I wake up, startled. I’m alone in my bed, sweating, and well aware of my dream. I don’t know if I’ll be able to continue enforcing this sexual abstinence; I need Eric, and I’m dying to be in his arms.
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I leap from my bed at five to ten the next morning. Eric is an early riser, and I don’t want to seem like a hibernating bear. I take a quick shower, and, after putting on a casual black wool dress with high boots, I make my way to the kitchen. Eric is seated at a round table, reading a newspaper.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” he says, but he’s not smiling.

Simona is cooking and greets me. I’ve definitely come off like a hibernating bear.

“Good morning,” I respond.

Eric makes no effort to get up. That strikes me as odd, but I try to control my instincts and hide the bitter embarrassment of not getting a good-morning kiss.

Simona offers me cold cuts, but I shake my head and ask only for coffee, so she nudges me to sit at the table next to Eric.

“Did you sleep well?” he inquires.

I nod and try to forget my wet dream. If he only knew . . .

Two minutes later, Simona leaves a steaming coffee with cream on the table and a good-sized piece of plum cake. I’m hungry and take a huge bite.

“Mmm, it’s so good, Simona!” I say as soon as I taste the butter and vanilla.

Delighted, she nods and leaves as I continue with my breakfast. Eric isn’t speaking; he only watches me.

“What’s wrong?” I ask when I can’t take it anymore. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Still not smiling, he leans back in his chair.

“I still can’t believe you’re sitting in my kitchen.” But before I can say anything, he changes the subject by adding, “When you’re finished, we’ll go to my mother’s. I need to pick up Flyn. I have something to do afterward, a basketball game.”

“You play basketball?” I ask, surprised.

“Yes.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“With whom?”

“With some friends.”

“Why haven’t you told me you play basketball?”

Eric looks at me the way he often does. “Because you never asked,” he says softly. “But we’re on my turf now, and there may be a few things about me that will surprise you.”

I nod like a fool. I thought I knew him, and suddenly I find out he’s an Olympic shooter and plays basketball and will probably surprise me with more things. To see his mother again and meet Flyn make me nervous because I can’t always keep my mouth shut about what I’m thinking.

“When you said you weren’t very effusive in your greetings here, did that also mean there won’t be good-morning kisses?”

“There will always be kisses as long as it’s what we both want,” he responds.

Shiiiiiiiiiiit! He’s giving me a taste of my own medicine, and I’m a very bad patient.

I go on eating the plum cake, but my face must tell quite a story because he says, “Anything else?”

I shake my head, and he goes back to his paper, but when I sneak a peek at him, I see his lips curving into a smile. What a punk!

As soon as I finish my breakfast, he gets up, and I do the same. We walk toward the door and get our coats out of the closet. Eric makes a face.

“What’s the matter now?” I ask.

“What you have on won’t keep you warm. This isn’t Spain.”

“Don’t worry,” I say as I take my black Desigual coat in my hands. “It’s warmer than it looks.”

With furrowed brow, he raises the collar of my coat and takes me by the hand as we go down the hallway.

“We’re going to have to buy you something else because I don’t want you to get sick.”

I sigh and don’t say anything. Once we’re in the Mitsubishi, Eric presses a button, and the garage door opens; the car heats up in seconds.

The radio comes on, and I smile when I recognize Maroon 5. As Eric drives, he begins to tell me about where we are.

He explains that his house is in the Trudering district, a very pretty place where, in the light of day, I can see many more houses like his all around. Each one is more impressive than the last. When we get on the highway, he tells me that, a little to the south, there are farms and woods. I like that. To have nature close by, like in Jerez, is essential for me.

We pass the Riem district and come to an elegant neighborhood called Bogenhausen. This is where his mother lives. After driving down the streets with chalet after chalet, we come to a stop before a dark gate, and I tense up. I know Sonia, and I know she’s a dear, but she’s Eric’s mother, and that makes me nervous.

Once he parks the car in the garage, he looks over and smiles. He understands that when I’m quiet, it’s because I’m tense. Just as I’m about to say something silly to try to relax, a door opens and Sonia steps out.

“How wonderful to have you both here!” she exclaims.

I smile; I can’t do anything else. Sonia hugs me, and I hug her back.

“Welcome to Germany and my home, love,” she whispers in my ear. “We’re going to love you very much here.”

“Thank you,” I babble.

Eric gives his mother a kiss, then takes me by the hand, and together we go into the house. The noise is atrocious, and the music is repetitive. “Flyn is in the living room, busy with one of his infernal games,” Sonia explains. She looks over at her son. “He’s driving me crazy. He doesn’t know how to have fun without that cursed music.” Eric just grins. “Your sister called. She said to wait for her to eat. She wants to say hi to you and Jude.”

“Stupendous,” says Eric, but I’m about to blow my brains out because of the strident music coming from the living room.

Eric and his mother talk about Flyn’s nanny for a few minutes. They are both very disappointed in her, and I hear them say they have to hire someone new. As they talk, I’m surprised that atrocious noise in the background isn’t a problem for them. In fact, it almost feels like they’re used to it. Once they stop talking, a young woman comes up and says something to Sonia. Excusing herself, Sonia goes with her. Eric takes my hand.

“Are you ready to meet Flyn?”

I nod, and we walk together to the living room. Eric opens the enormous white sliding door, and the decibels shoot up. Is Flyn deaf? The room is spacious, full of light, photographs, and flowers. But the noise is insufferable.

There is an enormous plasma TV featuring a couple of battling warriors. I know the game, Mortal Kombat. My friend Nacho loves it, and we’ve played for hours and hours. It’s addictive.

The warriors leap and scramble on the screen, and I notice there’s a red cap moving around on the strawberry-colored couch in front of the screen. Is that Flyn?

The music couldn’t be louder. Eric lets go of my hand, goes to the couch, and, without a word, leans down, grabs the remote, and turns down the volume.

“Uncle Eric!” exclaims a little voice.

Suddenly a slight boy jumps up and hugs my Iceman. Eric smiles and hugs him back, closing his eyes.

Oh God, what a wonderful moment!

I get goose bumps from seeing the love my German feels for his nephew. For a few seconds, I watch the two of them sharing secrets, and I hear the boy laugh. Before he introduces me, Eric has his full attention on the boy, who’s so happy to see him and is telling him something about the game. After a few minutes during which the boy still hasn’t realized I’m here, Eric comes over to me.

“Flyn, I want to introduce you to Miss Judith.”

I can see the boy’s back tense up. That’s such an Iceman thing to do that I’m not at all surprised he does it too. I know the boy hasn’t looked at me. I walk over and say hello to him in German.

“Hi, Flyn!”

He quickly turns his face and looks me over with dark almond eyes as Eric takes the cap off his head.

“Hello, Miss Judith!”

Wow, what a surprise! Flyn is Eurasian?

“Flyn, you can call me ‘Judith,’ OK?”

The boy scans me and nods. His wary gaze is as penetrating as his uncle’s, and that gives me goose bumps too. Before I can say anything else, Sonia comes back.

“Oh God, how wonderful to be able to talk without screaming. I’m going to go deaf! Flyn, my dear, can’t you play with the volume a little softer?”

“No, Sonia,” the boy says, still looking at me.

Sonia?

How impersonal. Why doesn’t he call her “Grandma” or “Nana”? She talks to him for a minute until her cell rings. When Sonia answers, the boy sits down again.

“Uncle, do you want to play?” he asks.

Eric looks over at his mother, but she quickly leaves the room. He sits next to his nephew. As they start to set up to play, I join them.

“Can I play too?”

“Girls don’t know how to play this,” says Flyn, not looking happy. Eric is trying to contain a smile.

“Why do you think girls don’t know how to play this?”

“It’s a game for men,” says the boy, now looking right at me.

“Well, I don’t know about that,” I say very calmly.

“No, I’m sure,” the boy insists. “Girls are really dumb when it comes to war games. You like games about princes and fashion.”

“You really believe that?”

“Yes.”

“What if I showed you girls also know how to play Mortal Kombat?”

The boy shakes his head.

“I don’t play with girls.”

My eyes wide, I look over at Eric for help. “What kind of macho BS are you teaching him?” I say in Spanish.

I give him a tolerant smile. I should be nice because he’s Eric’s nephew.

Eric gives me a silly smile back.

“Don’t be put off, sweetheart,” he says, ruffling Flyn’s hair. “He’s just doing that to shock you. And, just so you know, Flyn speaks perfect Spanish.”

I’m absolutely stunned.

“If I don’t want to play with you, it’s because I want to play alone with my uncle,” he says.

“Flyn . . . ,” scolds Eric.

This has not been a very good beginning with this boy.

“Don’t worry, I’ll sit the game out if you want me to,” I murmur, and smile.

He looks away and presses Play. The atrocious music comes on again. Eric winks at me and begins the game.

I watch them for twenty minutes.

Tired of staring at the screen while having those two little machos ignore me, I get up and wander around the living room. I notice the photos on the mantel above the fireplace. There’s one in which I see Eric with two girls. One is Marta, and I suppose the other is Hannah, Flyn’s mother. They’re all smiling, and I realize how much Eric and Hannah look alike: light hair, blue eyes, and an identical smile.

There are more photos. Sonia and her children. Flyn as a baby, dressed as a pumpkin in his mother’s arms. Marta and Eric hugging. I’m surprised to see a photo of a much younger Eric with long hair.

“Hello, Judith!”

Because of the noise, I didn’t hear her come in, but Marta is here. We hug and she grins.

“I see these two warriors have abandoned you for their game,” she says, taking me by the hand.

“According to somebody, we girls don’t know how to play.”

Marta sighs.

“My nephew is a little monster,” she whispers. “Surely Eric has told you that, right?”

I nod, and she sighs again.

“Let’s go to the kitchen and get something to drink.”

To leave the living room is a real relief, especially for my ears. When we get to the kitchen, there’s a woman cooking who greets us. Marta introduces her as Cristel.

“What would you like to drink?”

“Coke, please.”

Marta opens the fridge and grabs two Cokes. She signals to me to follow her to an adjacent dining room. We sit at the table, and through the window I see Sonia, outside talking on the phone, with her coat on.

“Mother and her boyfriends,” Marta whispers.

That surprises me. Isn’t Sonia married to Marta’s father?

“She and my father divorced when I was eight years old,” says Marta. She takes a drink of her Coke. “And while I adore my father, I realize he’s a very boring man. She is full of vitality and needs another kind of life.” I nod. “Just look at her. She’s like a teenager when she talks to one of her boyfriends on the phone.” I look out at Sonia and realize Marta’s right. At that moment, Sonia turns off her cell and gives a little jump for joy.

“Girls . . . ,” says Sonia, now back in the house and shedding her coat, “I’ve just been invited to Switzerland. I said yes and leave tomorrow.”

Her effusiveness makes me laugh.

“Who with, Mother?” asks Marta.

Sonia sits with us, ready to confide.

“He’s a very handsome man, Trevor Gerver.”

“Trevor Gerver?” asks an astonished Marta, and Sonia nods.

“That’s right, my girl!”

“Wow, Mother! Trevor is hot.”

“Marta, I already told you that man looks at my legs too much,” says Sonia, touching her hair. “In fact, the day I went skydiving, I noticed that . . .”

“You skydived?” I ask, aghast.

“Not a word to my brother, or he’ll be all over us, OK?” Marta says.

Amazed, I nod.

“If my son finds out either one of us took skydiving classes, he’ll be insufferable,” says Sonia. “He’s been very strict about our safety since my precious Hannah’s fatal bungee-jumping accident more than three years ago.”

“I know . . . I know . . . I’m into motocross, and the day he saw me, he just about . . .”

“You’re into motocross?” asks Marta, surprised.

I nod and Marta claps.

“Wow!” says Sonia. “Hannah used to do that too. And my son hasn’t gone into a rage?”

“Yes, he did,” I say, “but I’ve made it clear motocross is a part of me, and he can’t do anything about it.”

They both grin.

“I still have Hannah’s motorcycle in the garage,” says Sonia. “You can take it whenever you want. At least you’ll use it.”

“Mother!” protests Marta. “Are you trying to make Eric mad?”

Sonia sighs. “Eric gets mad just being looked at.”

“Well, you’re not wrong about that,” says a jovial Marta.

“And even though he wants us to live in a bubble so nothing will ever happen to us,” says Sonia, “he needs to understand life is to be enjoyed. That riding a motorcycle or skydiving doesn’t mean something horrible will happen to you. That’s what Hannah would say to him if she were alive. So, if you want the motorcycle,” she says in my direction, “it’s yours.”

“Thank you. I’ll keep it in mind,” I say, delighted.

As we continue laughing and sharing stories, I learn that Trevor owns a skydiving school on the outskirts of Munich. I’m terribly curious. I would love to learn to free-fall. As Sonia is talking about her trip to Switzerland, I realize it’ll be New Year’s Eve in four days.

“You’ll be back by New Year’s?”

“No, my dear. I’ll be in Switzerland with Trevor.”

“Eric and Flyn will be alone?”

The two of them nod.

“Yes,” says Marta. “I have plans, and Mother does too.”

I must be giving something away in my expression, because Sonia feels obliged to explain. “Since my daughter died, that night has ceased to be special for us, especially for me. Eric understands, and he usually stays with Flyn.” And then, quickly changing the subject, she turns to Marta. “So, what should I take with me to Switzerland?”

For a long time, I listen to them, but I can’t help but think my father would never in his life, not for any reason whatsoever, leave me or my sister alone with my niece on such a special night. Then Marta says something that makes me smile, and our conversation is cut short when Eric comes in with the boy.

He’s no fool, and he quickly understands we’ve been talking about something we don’t want him to know about. Marta gets up to greet him.

“Not a word of what we talked about to my quick-tempered son. Let’s keep this secret, OK, love?” says Sonia.

I nod almost imperceptibly and see Eric smiling at something Flyn has said.

Twenty minutes later, Eric and Flyn join us at the dining room table for a delicious meal. Everything is wonderful.

At three thirty, we’re all chatting in the living room, when I see Eric glance at his watch, get up, and come over to me.

“My love, I have to be at the Oberfohring All Sports Center in an hour. I don’t know if you like basketball, but I’d love it if you’d come with me and watch the game.”

His voice, his proximity, and the way he says “my love” make thousands of little butterflies flutter inside me. I want to kiss him. I want him to kiss me. But this is not the place to release all that contained passion. Without my needing to say a word, Eric knows what I’m thinking. He intuits it. In the end, I nod, delighted, and he grins.

“I want to go too,” says Flyn.

Our moment is broken, and Eric takes his eyes off me to focus on the boy.

“Of course. Put on your coat.”
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Fifteen minutes later, we get to the Oberfohring All Sports Center, and Eric shuts off the car. Flyn jumps out and runs off. I look over at Eric with concern.

“Don’t worry,” he says, grabbing his sports bag. “He knows this place like the back of his hand.”

“Have you noticed how your nephew looks at me?” I ask as we walk toward the sports center.

“Do you remember how your niece used to look at me at first?” responds Eric. “Flyn is a child. You just have to win him over like I won Luz over.”

“You’re right. But I don’t know why I get the sense your nephew is like his uncle, bullheaded.”

Eric laughs aloud. He stops and leans down to be closer to me.

“If I could, I’d kiss you this very instant. I’d put my mouth on yours, and I would devour you. Then I’d take you back to the car and rip your clothes off and make love to you with true devotion. Unfortunately, I’m being punished and can’t do what I want.”

I’m about to give in and kiss him, when we’re interrupted.

“Judith! Eric!”

I look to my right and see Frida and Andrés and little Glen. We all warmly hug each other.

“You play basketball too?” I ask Andrés.

He winks at me.

“Yes, of course,” he boasts, and we all laugh.

Once inside, Frida and Andrés kiss.

They’re so cute! Eric looks at me with longing but keeps his distance.

“Stay with Frida, my love. I’ll see you after the game,” he says before disappearing behind the locker room door.

Lord God, I want him to kiss me, but he doesn’t.

“Don’t tell me he’s still being punished?” says Frida as soon as the door closes and she notices the look on my face.

Like a fool, I nod, and my friend just laughs and laughs.

“C’mon . . . let’s go up to the bleachers to cheer for our guys. And, by the way, I love your boots. They’re beautiful and sexy punishment wear.”

Lost in my thoughts, I follow Frida. We open a door and find the basketball court. There’s Flyn, seated on the yellow bleachers, playing with his PSP. When he sees us, he doesn’t greet us but goes straight to Glen. He likes the baby and asks Frida if he can hold him. She hands him over, and I watch Flyn make faces to get Glen to laugh. As the bleachers fill up, Flyn suddenly hands the baby back to his mother and goes to sit a few rows below us.

“How is it going with Flyn?” asks Frida.

I shrug. “Honestly, I don’t think he likes me. He didn’t want to play with me, and he barely talks to me. Is he always like that, or is that just with me?”

Frida laughs.

“He’s a good kid, but not very communicative. I’ve known him his whole life, and I don’t think he’s ever said more than ten words to me. He’s crazy about technology and gaming, and when he sees Glen, he’s all smiles.” Suddenly, she’s quiet for an instant. “Uff, that stinks! I’m going to the restroom to change this little skunk’s diaper, or we’ll all die.”

“Do you want me to go with you?”

“No. I’ll be right back.”

When she leaves, I smile and gesture for Flyn to come sit with me, but he refuses. Five minutes later, I see a group of women my age come in, all looking really good and perfumed to the max. They sit directly in front of me. They’re very animated while they talk about some hairstylist until the players come out to warm up. I’m absolutely flabbergasted when I realize one of Eric and Andrés’s teammates is Björn!

On the court just a few feet from me is the man I adore with all my heart. Two other men with whom I’ve shared my bed are also there. Uff, how hot and how embarrassing! I fan myself with my hand; I don’t know where to look.

When I manage to get my heart to stop racing two thousand miles an hour, I look back at the court and turn bright red when I see all three looking up at me and waving. Shyly, I wave back. The women in front of me think they’re waving at them, and they cackle like a bunch of excited hens.

I’m all flushed, but I can’t take my eyes off my Iceman. He looks up at me and throws the ball. God, he looks so good.

Flyn steps onto the court, and Eric throws him the ball. The boy laughs. Björn picks him up and swings him upside down. For a few minutes, Flyn is the center of attention, and he’s happy. For the first time, I see him laughing like a kid his age.

When Flyn sits back down on the bleachers, I watch with pride at how Eric moves on the court. I’d never imagined him as an athlete, and I love it! I’ve been enjoying watching him for a few minutes, when I overhear one of the women seated in front of me.

“My, oh my! The man I want most in my bed is playing today.”

“Mine too,” says another.

They all laugh, and I kind of laugh along. It’s all in good fun, and I’m having a fine time until another one speaks up.

“Holy God! Eric just gets better every day. Just look at his legs.”

They all laugh anew. “I still remember the night I spent with him,” says the stupid blonde. “It was extraordinary.” My blood begins to boil.

To think Eric spent the night and had sex with that woman doesn’t amuse me at all. I wonder if this happened recently.

“Lora, that was more than a year ago.”

I practically clap when I hear this.

Eric was involved with her before he met me. I can’t hold that against him. I was also involved with other men before I met him.

“Gina, all I can say is that Eric is a man who leaves his mark,” responds this Lora girl, and everyone laughs, myself included.

For a little while, I listen to the women as they reveal what they think of each and every one of the men warming up on the court. Each plays stupendously, including Gina’s husband. When this Lora person mentions Andrés and Björn, I realize she could care less which one she might get to be with.

“Lora,” says Gina, laughing, “if you want to sleep with Eric again, you just have to win over the boy. Everyone knows that little monster is his weakness.”

Lora wrinkles her nose when she looks at Flyn. She tosses back her long blonde hair.

“I don’t need to win anybody over to get what I want from Eric.”

Now I’m indignant. Frida and Glen return and sit by my side.

“Hello, girls!” she says.

The four women turn around and smile. They kiss hello.

“Girls, let me introduce you to Judith, Eric’s girlfriend.”

The women, but especially the blonde who tossed her hair, are stunned.

I’ve asked Eric not to introduce me as his girlfriend, but right now I want to make my status very clear: I’m his and he’s mine!

I decide to pretend I didn’t hear a thing and greet them enthusiastically. From that moment on, not one of them mentions Eric again.

The game begins, and I watch him run from one side of the court to the other. I don’t really understand basketball, so I need Frida to explain things as they go along.

Andrés plays point guard, and Eric plays forward, and I quickly realize his combination of height and speed makes him perfect for that position. I clap every time he scores a point or a counterattack. Oh God, my guy is so sexy!

During the break, I watch how Lora looks at him. She tries to get his attention, but her efforts are fruitless. Eric is concentrating on his teammates, and I like how he fully commits himself to what he loves.

Enjoying myself, I applaud loudly when the game starts again and, with Frida, get totally into it; in fact, I’m surprised when the game ends and our guys have won by twelve points. Olé!

I watch Flyn run to hug his uncle, who picks him up. Everybody begins to get up from their seats.

“C’mon . . . ,” says Frida. “Let’s go.”

I go down past the other women and see Eric sitting, drenched in sweat.

He puts on a track jacket. His usual serious expression is back, and that causes my heart to leap.

That’s when I realize Lora and another woman are whispering and staring at my Iceman. I decide to make things clear to them once and for all. I go up to Eric, sit on his lap, and kiss him longingly, with passion and with gusto.

“Well, sweetheart, if I’d only known, I would have brought you to a basketball game sooner,” he says in a raspy voice, his lips just an inch or so from mine. I grin. “Does this mean I’m no longer being punished?”

I nod. He closes his eyes, sighs, and kisses me again.
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While the men clean up after the game, Frida and the other women and I wait for them in the lobby. I get a kick out of their comments. Lora hasn’t said anything to irritate me again. Of course, she keeps looking at me with an odd expression. It’s clear knowing I’m Eric’s girlfriend has taken the fun out of it for her. Half an hour later, the men come out of the locker room, all fresh and clean.

“Hi, are you Judith? The Spanish girl?” says a serious fellow, so blond he seems albino.

I almost say “Olé!” but decide against it.

“Yes, I’m Judith.”

“Olé? . . . Toro . . . paella!” says one of the guys, and I laugh.

Two dark-haired guys come over to us, and they’re also curious about me. I’m the novelty, the Spanish girl. That amuses me, and I chat with them for a while. Suddenly, I see Eric coming out of the locker room. He looks irritated because I’m surrounded by all these guys, but I smile at him. I like these silly jealousies of his, especially when I see he stops to talk to Frida, Andrés, and the baby, waiting for me to go to him. We exchange looks, and then, with a gesture, he suggests I come over to him.

I pretend I don’t see him. I don’t want to be following him around like a little dog. He finally comes over to me, puts his arms around my waist in front of his friends, and gives me a kiss on the lips.

“Guys, this is my girlfriend, Judith. So be careful!”

His friends laugh, as do I, and Björn takes my hand and kisses it in a gesture of greeting. I get inexplicably nervous but finally relax when I realize Björn isn’t going to do or say anything out of line. On the contrary, he is absolutely proper. Eric kisses me on the temple, and the two of them plan for us all to go to dinner at Jokers, Björn’s parents’ restaurant.

I check my watch. It’s seven thirty.

I let Eric guide me by the waist as he reaches over with his other hand to grab Flyn. We get in the car, and the boy, still excited from the game, can’t stop talking with his uncle. He doesn’t include me at any time in the conversation, but I manage to get a word in edgewise anyway.

When we get to Jokers, we park the Mitsubishi and see Frida and Andrés behind us and, behind them, Björn. It’s absolutely freezing, and we dash into the restaurant. An ungainly man comes out to welcome us, and Björn tells me it’s his father. His name is Klaus, and he’s a very charming guy. The moment he finds out I’m Spanish, the words “paella,” “olé,” and “toro” come tumbling out of his mouth, and I laugh.

We have a few beers while the rest of the group arrives, and then a young woman takes us to a private dining room. When we sit down, I let Eric order for me. I need to get up to date on German food.

We start dinner amidst laughter, and I try to understand everything being said, but listening to so many people speaking in German at once perplexes me. They’re so curt when they talk! As I try to focus so I understand what is being said, Eric whispers in my ear.

“Ever since you told me I’m no longer being punished, I’m dying to go home, sweetheart. What about you?”

I tell him yes, and Eric makes little circles on my thigh under the table.

“Do you want me?”

I raise an eyebrow slightly. “Yes, very much.”

“On a scale from one to ten, how much do you want me?” he says, surprising me.

“Ten doesn’t begin to describe it. Shall we say, fifty?” I say, my libido sky high.

Again, he’s pleased with my answer. He takes a French fry from his plate, bites it, and gives me the rest. We continue with our dinner until I hear Eric talking to Flyn.

“C’mon, Flyn, c’mon. Eat or I’ll eat what’s on your plate. I’m hungry, terribly hungry.”

The boy nods and Björn laughs.

“Eric, when I told my father’s new cook that Judith is Spanish, she insisted we introduce her.”

They both grin and fist-bump; then Eric gets up and takes me by the hand.

“Let’s do what the cook says, or we’ll never be able to come back to this place.”

I get up to follow him while everyone watches, a little surprised, and then I see Flyn make a move to go with us.

“Hey, if you go, I’m gonna eat all your French fries,” says Björn.

The boy decides to defend his plate while we walk away from the group. We leave the dining room and go down a long hallway. Eric stops in front of a door. He inserts a key in the lock, makes me go inside, and, after closing the door again, begins to unbutton his jacket.

“I can’t take it anymore, love. I’m hungry, and it’s not for the food on the table.”

I’m floored. “Wait, weren’t we going to meet the cook?”

Eric looks at me as if he wants to ravage me. “Undress, love. Fifty on a scale of one to ten, remember?”

Still astonished, I’m about to respond, when Eric quickly lifts me by the waist and sits me on top of the desk in the office. Didn’t he just ask me to undress?

He runs his tongue on my upper lip, then my lower lip; when he’s about to give me that final little nibble, I throw myself on his mouth and eat him up.

Heat.

Excitement.

Momentary insanity.

For several minutes, we kiss and touch each other in an absolute frenzy. Eric is so hot, so good at this, that I feel like I’m going to melt. And then he swiftly lifts my dress and puts his enormous hands at the top of my hose.

“Stop.” That makes him come to an absolute halt. “I don’t want you to rip my hose or my underwear. They’re new, and they cost a ton. I’ll take them off myself.”

He smiles . . . Oh, my heart leaps wildly when he smiles like that.

The hell with ithe can rip whatever he wants!

Eric takes a step back, his desire for me intensifying. I immediately put a foot on his chest. He unbuckles my boot and takes it off without dropping his eyes from mine. We repeat the same action with the other boot.

With both boots on the floor, I jump off the desk and take off my hose.

Eric’s breathing is as heavy as mine, and, when he kneels before me, he doesn’t need to ask for what he wants. I come close and press my panties against his face.

“You don’t know how much I’ve missed you,” he whispers, eyes closed.

Wanting him desperately, I run my hands through his hair as he rubs his face against my mound. He lowers my panties with one finger and rubs his mouth over my tattoo.

“Tell me what you want, sweetheart . . . whatever you want,” he whispers.

He doesn’t stop saying this, a phrase that’s so his and which I’ve had tattooed on my body. He takes off my panties and, standing back up, takes me in his arms, lifts me back on the desk, parts my legs, and lowers his black track pants.

“I go crazy when I see those words on your skin, sweetheart,” he whispers as he lowers me down and I see his erect and tempting penis. “I would spend hours tasting you, but there’s no time for preambles, so I’m going to fuck you right now.”

He brings his enormous erection to my wet vagina, and with one single and certain thrust, he charges into me.

Oh yes!

I can hear the murmur of people on the other side of the door as Eric takes me. I am in ecstasy.

“No more secrets between us,” I say softly.

Eric nods as he goes in and out of me.

“I want us to be honest in our relationship,” I insist as I gasp for air.

“Of course, sweetheart. I promise, now and forever.”

We can hear music, but I can only delight in what I’m feeling this very instant. I’m being vigorously satisfied by the man I most desire in the world, and I’m overjoyed. His strong hands have me by the waist and move me around, and, feeling lucky for having this moment, I let him drive.

Eric pulls me against him over and over as he grits his teeth and I hear him hiss. I can barely breathe as I try to open more and more for him. Suddenly, he lifts me in his arms and pushes me against the wall.

Oh God, yes!

His lunges become more and more intense. More possessive. I whimper, blissful.

His hands squeeze my ass. He has me pinned against the wall, and all I can do is gladly take him. I feel an overwhelming heat and sense I’m on the verge of a devastating climax and about to scream. I contain myself and bring my mouth to his ear.

“Now . . . love . . . harder now.”

Eric intensifies his thrusts and buries himself in the deepest part of me as I explode, elated. Eric gives me what I ask for. He’s my master. My love. My servant. He’s everything to me, and, when it feels like the heat between the two of us is going to carbonize us, I hear a hollow cry of freedom from our throats that we can quiet only with a kiss.

An instant later, he arches his body over me, and I press him against mine, determined not to let him go all night. When the quake from our orgasm begins to calm, we just look at each other.

“I can’t live without you,” he says, his penis still inside me. “What have you done to me?”

That makes me smile, and I give him a sweet kiss on the lips.

“I’ve done the same thing you’ve done to me. I made you fall in love with me!”

For just a few seconds, my Iceman looks at me with that gaze of his, so German and so punishing that it drives me crazy. I love knowing what he’s thinking when he looks at me like that. Finally, he kisses me on the lips and reluctantly lets me go.

“I’d fuck you in every corner of this place, but I think we have to get back and hang out with the rest of the group.”

I’m happy to do that. I grab my hose and panties from the desk and quickly put them on after Eric pulls open a drawer and hands me some paper napkins so we can clean up.

“I see . . . Mr. Zimmerman,” I say in jest, “that apparently you know your way around this room. It’s not the first time you’ve come here to satisfy your needs.”

Eric grins, and, after wiping himself and throwing the napkin in the trash, he adjusts his black pants.

“Of course, Miss Flores. This is Björn’s father’s place, and we’ve visited this room many times to have fun and share in certain female company.”

I’m entertained by his response, but that Spanish jealousy, so typical of me, pushes forward.

“I hope, from now on, that you’ll come here only with me,” I say, squinting.

“Have no doubt about that, sweetheart. You know you’re the very center of my desire.”

To speak so bluntly about sex with Eric drives me crazy. Well aware of it, he takes me by the waist and pulls me closer.

“Soon, I’ll spread your legs so another man can fuck you in front of me as I kiss your lips and listen to your enjoyment. Simply thinking about it makes me hard.”

I’m blushing. Merely imagining it thrills me.

“Do you want what I just described to happen?”

Without the slightest bit of shame, I nod. Eric grins and kisses me.

“We’ll do it, I promise. But get dressed now, gorgeous. There’s a table full of people waiting for us only a few steps from here, and if we’re much later, they’ll get suspicious.”

Dazed by what has happened and by his last proposal, I finish putting on my hose. Eric helps me buckle my boots.

“Am I decent again?” I ask once I’m fully dressed.

Eric looks me up and down.

“Yes, love, but once we get home, I want you totally indecent,” he whispers as he opens the door. That makes me laugh. “Let’s get out of here or I won’t be able to contain myself, and I will rip your precious hose and new panties.”

That night, when we get home and after Eric puts Flyn to bed, we close the door of our room and give ourselves over to what we love the most.
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On the Saturday before New Year’s Eve, Eric asks me if we can dedicate the entire day to his nephew. I can see he’s uneasy about this, but I’m convinced it’s the best thing to do, especially for Flyn. The boy, however, will not miss an opportunity to let me know three’s a crowd. I pretend I don’t notice. He’s just a kid. We spend most of the day on Wii and PlayStation, the only things that seem to motivate him, and I show him that girls can do more than he thinks.

I get a kick out of how he looks at me when I beat Eric on Moto GP or him at Mario Brothers. I let him win on Mortal Kombat so he doesn’t feel too bad and won’t hate me so much. Flyn is one tough little cookie, and it’s no surprise he’s my Iceman’s nephew.

All day long, Eric and I focus completely on him. At night, I feel like my head is going to explode from so much video game music and noise. And then at dinnertime, I’m surprised when Flyn asks me if I want salad and refills my Coke without my asking. It’s a beginning, and Eric and I exchange complicit glances.

When we finally manage to exhaust Flyn and get him to bed, Eric is mine again in the privacy of our room. Only mine. I get to enjoy him, his mouth, his way of making love to me, and I know he’s enjoying me and being with me too.

As he enters me, we look each other in the eye and say all kinds of hot and kinky things. His game is my game, and together we go crazy playing.

On Sunday when I wake up, I’m alone in bed like always. Eric and his sleeplessness. I glance at the clock. It’s 10:08 a.m. I’m exhausted. After such an active night with Eric, all I want to do is sleep and sleep, but I’m well aware they’re early risers and I should get up.

Suddenly, the door opens, and the object of my most sinful and darkest desires appears before me with a breakfast tray. He looks incredibly handsome in jeans and a maroon jersey.

“Good morning, sweetheart.”

Eric sits on the bed and gives me a good-morning kiss.

“How is my girlfriend today?” he lovingly asks.

“Exhausted but happy,” I say, delighted with my life and the love I feel for him. I move a lock of hair from my face.

He likes my answer, but before he can say anything, I peek at the tray, and I’m astounded.

“Churros? Those are churros?”

He nods and smiles with satisfaction as I select one, dunk it in sugar, and take a bite. “Mmm, that’s so good!” I look at my fingers. “A little greasy and everything.”

Eric’s laughter fills the room.

“Oh God, this is awesome! Where did you get these?” I ask, still surprised.

With a megasmile, Eric chomps down on another churro.

“I told Simona churros were a typical Spanish treat and that you like them for breakfast. And, I don’t know, she figured out how to make them for you.”

“Wow, that’s incredible!” I exclaim, delighted. “When I tell my father I had churros for breakfast in Germany, he’s going to be floored.”

Eric and I eat our churros, and when I go to grab a napkin, the ring I gave back to Eric appears before me.

“You’re my girlfriend again, and I want you to wear it.”

He smiles, and my crazy lover picks up the ring and puts it on my finger. Then he kisses my hand.

“You’re all mine,” he whispers in a husky voice.

My body is hot all over. I adore him. I kiss him on the mouth.

“Listen, lover of mine,” I say, and he grins. “Can I ask you something about Flyn?”

“Of course.”

“Why didn’t you tell me your nephew’s Eurasian?”

Eric laughs. “He’s not Eurasian. He’s German. And don’t tell him he’s Eurasian, or he’ll get very angry. I don’t know why he hates that so much. My sister Hannah went to live in Korea for two years. It was there she met Lee Wan. When she got pregnant, she decided to come back to Germany and have Flyn here. So, he’s German!”

“What about Flyn’s father?”

Eric grimaces. “He’s a married man who never wanted anything to do with him. My sister was going out with a guy named Leo for two years. The boy adored him, but, when my sister died, that imbecile didn’t want anything to do with him anymore, and what I always suspected became clear: he was with my sister for her money.”

I decide not to ask anything else. I shouldn’t. I’m still chewing when Eric kisses me on the forehead. We look at each other, and I know the moment has come to talk about what’s really on my mind. I take a sip of my coffee.

“Eric, tomorrow is New Year’s Eve, and I . . .” He stops me.

“I know what you’re going to say,” he says, putting a finger to my mouth. “You want to go back to Spain to spend New Year’s Eve with your family, right?”

“Yes,” I say. Eric nods. “I think I should leave today. Tomorrow is the big celebration, and, well . . . you understand.”

“I want you to know that, while I would love it if you stayed here with me, I understand. But I can’t go with you this time. I really need to stay with Flyn. My mother and sister have plans, and I want to spend the evening at home with him. You understand, don’t you?”

And that breaks my heart. They’re going to be all alone?

“My family fell apart the day Hannah died,” he says. “I don’t really blame them. The one who disappeared on the first New Year’s Eve after Hannah died was me. Anyway . . . I don’t really want to talk about this, Jude. You go to Spain and have a good time. Flyn and I will be fine here.”

I see the pain in his eyes and touch his cheek. I want to talk more about this with him, but my Iceman doesn’t want me to feel sorry for him.

“I’ll call the airport so they’ll get the jet ready.”

“No . . . you don’t need to do that. I can take a commercial flight.”

“Jude, I insist.”

“Please, Eric, don’t make it hard,” I say, cutting him off. “I think it’s better if I go on a commercial flight, please.”

“Fine,” he says after a meaningful silence. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He blinks. “Will you come back after New Year’s Eve?” he asks, resigned.

I’m a little taken aback. How could he ask me that? Doesn’t he realize I love him like mad? I practically want to scream that of course I’ll be back, and then he takes my hands.

“I just want you to know,” he adds, “that if you come back to be with me, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you don’t miss anything you have in Spain. I know you’re very close to your family and that keeping you from them is the worst, but I’ll take very good care of you, protect you, and, above all, love you very much. I want you to be happy with me in Munich and feel at home. As far as Flyn is concerned, give it time. I’m sure that before long, that kid will adore you as much or more than he adores me. I already told you he’s special and”

“Eric,” I say, interrupting him and full of emotion, “I love you.”

The way he’s looking at me makes me shudder.

“I love you so much, sweetheart, that being away from you drives me insane.”

There’s a real frankness in our eyes and even more so in our words. We love each other wildly, and, just as he’s leaning over to kiss me, the door pops open and there’s Flyn.

“Uncle! Why are you taking so long?”

We quickly get ourselves together, and, when I see Eric isn’t responding, I grab a churro from the breakfast tray.

“Do you want one, Flyn?” I ask in Spanish.

The boy makes a face.

“Uncle, I’ll wait for you to play downstairs,” he says, unhappy someone’s taking even a second of his uncle’s time away from him.

Before anyone can say another word, he closes the door and leaves.

Once we’re alone, I can’t help but giggle.

“I have no doubt Flyn will be very happy I’m leaving.”

Eric doesn’t respond. He gives me a kiss on the lips, gets up, and goes. For a while, I just stare at the door, unable to understand how Sonia and Marta can leave those two by themselves on a day like this. I feel so bad for them.

At six thirty on Sunday evening, Eric, Flyn, and I arrive at the airport. I don’t have to check my baggage. I’m only taking my backpack with a few things. Saying goodbye to them, especially Eric, breaks my heart. But I have to be with my family.

In spite of the discomfort I see in his eyes, Eric tries to joke around. It’s a defense mechanism. When the moment comes to say goodbye, I lean down and kiss Flyn’s cheek.

“Young man, it’s been a pleasure to meet you, and, when I get back, I will take my revenge on Mortal Kombat.”

The boy nods, and, for just a second, I think I see some warmth in his eyes, but he shakes his head, and, when he looks at me again, it’s no longer there.

He steps away and sits down to wait as Eric and I say goodbye. “Eric, I . . .”

But I don’t get to finish. Eric kisses me with such devotion, and, when he pulls away, he focuses those powerful blue eyes on me. “Have a good time, sweetheart. Say hello to your family for me, and don’t forget you can come back anytime you want. I’ll be waiting for your call to pick you up at the airport. Whenever and whatever hour that is.”

I want to cry so badly, but I contain myself. I smile instead, give my love another kiss, and, after winking at Flyn, I go through security. Once I’m on the other side and have my purse and backpack, I turn around to say goodbye to them again, but Eric and the boy have left, and my heart breaks. I walk through the airport, look on the screen listing flights and gates, and, locating mine, head that way. I still have about an hour before boarding and decide to stroll through the shops to pass the time. But my heart isn’t in it because all I can do is think about Eric. My love. And about the pain I saw in his eyes when I left him, and that touches my soul.

Tired, exhausted from the sadness I feel, I sit and people watch for a while. Happy people, sad people. Families and people who are alone. I do that until my cell rings. It’s my father.

“Hi, sweetheart. Where are you, my dear?”

“At the airport. Waiting to board.”

“When do you get to Madrid?”

I look at my ticket.

“In theory, we touch down at eleven, and I’ll catch the last train to Jerez at eleven thirty.”

“Perfect! I’ll be waiting for you.” For a while, we chat about fairly banal things.

“Are you OK, sweetheart?” he asks suddenly. “You seem a little down.”

I can’t hide my feelings from the man who gave me life and loves me so. “Papá, everything is so complicated, and . . . and . . . it’s exhausting.”

“Complicated?”

“Yes, Papá . . . very.”

“You’ve had another argument with Eric?” my father asks, not quite understanding.

“No, Papá, no. Nothing like that.”

“Then, what’s the problem, love?”

I need to talk to him about what’s going on. “Papá, I want to be with you on New Year’s Eve; I want to see you and Luz and my crazy sister, but . . . but . . .”

My father’s warm laugh makes me smile even when I don’t want to.

“But you’re in love with Eric, and you also want to be with him. Is that right, my dear?”

“Yes, Papá, and I feel terrible about it,” I whisper as I see two flight attendants taking their positions at the gate I need to go through to board my plane.

“Well, sweetheart, when I met your mother, she lived in Barcelona, and, as you well know, I was in Jerez, and I can assure you I am well acquainted with what you’re feeling. The only advice I can give you is to follow your heart.”

“But, Papá, I . . .”

“Listen to me, my dear. Luz and your sister and I know you love us. You will have us and we will love you for the rest of our lives, but you need to start making your way like I made mine and your sister made hers after she got married. Be a little selfish, sweetie. Think about what you want. And if your heart is telling you to stay in Germany with Eric, do it and enjoy it. I’ll be happier that way than having you here, puffy eyed and sad.”

“Papá . . . you’re such a romantic,” I say, crying, moved by his words.

“You’re my girl, and I know you better than anyone in the world, and I only want you to be happy. And if your happiness lies with that German who drives you out of your mind, then praise be! Be happy and enjoy your life. I know you love me, and you know I love you. What’s the problem? It doesn’t make any difference if you’re in Germany or by my side to know we have each other for the rest of our lives.” I’m crying. “C’mon . . . don’t cry, because that raises my blood pressure. And you don’t want that, do you?”

That makes me laugh right through my tears. My father is so great!

“Little one, why don’t you stay in Germany and have a happy New Year’s Eve? This is the beginning of the life you recently planned, and I think to have begun it during the holidays will always be a beautiful memory for you, don’t you agree?”

“Papá . . . it’s really OK?”

“Of course, sweetheart. So, go find Eric. Tell him hello, and, please, just be happy so I can be happy too, OK?”

“OK, Papá. I’ll call you tomorrow night. I love you, Papá. I love you very much.”

“I love you too, sweetheart.”

Moved by my father’s words, I turn off my cell and wipe my tears. I stay seated and think about what I need to do. Papá or Eric? Papá or Eric? Finally, when the other passengers on my flight begin to board, I grab my backpack, and it becomes very clear: I leave to go find my love.
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When the taxi pulls up to the front gate of Eric’s huge mansion, I pay with my Visa and climb out. As might be expected, it’s snowing and my boots sink in the snow, but it doesn’t matter: I’m frozen but happy. When the taxi leaves me alone in front of the imposing gate, I hear noises nearby. I see the trash cans to my left and clamber up to jump over. A pair of big bright eyes startles me.

“Goddamn it! That scared me!”

My shriek makes the poor terrified dog run away. I think he’s more frightened than I am. Alone again, I climb down and look for the doorbell, and then I see the light go on at Simona and Norbert’s little house. The curtains on a small window move, and soon the door next to the gate opens.

“Miss Judith? Oh my Lord, you’re going to freeze!”

I see Norbert, Simona’s husband, running toward me, dressed in a dark coat that goes all the way down to his shoes.

“But what are you doing here in the cold? Weren’t you on your way to Spain?”

“I changed my plans at the last minute,” I say, my teeth chattering through my smile.

Norbert returns my smile and hurries me along to the side door.

“I heard a car at the gate, and that got my attention. Come in. I’ll take you straight to the house.”

We hurry through the garden as I shiver. He offers me his coat, but I refuse. I’m not going to do that. At the house, we head toward the kitchen door. Norbert takes out a key, opens the door, and invites me in.

“Let me make something warm for you. You need it!”

“No . . . no, please,” I say, taking his cold hands. “Go back to your home. It’s late, and you should rest.”

“But, miss, I . . .”

“Norbert, it’s OK. I’ll make it myself. Now, please, go home.”

He agrees reluctantly and tells me Eric is usually in his office at this hour and Flyn is asleep. I thank him for the information, and he finally leaves.

I’m alone in the vast, dark kitchen. The house is quiet and gives me goose bumps, but I’m back! I’m still shivering, but thinking about Eric and how close he is starts to warm me up. I’m nervous, anxious to see his face when he sees me.

Unable to wait one more second, I head toward his office, and, as I come near, I hear music. Like a child, I put my ear up to the door and grin when I hear Norah Jones’s beautiful voice singing “Don’t Know Why.”

I didn’t know Eric liked her, but I am delighted to find out.

I quietly open the door and see my tough guy sitting next to that huge fireplace with a wineglass in his hand as he contemplates the flames. I’m enveloped by the music, the warmth, and the emotion when I see him, and I start toward him. Suddenly, he turns his head and spots me.

He shoots up. I’m breathing harder, and his face says it all: he’s surprised!

He leaves the glass on a little table. His astonished face makes me happy, and I drop the backpack I’m still carrying around in my frozen hands.

“Papá says hello and that he hopes we have a happy New Year’s Eve.” Eric blinks; I shudder. “And since you told me I could come back anytime, here I am! And . . .”

But I can’t say much more. My tall German walks toward me and embraces me with genuine tenderness.

“You don’t know how much I wanted this to happen,” he whispers before kissing me.

When he lifts his lips from mine, he just smiles . . . until suddenly he flinches.

“For the love of God, Jude! You’re frozen, my love! Come and sit near the fire.”

He takes me by the hand, and I do as he says. He looks at me with such warmth.

“Why didn’t you call me?” he asks, still in the throes of the surprise. “I would have gone to get you.”

“I wanted to surprise you.”

Looking worried, he pushes the damp hair from my face.

“But you’re frozen, love.”

“It doesn’t matter . . .”

He kisses me.

“Have you had dinner?”

I shake my head, and he helps me out of my cold and frozen coat.

“Take off those clothes. They’re wet, and you’ll get sick.”

“Wait. It’s all right,” I say, laughing and feeling lucky. “I have clothes in my backpack that . . .”

“Everything in your backpack is wet and cold,” he says, and quickly takes off his gray Nike sweat jacket.

He’s so impressive. Every day he reminds me of that handsome Paul Walker.

“Here, put this on while I get some dry clothes from my room.”

He darts out of the office, and I can’t help laughing like some silly girl as my body finally starts to warm up. I’m once more subject to the Zimmerman Effect.

I’m being so very silly.

I’m totally lost in love.

And before I can even move, he’s back, carrying dry clothes and wearing a blue hoodie.

When he sees I haven’t taken off my wet clothes, he undresses me as Norah Jones’s “Turn Me On” plays in the background. God, I love that song!

Eric doesn’t stop looking at me. Feeling pampered, I try to tempt him with my eyes and my body. I want him. Now naked before him, I struggle with the gray sweat jacket he’s trying to pull down over my head. “Dance with me,” I tell him once I have the jacket on.

Shoeless and without underwear, I hold on to the man I adore and make him dance with me. All honeyed-up and feeling completely protected, I dance with him to this delightful, romantic song on the soft rug in front of the fireplace.

I love being in his arms, and I know he loves being in mine. Our feet move slowly on the rug, and our breathing fuses together. We dance in silence.

Once the song is over, we look at each other, and Eric leans down to give me a sweet kiss on the lips.

“Get dressed, Jude,” he says in a sensual voice.

I can’t explain how he makes me feel, and I smile even more when I see he’s brought me a pair of briefs.

“Oh . . . it’s wonderful! And, Armanisexy!”

Eric grins, gives me a little love pat on the ass, and hands me a pair of soft white socks. “Get dressed and stop trying to provoke me! Come on, sit down by the fire. I’ll go to the kitchen and get you something to eat.”

“There’s really no need, Eric . . . really.”

“Oh yes there is, sweetheart,” he insists. “There is. Sit down and wait for me.”

Enchanted by both his happiness and mine, I do as he asks. He gives me a kiss and goes off.

Once I’m alone in the office, I look around. I open my drenched backpack, pull out a comb, and sit down on the rug to disentangle my wet hair. I’m struggling with it when Eric comes in with a tray. When he sees me, he puts the tray down on the desk.

“Here, give me the comb. I’ll do it for you.”

Like a little kid, I nod and let him comb my hair. Feeling his hands disentangling it so gently drives me crazy. It makes me shudder. He can be so tender sometimes that it seems impossible I could ever argue with him. Once finished, he gives me a kiss.

“The problem with your beautiful hair is solved. Now it’s time to eat.”

He stands up again, gets the tray from the desk, and brings it to the rug. He sits next to me and immediately and lovingly kisses my neck.

“You’re beautiful, sweetheart.”

His face, his words, the look in his eyes, everything about him, reveals how happy he is to have me here. The delicious steam from the broth reaches my nose, and I pick up the mug. Eric won’t stop looking at me as I drink from it.

“I really surprised you, didn’t I?”

“Yes, you did,” he confesses, and pulls another lock of hair from my face. “You never stop surprising me.”

That makes me laugh.

“Just as I was about to get on the plane, I got a call from my father. He told me that if what made me feel lucky was being with you, I should stay, that I shouldn’t discard the chance to be happy. For him, it’s more important that I be here, with you, satisfied, than to have me by his side, knowing I’m missing you.”

Eric grins. He picks up the York ham sandwich and brings it to my mouth so I’ll take a bite.

“Your father is an excellent person, sweetheart. You’re very lucky.”

“Papá is the best person I’ve ever known in my life,” I say after swallowing a chunk of sandwich. “In fact, he told me starting a new life with you during the holidays was wonderful and that I shouldn’t take it for granted. And he’s right. This is a new beginning, and I want to enjoy it with you.”

Eric offers me the sandwich again, and I take another bite.

“I’m definitely staying with you in Germany,” I say once I’m sure he’s grasped the full meaning of my words. “You can’t get rid of me now.”

The news has such an effect on him that he doesn’t know what to do until he drops the sandwich on the tray and takes my face in his hands.

“You’re the best, the most beautiful and marvelous thing that’s ever happened to me.”

“Seriously?”

Eric grins and gives me a kiss on the lips.

“Yes, Miss Flores.” When he realizes the way I’m looking at him, he quickly adds in a husky voice, “I’m not going to attend to your desires until you’ve finished the broth, the sandwich, and dessert.”

“The whole sandwich?”

My German whispers in a way that makes me shiver, “The whole thing.”

“And the banana too?”

“Of course.”

His answer makes me laugh.

I grab the mug and drink, my eyes on him the entire time. I can tempt him with my eyes, and I can see he’s excited.

Once finished, I put the mug down without a word, then turn to the sandwich.

“For dessert . . . I’d rather have you.”

Eric is pleased.

He kisses me, and I push him down on the rug and straddle him. His penis is hard and ready to give me what I want and need. His hands go up my legs slowly and gently and then come to a halt on my thighs.

“I still can’t believe you’re here, sweetheart.”

“Touch me and believe it,” I say, inviting him.

Our lust is growing by the second, and I undress him from the waist up. Feeling triumphant, I put my hands on his belly and slowly move them up to his chest. On the way, I lean down, and his mouth comes up to meet me. We kiss as his hands cover mine.

“Eric . . . you really get my motor running.”

He grins. I grin.

“You want me to show you what you do to me?” he asks, hungry, panting.

“Yes.”

Eric grabs the briefs I’ve got on and, without any sort of preamble, takes them off me. He then takes off my hoodie, and now I’m completely naked before him. His hands go directly to my breasts.

“Give them to me,” he whispers as he pulls me toward him.

I lean down and offer him my breasts. He kisses them delicately; then he places a nipple in his mouth, and, after it gets hard, he commits to doing the same to the other as his hands press me to him. For a few minutes, I simply enjoy his amorous touch. It’s so wonderful, warm, and curious, and then his strong hands make me move, and he snakes under me until I’m hovering above his mouth.

My stomach flinches when I feel the warmth of his breath at the center of my desire. Oh yes! He grabs me by the waist with his strong hands.

“I’m going to taste you,” he says as I melt. “Just relax and enjoy it.”

I’m suspended above his mouth as Eric keeps his promise and lets me revel in delight. His avid tongue, so desirous of me, searches out the center of my pleasure like an exquisite feast and makes me moan uncontrollably as I close my eyes and burn up second by second. His darting tongue, already on my swollen clitoris, brings me to the edge of orgasm over and over, but he doesn’t let me come.

Kinky images pop into my mind as the man I love takes everything he wants from me, and I give it to him, and want more. To be alone in his office in front of the fireplace, naked, is delicious and wonderful. But, inexplicably, a little voice in my head whispers that if we were a threesome, it would be even better.

I open my eyes. What’s happened to me? Eric has managed to get me so hooked on his game that now I’m the one who fantasizes about it.

I moan and feel a little naughty.

“I want to play, Eric . . . I want to play with you at whatever you want,” I say, letting my fantasies lead me.

I know he hears me. The little slap on my butt confirms it. His mouth is all over my labia; his teeth nibble, causing waves of bliss. He finally lets everything culminate, and I reach my climax.

After my body recovers from that sublime assault, Eric presses me to his chest and smiles triumphantly.

“Fuck me, Jude,” he asks in a raspy voice.

My cheeks are flushed from desire for him. It’s not the fireplace that’s making me hot; it’s Eric. My Eric. My German. My Iceman.

Ready to let him enjoy as much as I have, I get comfortable and take ahold of his penis. It’s exquisitely smooth. Without waiting another second, I bring it inside my vagina.

I’m drenched, and I feel as if the tip of this marvel were reaching almost to my uterus without his even moving.

Oh God, that feels so good! I move my hips from left to right, trying to get more space, and then I squeeze him. Eric closes his eyes and gasps. He always likes that swaying move. I do it again.

“Look at me,” I say, my hands resting on his chest.

My demanding tone in that moment makes Eric quickly open his eyes and look at me. I’m giving the orders. He’s asked me to take the initiative, and I feel powerful. Suddenly, I change up my hip movement and give a little jerk toward him, and Eric gasps as his body contracts. He puts his hands on my hips. The beast inside Eric is awakening. But I take his hands, lacing his fingers with mine.

“No . . . don’t move. Let me.”

He’s so eager. Charged. Hot.

I can read his look, and I know what he wants. What he’s thinking. What he yearns for. Once more, I move my hips, this time more powerfully. I impale myself on him, and we both groan.

“God, sweetheart . . . you drive me crazy.”

I repeat my movements over and over.

I take him higher and higher, but I don’t let him come. I want him to feel what he made me feel just a few minutes before; his gaze hardens. I grin. His hands try to grab me again, but I stop him and continue my quick circular movements, taking him to where I want to go. His pleasure is my pleasure, and when it looks like we’re both about to combust, I quicken my movements until a tremendous orgasm overtakes me, and my Iceman, frenzied, tenses and lets himself go.

So sated by what’s happened, I let myself fall on him, and he puts his arms around me. I love to feel him close. Our heavy breathing eases, and slowly we relax again.

“I adore you, sweetheart,” he says in my ear.

His words are so fueled by love, they drive me crazy, and all I can do is smile like a fool as he brings his arms around my waist and presses me to him.

We stay like that, on the rug, until Eric sees I’m shivering and suggests we get up. He grabs a dark blanket from the armchair and puts it around me. Still naked, he sits down and, not letting go of me, has me sit on his lap as he moves a lock of hair from my face.

“What were you thinking when you told me you wanted to play whatever I wanted?”

This takes me by surprise. I wasn’t expecting it.

“Come on, Jude,” he says, seeing the reaction on my face. “You’ve always been honest.”

Incredible. How does he know I’m hiding something?

“Well . . . I . . . The truth is, I don’t know,” I say, trying to explain what I was thinking. “All right, let’s see . . . I’ll tell you. I love making love with you; it’s magnificent and very exciting. The best. But while I was thinking this, it occurred to me if there’d been three of us on the rug, everything would have been even kinkier.” And then I quickly add, “But, love . . . don’t get weird about it, OK? I adore sex with you. I love it! And I really don’t know why that came to mind. But since you told me to be honest . . . I . . . I wanted to tell you . . . but really . . . the truth is I really enjoy myself with you and”

His laugh cuts me off, and he hugs me tighter over the blanket. “I love knowing you want to play, sweetheart. Sex between us is fantastic, and the game is a supplement in our relationship.”

“That’s such a good way of explaining it! A supplement,” I murmur.

Eric kisses my neck, and, standing up and carrying me in his arms, he’s clearly happy.

“For the moment, beautiful, I want you exclusively for me. We’ll supplement another day.”




14

I struggle to remember where I am when I wake up the next morning, but Eric’s smell invades my nostrils, and, when I finally open my eyes, I find him beside me.

“Good morning, beautiful.”

I’m so happy he’s still in bed with me at this hour.

“Good morning, beautiful,” I say back to him.

Eric leans over to give me a kiss on the mouth, but I stop him.

“Let me at least brush my teeth. I can’t stand my own taste in the morning.”

I don’t wait for his response and jump out of bed, go to the bathroom, brush my teeth in less than a second, and, not worrying about my hair, I exit the bathroom, leap on the bed again, and hug him.

“Now. Now you can kiss me.”

He doesn’t make me beg. He kisses me as his hands get tangled in my body and I, elated, get tangled in his.

“Listen, love, I’ve been thinking . . . ,” I say, several kisses later.

“Hmm, it’s so dangerous when you think!” Eric teases.

I pinch his ass, and he grins.

“I’ve been thinking now that I’m here, you don’t need to hire anybody to watch Flyn when you’re not around. What do you think of the idea?”

Eric stares at me.

“Are you sure, sweetheart?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

We chat while hugging on the bed for a long time until, finally, the door opens.

Goodbye, privacy!

Flyn’s brow is furrowed. He’s not surprised to see me, and I imagine Eric has let him know I’m here. He comes up to the bed, but he doesn’t look at me.

“Uncle, your phone is ringing.”

Eric lets go of me and takes the phone. He gets out of bed and goes to talk near the window. Flyn still won’t look at me, but I’m determined to win him over.

“Hi, Flyn! You look very handsome today.”

The boy finally looks my way.

“Your hair makes you look like a madwoman,” he says.

And without another word, he turns and leaves.

Knowing the boy is going to be a tough nut to crack, I get up, go to the bathroom, and view myself in the mirror. It’s true; I look like a madwoman! My hair got wet last night, and now it’s neither wavy nor straight; it’s a mess.

Eric comes into the bathroom and hugs me from behind. I watch in the mirror as he rests his chin on my head.

“Sweetheart, you should get dressed. They’re waiting for us.”

“They’re waiting for us?” I ask, surprised. “Who’s waiting for us?”

But Eric doesn’t respond, just kisses my head and leaves.

“I’ll wait for you in the living room. Hurry.”

I look at myself in the mirror again. Eric and his little secrets! I decide to take a shower. Back in the bedroom, I see Eric left my jeans and shirt from last night, now dry, on the bed. That’s so endearing. Once dressed, I gather my hair in a ponytail. I go down to the living room, and Eric hands me a blue coat that isn’t mine but is my size.

“Your coat is still wet. Try this. Let’s go . . .”

I’m about to ask where we’re going, when Flyn runs up, also wearing his coat and gloves.

I take Eric’s hand and don’t say a word until we reach the garage. The three of us climb in the Mitsubishi and get on our way. As we pass the trash cans on the street, I spot a dog lying in the snow. I feel sorry for it. Poor creature, it must be so cold!

Half an hour later, we park in a private lot and go up an elevator. The doors open on the fifth floor, and a tall man with an impeccable look opens his arms wide to greet us.

“Eric! Flyn!”

The boy throws himself in the man’s arms, and Eric shakes his hand. The three of them stare at me.

“Orson, this is Judith, my girlfriend,” says Eric.

This Orson is a blond, pale hunk.

“So pleased to meet you,” he says, leaving Flyn behind.

“Me too,” I say, trying to be courteous.

The man just looks at me and smiles.

“Spanish?” he asks Eric. My love nods.

“A very beautiful Spaniard!”

“Among other things,” says Eric, looking my way and grinning.

I’m about to say something when Orson grabs me by the waist.

“Make yourself at home. You know, relax and enjoy. Undress, and I’ll give you everything you need.”

I don’t understand a thing and look over at Eric. Undress?

Eric is amused by my confusion.

For the love of God, Flyn is with us!

I want to say something, to protest, but my tall guy comes up to me and kisses me on the lips.

“I just want you to have a good time, sweetheart. C’mon . . . undress and enjoy it.”

Has he lost his mind? What does he want me to do?

“C’mon, follow me, beautiful,” Orson says, hurrying me along. “And you two can go. I’ll take care of her and everything she needs.”

I’m overheated. I feel faint. I’m indignant. I’m going to scream, to explode like a woman possessed, when a young woman with a clothes rack comes in. She looks at Eric and blushes.

“She’s the client who came to try on the new wardrobe, right?”

Eric cracks up, and, once I see what’s going on and how I twisted it all by myself in my little head, I punch Eric in the shoulder and laugh too. Eric takes his nephew’s hand and kisses me on the lips.

“You should get more clothes, Cuchufleta. C’mon, go with Orson and Ariadna and buy everything, absolutely everything, you want. Flyn and I have things to do.”

Delighted, I return his kiss and follow Orson and the girl with the clothes rack. They take me to a room with huge mirrors and several racks holding all kinds of clothes.

“Eric told me you need everything,” says Orson. “So, enjoy. Try on whatever you want. If there is something you don’t like, let us know, and we’ll bring you something else.”

I watch, stunned, as Orson leaves. The young woman looks at me and smiles.

“Let’s begin!” she exclaims.

For more than two hours, I try on pants, dresses, skirts, blouses, boots, shoes, coats, and lingerie. Everything is gorgeous and, unfortunately, tagged with an absolutely unaffordable price!

There’s a knock at the door. It opens and it’s Eric. I’m dressed in a sexy black chiffon dress very similar to the one Shakira wears in her video for the song “Gitana.” I love this dress, and, from what I can see, Eric does too. That makes me glad. As soon as Ariadna sees him come in, she vanishes and leaves us alone.

I take a flirtatious little turn in front of him.

“What do you think?”

Eric comes close, takes me by the waist, and grins.

“I can’t wait for the moment to tear it off you, sweetheart.”

I’m about to say something, but he kisses me. Oh God, I love his kisses!

“You’re gorgeous in that dress,” he says as he steps away. “Buy it.”

I look at the price tag, and I’m instantly scandalized.

“Eric, it’s a . . . God! It’s twelve thousand six hundred euros. No way! Come on, please, I don’t earn that even with three thousand hours of overtime.”

He smiles and touches my chin.

“You know money is no problem for me. Buy it.”

“But . . .”

“You need a dress for my mother’s party on the fifth, and you’ll look beautiful in this one.”

The door opens, and in come Ariadna and Orson. He whistles at me appreciatively.

“That dress was made for you, Judith,” says Ariadna.

“Well, Judith, was there anything you liked?” asks Orson.

I’m absolute dumbstruck by everything. It’s all fantastic.

“I think I like everything,” I say kiddingly.

Orson and Eric look at each other.

“Have everything delivered to the house,” Eric says.

I’m horrified.

“Eric, for the love of God, don’t even think about it! How can you just buy everything?”

“Well, if you don’t want everything sent to the house, choose something. And when I say something, I mean . . . accessories too, including shoes and boots. You’re going to need them until your things get here from Spain, OK?”

Wow!

“Are you sure, Eric?”

“I’m totally sure, sweetheart.”

“Eric . . . I’m embarrassed. It’s so much money.”

My Iceman kisses me on the tip of my nose.

“You’re worth it, love. Come on, let me enjoy seeing you enjoy this. Pick absolutely everything you want, and don’t worry about the price. You know I can afford it. Please, make me happy.”

I look at Orson, and he’s grinning. What an incredible sale he’s about to make! I finally give in. I’m living the dream any woman on earth would want. To shop without looking at the price! I take a deep breath and turn back to the things that have caught my attention, ready to make Eric happy, although, let’s be realI’m the one who’s going to enjoy this most.

Ariadna comes over so I can hand her the items I want. Without looking at the price, I choose several jeans, T-shirts, dresses, long and short skirts, shoes, boots, socks, bags, underwear, a long coat, hats, scarves, gloves, a quilted jacket, and several pajamas.

Task completed, my heart racing, I glance over at Eric.

“I want all of this, plus the dress I’m wearing.”

Eric grins. He’s obviously thrilled.

“Wish granted.”
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Wearing a pretty red dress I bought that afternoon, I look at myself in the bedroom mirror. I’ve combed my hair into a bun high on my head and look rather sophisticated. There’s a torrential rain. It’s storming, and the thunder shakes me. I’m not easily frightened, but I’ve never liked thunder.

I call my dad in Jerez and talk to him and my sister. I hear my niece laughing in the background, and that makes my heart ache. While we talk on the cell, we all seem happy, although we know we miss each other terribly. Really terribly.

I’m a little emotional when I get off the phone and decide to retouch my makeup. I’ve been crying; my nose is red, and I need to get it together. When I think I’m totally presentable again, I leave the room and go down the regal stairway to the living room. It’s the last night of the year, and I want to have a good time with Eric and Flyn. When Eric sees me, he gets up from the armchair. He looks incredibly handsome in his dark suit and blue shirt.

“You look beautiful, Jude. Beautiful.”

He kisses me on the lips, and the kiss tastes of desire and love.

“Enough kissing already. It’s disgusting!”

Flyn can’t stand our public displays of affection, and that amuses us, although the boy doesn’t like that. I then realize he’s dressed like a miniature Eric. I nod with approval.

“Flyn, dressed like that, you look so much like your uncle. You look very handsome.”

He gives me a little smile.

“C’mon . . . you’re late and I’m hungry.”

I look at my watch. It’s not even seven o’clock!

My God, how can they eat so early?

This German time is going to kill me. Eric seems to read my thoughts, and he grins. When I get myself together, I see the beautifully decorated table Simona and Norbert have prepared for us.

“Well,” I say as Eric directs me to one of the chairs, “in Germany, what do you usually eat on New Year’s Eve?”

Just then, the door to the kitchen opens, and Simona and Norbert come in with two tureens they place on that lovely table. Surprised, I see there are lentils in one and soup in the other.

“Lentils?” I ask, laughing.

“Ugh!” says Flyn.

“It’s tradition in Germany, just like in Italy,” responds Eric happily.

“It’s a pork-and-sausage soup, Miss Judith, and it’s delicious,” says Simona. “Shall I serve you?”

“Yes, thank you.”

Simona fills my plate while they all look at me. They’re waiting for me to taste it. I pick up my spoon and do as they wish. In fact, it’s very good.

I watch Norbert joking around with Flyn and Simona filling Eric’s soup bowl. And because I can’t seem to keep my thoughts to myself, I lean over to Eric and whisper, “Why don’t you ask Simona and Norbert to sit and have dinner with us?”

My suggestion surprises him at first, but then he understands.

“Simona, Norbert, would you like to have dinner with us?”

Husband and wife exchange quick glances. From the looks on their faces, I can see it’s the first time Eric has suggested such a thing.

“Sir,” says Norbert, “we appreciate that very much, but we’ve already had dinner.”

Eric looks over at me.

“I would love it if you would have dessert with us. Will you promise?” I say, determined to get my wish.

Husband and wife look at each other again, but, in the end, and because of Flyn’s insistence, Simona smiles and agrees.

Ten minutes later, after we finish the soup, Simona and Norbert come back with more plates. I pick up a bun with something that looks like white sausage.

And then Norbert brings us another tray, and I find myself clapping.

Lobster, cheese, and Iberian ham, olé! When Eric sees my face, he takes my hand.

“Don’t forget my mother is Spanish, and so we have a lot of traditions she’s taught us.”

“Mmm, I love ham,” says the boy.

The ham is sublime! And when they bring the roasted duck, I can’t stand the temptation. I don’t want to seem gluttonous, so I serve myself only a little bit, but it’s amazing!

I also try the German cheese and the carrot-and-cabbage dish. I’m told these are traditional recipes to guarantee financial stability. Since I’m unemployed, I eat up!

Dinner goes really well, although I realize I’m the one keeping the conversation alive. For Eric, it’s enough to just look at me and smile. Flyn tries to ignore me, but his age betrays him, and when I talk about games on Wii or PlayStation, he can’t help himself and joins the conversation.

“You’re incredible, my love,” says Eric, leaning toward me.

Just when I decide I’m not going to eat more or I’ll explode, Simona and Norbert come in with an unbelievable-looking dessert. I want to guzzle it up just staring at it.

“Simona’s homemade Bienenstichit’s so good!” says Flyn, clapping happily.

“What is it?” I ask, not taking my eyes off the dessert.

“It’s a German dessert, miss,” says Norbert, “which Simona has truly mastered.”

“Oh yes, it’s the best Bienenstich you’ll eat in your whole life,” Eric confirms.

“It’s a recipe handed down from my grandmother to my mother and my mother to me,” says Simona, obviously touched at being the center of attention, especially of the three men of the house, although she’s addressing me. “The Bienenstich is made in layers. The bottom layer includes yeast; the second layer is made from sugar, butter, and an almond cream; and the top layer has caramelized almonds.”

“Mmm, that sounds stupendous!” I say. “And since this is dessert, you have to sit down with us and have some.” Simona and Norbert look at each other again. “You promised me!”

Eric follows my example and pulls back a chair for Simona.

“Will you please sit with us?”

Practically holding her breath, Simona sits, and then her husband sits beside her.

“You cut this like a cake, right?” I ask.

Simona nods.

“Very well, then I’ll serve everyone this fantastic Bienenstich. Flyn, could you bring two more small plates for Simona and Norbert?”

The boy gets up, runs to the kitchen, and comes back with the two plates. I cut five pieces and hand them out. When I sit down again, I see Eric’s look of satisfaction.

“All right . . . you’d better eat, or I’m going to eat it all,” I mutter, which makes them all laugh.

Between laughter and small talk, we make that incredible dessert disappear. I’m surprised when I realize my four companions are enjoying the moment as if it were unique, and that makes me tremendously happy. I ask them to sing me a German carol, and Norbert immediately intones the traditional “O Tannenbaum.”

I listen, enthralled. With his nephew sitting on his lap, Eric joins in the singing; it’s so very lovely, it gives me goose bumps. To see these four people brought together by music reminds me of my own family. I’m sure my father and sister are basting the lamb and my niece and brother-in-law are laughing about something. That makes me a little sad, and my eyes fill with tears.

When the song is over, I immediately applaud, and Flyn, who’s now caught up in my game, asks me to sing something in Spanish. I try to imagine what carol he might have heard from Sonia and decide on “The Fish and the Sea.” I’m right, and both the boy and Eric clap and sing along.

When we finish, this time it’s Simona and Norbert who clap, and then we join in the applause.

What a lovely family moment!

Eric uncorks a bottle of champagne and fills all the pretty glasses except for Flyn’s, which has pineapple juice. We all toast to Saint Sylvester.

When Simona insists on cleaning up the table, I want to help. At first, she and Norbert complain.

“Simona, if Jude says she’s going to help you, nothing’s going to stop her,” Eric says, and they surrender. In the end she’s glad I help. I manage to get Norbert to stay with Eric and Flyn talking in the living room. When I go to pick up the last plates, Simona stops me. “No . . . we have to leave those plates on the table until the break of dawn. In Germany, it’s a tradition to leave the leftovers on the table. That guarantees next year will be bountiful.”

I immediately and gladly put down the plates.

“Well then, I’m all about bounty!”

For a while, the five of us have a wonderful time telling funny stories. They tell me it’s traditional to play a game called Bleigiessen, and I’m told there are Bleigiessen kits that explain the meanings.

Bleigiessen is a ritual to foretell the future. You melt lead on a spoon with a candle flame, and then you drop the pieces of lead into cold water and wait for them to harden. Each person then chooses one of the pieces, and, with the help of the kit, you can tell your future.

“If the lead looks like a map,” says Flyn, “it’s because you’re going to travel a lot.”

“If it looks like a flower,” says Norbert, “it means you’ll make new friends.”

“And if it comes out in the shape of a heart,” exclaims a smiling Simona, “it’s that love will come soon.”

Eric is loving this. I can tell by the look on his face and the way he’s smiling. Finally, he gets up, invites us all to join him on the couch, and turns on the TV. “Jude, in Germany there’s another tradition. It’s a little strange, but again it’s a tradition.”

“Oh really? What is it?” I ask.

They all smile, and Eric gives me a sweet kiss on the cheek.

“After a New Year’s Eve dinner and before going out to watch the fireworks, we like to look at a funny video. It’s quite old. It’s in black and white, and it’s called Dinner for One. You’ll see . . . It’ll start after the commercials.”

The others get comfortable, and I laugh.

“Don’t laugh, sweetheart,” says Eric. “It’s a tradition! Every single channel broadcasts it year after year on New Year’s Eve. What’s most curious of all is that it’s a skit in English, although some channels do include German subtitles.”

“What’s it about?”

Eric puts his arms around me as the skit begins.

“Sophie is celebrating her ninetieth birthday with James, her butler, and several friends who are no longer there because they’ve died. The funny part is how the butler pretends to be each of the friends for Sophie.”

He stops talking because he’s laughing at the TV. As they watch the video, I’m surprised at all of them. They’re having so much fun that even Flyn drops his usual furrowed brow to laugh openly at the butler’s antics on the screen.

When the skit’s over, Simona goes to the kitchen and comes back with five little glasses of grapes. I’m quite surprised.

“Remember that my mother is Spanish,” says Eric. “We’ve never been without grapes on a New Year’s Eve here.”

Really moved, dazed, and happy because of these simple grapes, I yelp when Eric turns to the international channel and we see the Puerta del Sol in Madrid.

Oh, my Spain!

There are fifteen minutes left of the year, and to see my dear Madrid really moves me. My tears seem to surprise Flyn.

“Don’t cry, love,” Eric whispers in my ear.

I contain my tears and smile. “I have to go to the bathroom for just a sec.” I leave as quickly as I can.

I close the bathroom door and sob. But these are strange tears. I’m happy because my family is fine. I’m happy because Eric is by my side. But these tears still insist on falling.

I cry for a few minutes until I finally manage to control the flow. I wash my face and then hear a knock on the bathroom door.

“Are you OK?” says a worried Eric when I come out of the bathroom.

“Yes,” I say in a thin voice. “It’s just that it’s the first time I’ve been away from my family on such a special night.”

Back in Spain, Epiphany is almost as big as Christmas. And because it commemorates the visit of the Three Kings to Jesus, that’s when we exchange presents. It’s probably the biggest family holiday of the year.

I know he can see in my eyes what’s happening, and he hugs me.

“I’m sorry, love. I’m sorry that, because you’re with me, you might not be having the best time.”

His words comfort me. I kiss him on the lips.

“Don’t be sorry, honey. It’s been a really magical time for me.”

He’s not very convinced by what I say, and he gives me an unsettling look. When he’s about to say something, I quickly kiss him instead.

“C’mon . . . let’s go. Flyn, Simona, and Norbert are waiting for us in the living room.”

When the clock at the Puerta del Sol begins to chime, I explain that this is the countdown. And I encourage them to eat a grape with each chime. Flyn and Eric have done this before, but Norbert and Simona haven’t, and I can’t help but laugh at their expressions.

Grape by grape, I’m bringing in the reinforcements.

One. Two. Three. Papá, Raquel, Luz, and my brother-in-law are fine.

Four. Five. Six. I’m happy.

Seven. Eight. Nine. What else can I ask for?

Ten. Eleven. Twelve. Happy 2013!

On the last toll of the bell, Eric’s going to hug me, but Flyn comes between us. I wink at him. This is normal. The boy wants to be first.

“Gutes neues Jahr!” say Norbert and Simona, who hug me.

I can’t help myself and kiss them. We laugh when I make them say it in Spanish: “Feliz año nuevo!”

The couple’s having fun repeating my words, laughing happily. Norbert and Simona shake Eric’s hand, and they all wish each other a happy New Year. Flyn sticks firmly to his uncle’s side. I squat down to be at his height, and he lets me kiss him on the cheek.

“Happy New Year, handsome. I hope the year will be marvelous and spectacular.”

The boy returns my kiss and, to my surprise, grins. Norbert picks him up as Eric hugs me.

“Happy New Year, love. Thank you for making this night so special for all of us.”
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The next couple of days pass, and being with Eric is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. He loves me; he spoils me; and he takes care of everything I need. Flyn is another story. He competes with me in everything while I try to make him see I’m not an adversary. If I make a potato tortilla, he doesn’t like it. If I dance and sing, he looks at me with disdain. If I watch something on TV, he complains. He can’t stand me, and he doesn’t pretend otherwise. That makes me more frantic every day.

I talk to my family members in Jerez, and they’re all well. That comforts me. My sister tells me how drained she is from her pregnancy and all the battles she’s waging with my niece. It amuses me. I imagine Luz overexcited, waiting for the Three Kings. My Luz is wonderful!

One morning when I go down to the kitchen, I catch Simona watching television. She’s so focused on what she’s viewing that she doesn’t hear me. When I come near, I see she’s anguished, frightened.

“My God, are you all right?”

She wipes her eyes with a napkin.

“I’m watching Emerald Madness, miss.”

Taken aback, I glance at the TV and see it’s a soap opera. I chuckle; so does Simona.

“I think you’d like it too, Miss Judith. Do they watch this soap opera in Spain?”

“I don’t think so, but I’m not a fan of soap operas.”

“I’m not really either, but it’s caused quite a sensation here in Germany. Everyone watches Emerald Madness.”

I’m on the verge of laughter.

“It’s about a character named Esmeralda Mendoza. She’s a beautiful young woman who works as a servant for the Halcones de San Juan. But everything gets complicated when the prodigal son, Carlos Alfonso Halcones de San Juan, returns from the United States and falls in love with Esmeralda Mendoza. She secretly loves Luis Alfredo Quiñones, Mr. Halcones de San Juan’s bastard son, and, oh God, everything becomes such an ordeal . . .”

That’s quite a story. My sister would love it. Eventually, and without knowing why, I sit with her, and suddenly I’m deeply enmeshed in the plot.

Marta, Eric’s sister, comes for me on January 2. I told her I needed to do some holiday shopping, and she’s offered to go with me. Delighted to see me enjoying myself, Eric gives me a kiss on the lips when I go. “Have a good time, love.”

It’s unbelievably frigid outside. It’s two degrees below zero at eleven thirty in the morning, but I’m happy to have Marta and her fun stories as company. We go to Munich’s central plaza and Marienplatz, a majestic square surrounded by very impressive buildings. There’s a huge and spectacular street fair here for me to do my shopping.

“Do you see that balcony?” asks Marta, and I nod. “That’s city hall, and every afternoon they play live music there.”

All of a sudden, a very colorful stand with an abundance of Christmas trees draws my attention. They come in red, blue, white, and green and in different sizes. They’re mostly decorated with photos, notes with wishes inside, macaroons, and CDs. I love this!

“What do you think your brother would do if I put up one of these trees in his living room?”

Marta lights a cigarette and laughs.

“He’d be horrified.”

“Why?”

I accept a cigarette from her as she looks over the colorful artificial trees.

“Because these trees are too modern for him, but, mostly, because I’ve never seen him put up a tree at his house.”

“Are you serious?” I’m perplexed and at the same time convinced I want to do this. “Well, too bad for him, because I can’t live without a tree during the holidays. Epiphany’s coming up. So, horrified or not, he’s going to have to put up with it.”

Marta cracks up as I buy a seven-foot-high red tree. It’s spectacular! I also buy tons of multi-colored ribbons with bells. I want to decorate the house the way it deserves. It’s still the holiday season! We pay for the tree and promise to come back and pick it up at the end of the day.

For more than an hour, the two of us shop, and, when our noses grow red from the cold, Marta suggests we get something to drink.

“I’m going to take you to a very special place. Some other day, I’ll take you to eat at the restaurant at Olympic Tower. It revolves, and you’ll see some extraordinary views of Munich.”

A few minutes later, we’re in an astonishingly huge place.

“Dear Judith, as the good Munich native I am, I’m immensely proud to tell you you’re in the Hofbräuhaus, the oldest brewery in the world.”

The place is dazzling. Vintage vaulted ceilings. There are long, grand wooden benches and tables where the patrons eat and drink.

“C’mon, let’s get something to drink,” says Marta, taking me by the arm.

Ten minutes later, we’re seated on one of the wooden benches next to other people. For about an hour, we talk and talk, and I enjoy a stupendous Spaten-Brau beer.

We’re hungry, so we order something to eat before we go on with our shopping. I let Marta choose, and she orders Leberkäs, a hot appetizer of flour, meat, and bacon meatballs, and a crunchy pretzel on which you can smear all kinds of sauces. Everything is delicious!

“Well, how do you like Munich?”

“What little I’ve seen is magnificent. I think it’s a very stately city,” I say after swallowing a bite of my pretzel.

“Have you come to live with Eric?”

“Wow, direct and to the point. Just like I like it. The answer is yes,” I say, determined to be sincere. “We’re like fire and ice, but we love each other and want to give it a go.”

Marta claps happily, and people around her look at her strangely. But she doesn’t care one wit about that.

“I love it; I love it! I hope my little brother learns life is more than work and seriousness. I hope you’ll open his eyes in many ways, but I’m sorry to say that’s going to be a problem for you. I know him very well.”

“Well, I don’t want problems.” As soon as I say it, I remember David de Maria’s song, and that makes me smile. “Why do you think I’m going to have problems with Eric?”

“Eric has never lived with anybody, except for Flyn, these last few years. He became independent when very young, and if there’s something he doesn’t like, it’s anyone meddling in his affairs and decisions. In fact, I’d love to see his face when he sees that red tree full of colored ribbons you bought.” We both laugh. “I know that hardheaded guy very well, and I’m sure you’re going to have all sorts of arguments with him. And, in terms of Flyn, he’s not always good for him. He overprotects him. He’d keep him in a crystal vase if he could.”

That makes me laugh again.

“Don’t laugh; you’ll see for yourself. And listen to me: my brother’s not going to approve of the gift you got Flyn.”

“He’s not going to approve of a skateboard?”

“No.”

“Why?” I ask, thinking how much fun I have with my niece and her skateboard.

“Eric will very quickly see the danger. You’ll see.”

“But I bought him a helmet, as well as kneepads and elbow pads, so he won’t get hurt when he falls . . .”

“It doesn’t matter, Judith. All Eric will see in that gift is danger, and he’ll ban it.”

A half hour later, we head toward Maximilianstrasse, which is considered Munich’s golden mile. At D&G, Marta checks out the jeans. While she tries them on, I quickly buy her a T-shirt I saw that she liked. We visit a number of exclusive stores, each one more expensive than the other, and when we get to Armani, I buy Eric a blue-striped white shirt. He’s going to look so handsome. Once we finish our shopping, we go back to the plaza at city hall to pick up my tree. I begin to doubt whether I’ve done right by buying it.
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There’s a storm building in the skies above Munich, so we decide to end our shopping for the day. Eric isn’t home when Marta drops me off at six o’clock. Simona tells me he’s at the office but won’t be long. I quickly take my gifts up to my room and hide them in the back of the closet. I don’t want anyone to see them. Before changing, I look out the window. It’s blowing snow, and I remember that poor abandoned dog by the trash cans. Without thinking twice about it, I get a blanket from one of the guest rooms. I’ll buy another to replace it. I go down to the kitchen, pour a little stew into a plastic bowl, and heat it up in the microwave. I walk through the trees to the front gate. I open it and look around the trash cans.

“Susto . . .” The word means “fright.” I’ve christened him with this name because of how he frightened me the first time we met and also because of how scared he is. “Susto, are you here?”

A thin white-and-cinnamon-colored greyhound pops up his head from behind the trash cans. He’s trembling, frightened, and he must be very hungry and very, very cold. Evidently suspicious, he won’t come near me, so I put the stew on the ground and try to encourage him to eat.

“Come on, Susto, eat. It’s really good.”

But the dog hides and flees before I can touch him. That makes me sad. Poor little dog. He’s obviously so scared of humans. But I know he’ll be back. I’ve seen him around the garbage cans so many times, and I want to do something for him. Using some planks and boxes, I improvise a shelter for him at the side of the trash cans. I put the blanket inside, along with the stew, and leave. I hope he comes back and eats.

I return to the house and go up to my room to change. I come back down to the living room, carrying the box with the tree. Flyn is at it with the PlayStation. I sit down by his side and drop the enormous, colorful box between my legs. Surely, that will pique his curiosity.

For more than twenty minutes, I watch him play without saying a single word as the goddamned thundering video game music destroys my eardrums.

“Would you like to set up the tree with me?” I say, surrendering.

Finally, Flyn looks my way. He stops the music. Oh . . . what a relief! He sees the box.

“Is that where the tree is?” he asks, curious.

“Yes, it has to be assembled. What do you think?” I say, opening the box and showing him a part of the tree.

“I don’t like it,” he says.

I smile; otherwise I’d have to pinch him.

“I thought we should have our own tree. And to be original and do something no one else does, we could decorate it with wishes we’ll read aloud on Epiphany. Each one of us could have five wishes. What do you think?”

Flyn blinks. I’ve managed to get his attention. I pull out a notebook, a pair of pens, and multicolored ribbons. “We’ll put the tree together and then write out our wishes on little pieces of paper. We’ll roll these up and put them on the tree using the ribbon. It’s a good idea, isn’t it?”

The boy glances at the notebook.

“No, it’s a horrible idea,” he hisses, his dark eyes staring right at me. “And, anyway, Christmas trees are green, not red.”

I cringe. What a lack of imagination! If this kid says that, what will his uncle say? He goes back to his game, and the music thunders anew. But determined to put up the tree and enjoy it, I get up to begin.

“I’m going to put it up here, next to the window,” I scream so he can hear. It’s still snowing outside, and I hope Susto has come back and is eating in his little house. “What do you think?”

He doesn’t answer. He doesn’t look at me. Nonetheless, I go to work.

But that screeching music is killing me, and I try to mitigate it the best I can. I turn on the iPod I have in my jeans pocket, put in my earbuds, and, seconds later, begin to sing along.

Delighted with my music, I sit on the floor, take the tree out of the box, scatter the pieces all around me, and read the instructions. I am the do-it-yourself queen, so I’m finished in ten minutes. It’s a beauty. Red . . . a radiant red. I look over at Flyn. He’s still playing.

I pick up the notebook and pen and begin to write out my wishes. Once I have several, I tear out the pages and cut them with care. I draw little holiday doodads all around them. I have to entertain myself somehow. When I’m satisfied with my wishes, I tie them with the gold ribbon. I do that for about an hour until suddenly I see a pair of feet by my side. I lift my eyes and find my Iceman and his furrowed brow.

Uh-oh!

I quickly get up and take off my earbuds.

“What’s that?” he asks, pointing at the red tree.

I’m about to respond, when the boy sidles up to his uncle and, with the same serious expression, points to the tree.

“According to her, a Christmas tree. According to me, a piece of shit.”

“Just because you think my beautiful tree is a piece of shit doesn’t mean he’s going to think it is too,” I say tartly. “OK . . . perhaps it doesn’t go with the living room, but I couldn’t resist. Isn’t it pretty?”

“Why didn’t you call to consult me about it?” says my favorite German.

“To consult you about it?” I ask, surprised.

“Yes, about buying a tree.”

Unbelievable!

After a moment, I take a deep breath instead of saying what I think.

“It never occurred to me I had to call you to buy a Christmas tree,” I say.

Eric looks at me and evidently realizes I’m getting angry. He tries to soothe me by taking my hand. “Look, Jude, this isn’t my favorite time of year. I don’t like the trees or the ornaments everyone insists on putting on them. But if you wanted a tree, I could have ordered a more elegant fir.”

The three of us turn to look at my bright red tree.

“Well, I’m sorry you don’t like the holidays, but I love this time of year. And I don’t like the idea of cutting down firs just because it’s the holidays. They are living things that take a long time to grow and shouldn’t be cut just because we humans want to decorate our living rooms with firs.” Uncle and nephew glance at each other. “I know some of those trees are replanted later, but most end up in the trash, all dried out. I won’t do that. I’d rather have an artificial tree I can use and put away for next year. At least I know it won’t die or dry out in its box.”

Eric’s mouth begins to arch up. He’s amused by my defense of the fir trees.

“You really don’t think this is a very original and pretty tree?” I ask.

“No,” he says with his usual sincerity, arching his brow.

“It’s horrible,” whispers Flyn.

But I refuse to surrender. I ignore Flyn’s comment.

“What if I told you it’s our wish tree?”

“Our wish tree?” asks Eric.

I nod. Flyn is touching one of the wishes I hung on the tree.

“She wants us to write out five wishes, hang them on the tree, and read them on Epiphany so they’ll come true. But I don’t want to do that. That’s girl stuff.”

“It would be too much for you to like it,” I whisper a bit too loudly.

Eric scolds me with a look.

“And, anyway, Christmas trees are green, and they’re decorated with ornaments!” Flyn screams. “They’re not red, and they’re not decorated with wishes!”

“Well, I like it red, and I like decorating it with wishes,” I insist.

Eric and Flyn look at each other, and I can see they’re communicating. Goddamn it! But well aware I want my red tree and that I’m going to have to deal with these two grouches, I try to stay positive.

“Come on, you guys, it’s EpiphanyChristmas!and it wouldn’t be anything at all without a tree!”

Eric stares at me. I pout. Finally, he smiles.

Annoyed, Flyn starts to walk away, but Eric grabs him by the arm.

“Write out five wishes, like Jude has asked you,” he says, pointing to the notebook.

“I don’t want to.”

“Flyn . . .”

“Damn it, Uncle! I don’t want to.”

Eric squats. He’s face-to-face with the boy.

“Please, it would mean a lot to me if you did it. This Epiphany is special for all of us, and it would be a good beginning with Jude here in the house, all right?”

“I hate that she takes care of me and orders me around.”

“Flyn . . . ,” Eric insists, but his voice is harder now.

The staring contest between them is intense. But, in the end, my Iceman wins. The boy is furious now, but he picks up the notebook, tears out a sheet, and grabs one of the pens before walking away.

“Flyn, take the green ribbon so you can tie them,” I say.

He doesn’t look at me, but he picks up the ribbon and sits down at the table in front of the TV and begins to write. I lean over to Eric on my tiptoes and whisper, “Thank you.”

My German smiles and kisses me.

We talk about the tree for a while, and I have to laugh at some of the things he says. He’s so traditional about certain things that it’s impossible not to laugh. Seconds later, Flyn is back. He hangs his wishes on the tree and, without once looking at us, goes back to the couch. He picks up the control, and the screeching music begins again. Eric grabs the notebook and pen from the floor.

“Can I ask for anything?” he asks, his mouth near my ear.

I know where he’s going.

I know what he’s trying to say.

“Yes, Mr. Zimmerman,” I answer sweetly, “but remember we’re all going to read them together on Epiphany.”

Eric looks at me for a second, and I can only think about sex. Just looking at him arouses me so much, I feel like I’m becoming a sex slave! Finally, my kinky boyfriend nods, steps back, and smiles.

He has such an effect on me. I love that mixture of desire, tough guy, and sourpuss.

I watch him write his wishes out at the dining room table. I want to know what they are, but I don’t go near him. I have to wait until the day I’ve decided we’ll read them. When he’s through, he folds them, and I give him the silver ribbon to put them up. After he hangs them, he comes over and sneaks something into the pocket of my hoodie. Then he kisses me on the tip of my nose.

“I can’t wait until that wish is granted.”

I grin, and, once more on my tiptoes, I kiss him on the mouth while my heart goes three hundred miles an hour. After a little slap on my butt to let me know he wants me, Eric goes to sit on the couch next to his nephew. I take the small box he’s dropped in my pocket, open it, pull out the handwritten note, and read it.

My wish is to have you nude in my bed tonight so we can use your gift.

I’m curious. Inside the box, there’s something metallic with a green rock. It’s pretty cute. What could it be for? And then I see the commercially printed note that says, “Rosebud anal ring.”

Well . . . I had no idea there were such things as anal rings! I start to laugh.

I blush and keep reading: “Surgical steel/Swarovski crystal. Ideal for decorating the anus and stimulating the anal zone.”

My God!

I’m blushing, when I realize Eric is looking at me. I can tell he’s amused. I give him a thumbs-up, and we both laugh. It’s going to be a great night!

After dinner, I suggest we play a game of Monopoly on the Wii. Turn by turn, we get more into it. We let Flyn win, and he goes to bed, overcome with satisfaction. Alone with Eric in the living room, I can see how impatient he is now. I kiss him and whisper in his ear.

“I want you in the room in five minutes.”

“I’ll be there in two.”

“Even better!”

I run up the stairs, go to our room, pull back the bedcovers, and get undressed. I place the anal ring next to the lubricant on the pillow. There’s no time for anything else. The door opens, and my heart accelerates. Such exultation. Eric comes in and closes the door, and his eyes are already on me. He pulls his gray undershirt over his head as he comes toward the bed.

“Your wish is waiting for you however you want it.”

“Perfect,” he responds hoarsely.

He looks at me like a hungry wolf. I see him glance quickly at the anal ring. Desire is consuming me. He throws the undershirt on the floor and goes to the foot of the bed.

“Bend your knees and open your legs.”

Such heat! I do as he says and realize I’m having trouble breathing. Eric climbs onto the bed and brings his mouth to my inner thighs. He kisses them softly, and I feel like I’m melting. With his usual eroticism, he continues raining kisses on me; then he kisses my hip, then my navel, then one of my breasts, and then he positions his mouth over mine and looks straight at me. “Tell me what you want,” he whispers, his voice powerfully charged.

My vagina flexes, and my stomach melts.

Eric sucks my upper lip, and then my lower lip, and before kissing me, he gives me one of those typical nibbles that make me open my mouth so it’s easier for him to take me. I adore his kisses. I love how demanding he is. I love how he touches me. I adore him.

Once the kiss is over, he looks at me, clearly waiting for me to say something. Well aware of what I’m asking, I whisper, “Devour me.”

He continues to scatter kisses all over my body. When he kisses my mound, he gently touches my tattoo.

“Use your fingers to open yourself up for me. Close your eyes and fantasize. Offer yourself like you do when we’re with other people.”

His words make me hot, and my hands go to my vagina. I take my labia in hand, open and expose myself completely to him, dying for him to ravage me while I imagine it’s not just him and me in this room. Without hesitation, his tongue dives for my clitorisoh yes! Yes! And the fire in me begins to consume me.

The scorching heat of my fantasies and the commotion Eric causes make me weak. I’m nude and on the bed, and the eager lashing of his tongue drives me crazy as his hands go up and grab my ass. He maneuvers over to my hips so he has greater accessibility to me.

“Offer yourself, Jude.” Alive, active, provoked, and shaken by what I’m imagining and what he’s saying, I push my wet sex toward his mouth. I’m shameless and press against him and gladly offer myself, wanting to enjoy and be enjoyed. He quickly sucks me, his teeth on my clitoris, and I gasp and want more and more.

My skin burns as a savage frenzy takes over my body. I twist with each tap of his tongue and demand more.

My swollen clitoris is about to burst, and he seems to love that. When he raises his head and looks at me with his mouth wet from my juices, I swiftly sit up and kiss him. His taste is my taste. My taste is his taste.

“Fuck me,” I demand.

Eric bites my chin and tops me. He pushes me down brusquely, and this time I fall to the side of the bed as he parts my legs anew. He slaps my ass and continues his devastating assault. I feel something wet on my asshole, and I quickly realize it’s the lubricant. Eric stimulates me with his fingers, and an instant later he introduces my gift, the anal ring.

“Beautiful,” I hear him say as he kisses my butt cheeks.

I can’t see his face from my position, but from his breathing and the sound of his voice, I can tell he likes what he’s doing. For a few minutes, I feel my anal walls contract. What an incredible sensation! He then inserts one finger followed by another into my vagina.

“Look at me, Jude.”

With my head hanging off the side of the bed, I turn my eyes toward him.

“The ring is beautiful, but your ass is spectacular.”

That makes me laugh.

“I prefer flesh to surgical steel.”

“Oh yeah?”

I nod and close my eyes.

“Would you like for me and another person to do things to your body?”

When I nod again, his fingers plow deeper into me. What madness!

“Are you sure, sweetheart?” he says, agitated.

“Yes,” I say, panting.

His fingers go in and out of me over and over as he uses his other hand to tighten the anal ring and I become more and more inflamed. I moan and, opening my eyes, see Eric staring at me.

“Soon two of us will fuck you, sweetheart . . . first one, then the other, and then both of us. I will hold you in my arms and part your thighs. I’ll let someone else fuck you as I watch, but I’ll let you come only for me, understood?”

“Yes . . . yes . . . ,” I say, breathing heavily, enraptured by what he’s saying.

Eric grins and I spasm. My sex tightens, and his fingers take note. He quickly substitutes his penis for his fingers, and I have to contain a scream as his impressive erection penetrates me.

With expert hands, he takes me by the waist and lifts me. He sits me on top of him on the bed and squeezes me against him.

“We’ll be three next time.”

Between breaths, I nod.

“Yes . . . yes . . . yes . . . yes.”

Eric kisses me. I love it when he’s panting like this.

“Move, sweetheart.”

My hips follow a deep, slow beat. I feel like I’m going to explode. The friction from the anal toy is tremendous. We keep our eyes on each other as I hammer him over and over.

“Kiss me,” I ask him.

My Iceman appeases me, and I pick up the pace, driving him crazy. I have him go in and out of me until he finally leaps up. In one quick movement, he turns me over on the bed and has me on all fours.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

Eric doesn’t answer. He sticks his long, firm penis in my vagina and thrusts a couple of times, making me howl.

“I want your beautiful ass, my love. May I?”

Heat . . . so much heat. Whipped up, I hold up my hand with his ring.

“I’m all yours.”

He takes the anal ring out and uses more lubricant. I’m impatient and desirous of his sex. I want more. I need more. Seeing my restlessness, Eric smooths more lubricant on his penis and bites me on the ribs. Eric knows what he’s doing, and he slowly introduces his dick into me. I dilate. My mind goes blank, and I can’t help myself when he impales me.

“Harder . . . harder, Eric.”

But he doesn’t pay any attention to me. He doesn’t want to hurt me. He goes slowly, very slowly, and then, when he’s completely inside me, he leans over and covers my back, holding me with so much love.

“God, sweetheart, you’re so snug!”

I acclimate to the new situation, lucky to feel such bliss as he goes in, and I’m on fire; I’m burning up. I surrender and enjoy all this. I feel naughty; to have such hot sex with Eric makes me feel a little dirty. Completely uninhibited, I’m on all fours in front of him, desperate for him to fuck me.

“Eric . . . I like this,” I say as I push back. I push my ass back on his body, wanting him to go deeper.

Our game goes on for several more minutes. He enters me and grabs me by the waist, and I welcome him.

Soon my Iceman can’t contain himself anymore, and his wild side takes over, slashing deeper and deeper into me until I fall face-first into the bed. I scream into the mattress, and my German knows I’ve reached the peak of my excitement. That’s when he digs his fingers into my hips and launches into my willing ass with incredible force.

“More . . . more, Eric . . . ,” I plead.

The satisfaction and desire he sees in me seem to overcome him, and, when he apparently can’t take it anymore, he groans and lets himself fall against my body.

We stay like that for a few seconds. Together, hot and still excited. Sex between us is electrifying, and we love it. Moments later, Eric pulls out, and we drop happily on the bed, tired and slick with sweat.

“God, sweetheart! You’re going to kill me.”

That makes me laugh. I hug him and he hugs me back. Outside, it’s snowing. Eric gets up.

“Let’s wash up and get dressed, sweetheart.”

“Dressed?”

“You know, clothes. Pajamas or something like that?”

“Why?” I ask. I want to keep playing.

But Eric looks to be in a bit of a hurry.

“C’mon, your underwear’s on the nightstand,” he says.

I want to complain, but I decide against it. I get my underwear and my pj’s. But I don’t want to get dressed. I feel like we were just getting started!

When he sees the look on my face, Eric kisses me as he picks up the anal ring and the lubricant and puts them away. He gets up, and, just as he’s taking me in his arms, the door of the bedroom flies open. Standing there in his striped pajamas is a sleepy Flyn, his mouth agape. I quickly cover myself with my clothes.

“Don’t you know how to knock?” I snarl.

For the first time ever, the boy doesn’t know what to say.

“Flyn, we’ll be right back,” says Eric.

We rush to the bathroom. I look at him, waiting for an explanation for this sudden apparition.

“He’s been scared of thunder since he was little, but don’t tell him I told you.” He kisses me. “I knew he was going to come in as soon as I heard the thunder. He always does.”

Now I’m the one who kisses him. God, I love how he tastes! I slowly pull away from his mouth.

“Does he always come to your bed?”

“Always,” he affirms.

I love his face. My German is so beautiful!

More thunder makes us come back down to reality. He quickly washes and dries himself, puts on his underwear, and starts to go.

“Don’t be long, sweetheart,” he says. I wash myself, put on my pj’s, look in the mirror, and can’t help but smile as I try to comb out my tangled hair. I wonder what’s happening to Susto. Poor thingit’s storming so bad outside, and he’s out on the street.

I remember that when I was a kid, I had the same reaction as Flyn. I was scared of thunder; I was scared of those hellish noises that made me think about ugly demons with long nails circling the skies to kidnap kids. I spent a lot of nights sleeping in my parents’ bed until my mother, patiently and with a little extra help, finally managed to get me over the fear.

When I come out of the bathroom, I find Eric on the bed, chatting with Flyn. When he sees me, the boy follows me with his gaze. I get into bed with them.

“Does she have to sleep with us?” the grumpy little boy asks his uncle.

Eric nods.

“Oh yes! I’m terrified of storms and especially of thunder. I’m curious: Do you like dogs?”

“No,” they answer in unison.

“They’re dirty; they bite; they smell bad; and they have fleas,” says Flyn.

I’m taken aback. “You’re wrong, Flyn. Dogs don’t always bite, and, of course, they don’t always smell bad or have fleas if they’re well cared for.”

“We’ve never had animals in this house,” says Eric.

“Well, that’s too bad,” I whisper. “Having animals in the house gives you another perspective on life, especially if you’re a kid. Honestly, I think it would do you two a world of good if you had a pet.”

“No way,” says Eric.

“Leo’s dog bit me, and it hurt,” says the boy.

“You were bitten by a dog?”

The boy nods, lifts the sleeve of his pj’s, and shows me a mark on his arm. I file that and try to imagine the fear of animals he must have. I have to help him overcome it.

“Not all dogs bite, Flyn,” I say as warmly as I can.

“I don’t want a dog,” he insists.

I don’t say anything else. I lie on my side and look at Eric. Flyn is in the middle, and he quickly turns his back to me. Of course! With his eyes, Eric asks for my forgiveness, and I wink at him. Minutes later, my boyfriend turns off the light. And, even in the darkness, I know he’s smiling and looking at me. I know it.
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            It’s the night before Epiphany, and we’ll be having dinner at Eric’s mother’s house. During these days, I’ve seen my German work from home, but he hasn’t said anything about going to the office. I want to see it, but I would rather the idea of my going to the office come from him.

            Flyn still won’t give me a break. Everything I do bothers him, and that means Eric and I rub each other the wrong way every once in a while. But I’ll say this: I recognize it’s Eric who always makes the adjustment so the argument won’t get out of hand. He knows the boy isn’t being very nice, and he tries to be understanding.

            My relationship with Susto progresses accordingly. He doesn’t run away anymore when he sees me. We’ve become friends. He’s realized I can be trusted, and he lets me touch him. He has a terrible cough that scares me. You can see on his face he has a good heart, and every time I sneak out to remake his little house and give him food, the poor thing thanks me the way he knows best: by licking me, wagging his tail, and doing all sorts of pirouettes.

            When we get to Sonia’s house in the evening, Marta, Eric’s sister, welcomes us with a huge smile.

            “It’s so good you’re here!”

            Eric grimaces. He doesn’t like these little parties at his mother’s house, but he knows he can’t skip them. He does it for Flyn, not for himself. Eric introduces me as his girlfriend to the other people in the living room. I see the pride in his eyes and notice how possessively he holds on to me.

            When he starts talking business with several other men just a few minutes later, I decide to look for Marta. Just as I step away, a young man greets me.

            “Hi, I’m Jurgen. You’re Judith, right? I’m Eric’s cousin.” And then, in a whisper, he adds, “The one who races motocross.”

            My face brightens with delight, and I end up in a conversation with him. He tells me about various places where people practice the sport, and I promise to check them out. I’m looking forward to riding Hannah’s bike. It was Sonia who told him I practice motocross, and he is very enthusiastic. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Eric watching me and probably trying to figure out what we’re talking about. In two seconds flat, he’s at my side.

            “Jurgen, it’s been so long since I last saw you!” Eric says as he slides his arm around my waist.

            The cousins smile.

            “Could it be because you don’t let yourself be seen very much?”

            Eric nods. “I’ve been very busy.”

            Jurgen doesn’t mention motocross again, and almost immediately they begin to engage in a very boring conversation. Once more, I decide to look for Marta. I find her smoking in the kitchen.

            She offers me a cigarette. I don’t usually smoke, but I always want to around her, and so I take one.

            Standing there, in our glamorous dresses, the two of us smoke as we talk.

            “How’s it going with Flyn?”

            “Uff, he’s declared war,” I say.

            “If it gives you any comfort,” she says, leaning her head toward me and whispering, “he’s declared war on all women.”

            “But why?”

            “According to the psychologist, it’s because of losing his mother,” she says, smiling. “Flyn thinks women are circumstantial and that we come and go in his life. That’s why he tries not to show any feelings toward us. He’s the same with Mother and me. He never shows us any affection, and, whenever possible, he rejects us. But, well, we’ve gotten used to it. The person he loves above everyone else is Eric. He seems to feel a special love for him; there are times I don’t always think it’s healthy.”

            We’re quiet for a few seconds, and then I can’t stand it anymore.

            “Marta, I’d like to respond to what you’ve just said, but it may bother you. I’m not anyone to offer my opinion on this subject, but if I don’t say something, I’m going to explode.”

            “Go on,” she says, grinning. “I promise I won’t get mad.”

            I take a drag on my cigarette and exhale.

            “From my point of view, the boy is focused on Eric because he’s the only one who has never abandoned him. And, before you say anything, I know neither you nor your mother has abandoned him, but what I’m trying to say is that maybe Eric is the only one who interacts with him emotionally, who gets angry with him sometimes and tries to make him reason, and, on important dates, for example, New Year’s Eve, stays with him. Flyn is a child, and children only look for love and security. And if he, because of what happened with his mother, is reluctant to love a woman, then it’s up to you two to do everything possible so he’ll realize that although his mother is gone, you two women are still here, that you have never abandoned him.”

            “Judith, I assure you Mother and I have done everything possible.”

            “I don’t doubt it, Marta. But maybe you should change tactics. I don’t know . . . If something doesn’t work, try something else.”

            The silence that follows gives me goose bumps.

            “Hannah’s death broke all our hearts,” Marta finally says.

            “I can imagine. It must have been terrible.”

            Her eyes get teary, and I take her arm.

            “She was the center of the family, the engine that kept everything going . . . She was vital, positive, and . . .”

            “Marta . . . ,” I whisper when I see a tear come down her cheek.

            “You would have loved her, Jude; I’m convinced you two would have gotten along very well.”

            “I’m sure of it.”

            We each take several drags on our cigarettes.

            “I’ll never forget Eric’s face that night. That day he not only had to deal with Hannah’s death, but he also lost his father and his girlfriend at the time.”

            “Everything happened on the same day?” I ask, curious.

            I’ve never talked about this with Eric. I can’t. I don’t want to make him have to remember.

            “Yes, the poor guy, when he couldn’t get ahold of his father to tell him what had happened with Hannah, he went over to his house and found him in bed with that imbecile. It was terrible. Absolutely terrible.”

            I get chills.

            “I swear I thought Eric would never be whole again,” says Marta. “There were just too many bad things in a matter of hours. We didn’t hear from him for two weeks after Hannah’s funeral. He disappeared. We were very, very worried. When he came back, his life was in chaos. He had to confront his father and Rebeca. It was awful. And then, to top it off, Leo, the man who lived with Hannah and Flyn, another imbecile for sure, told us he didn’t want to take care of the boy. Suddenly, he didn’t consider him a son. At first, the boy suffered so much, and then Eric said he’d take care of Flyn. As you’ve seen, he’s doing that. In terms of New Year’s Eve, I know you’re right, but the person who broke that tradition was Eric. He took Flyn to the Caribbean that first year. The next year, he told Mother and me he didn’t want too much celebration that night, and so that’s what we’ve done these past few years. That’s why she and I always make our own plans.”

            “Seriously?” I ask, surprised.

            Just then, Flyn comes through the kitchen door and looks at us, apparently amused. An instant later, he turns and disappears.

            “Goddamn it!” says Marta. “Get ready.”

            “Get ready?”

            Leaning on the glass doorframe, she smiles. “He’s going to snitch to Eric that we’re smoking.”

            I laugh. Snitch?

            “Eric is going to get pissed we’re smoking.”

            He’s going to get pissed? Please, we’re adults.

            But before I can even count to ten, the kitchen door opens, and there’s my German, followed by his nephew, walking toward us with an alarmed look.

            “You’re smoking?”

            Marta doesn’t respond, but I nod. Why bother lying? Eric looks at my hand. He makes a face and takes my cigarette. That makes me angry.

            “Let that be the last time you ever do that.”

            The coldness in Eric’s eyes cuts right through me.

            “Let that be the last time you do what you’ve just done.”

            We could cut the tension with a knife.

            I don’t understand his anger, but I do understand my indignation. Nobody treats me like that. Without giving it a second thought, I pick up the cigarette pack on the table, pull one out, and light it. Take that!

            Flabbergasted, Eric stares at me as Marta and Flyn watch. An instant later, he takes the cigarette out of my mouth and throws it in the sink. But no. That won’t stand. I pluck another cigarette and light it. He repeats his actions.

            “Wait, are you going to go through all my cigarettes?” protests Marta as she snatches the pack.

            “Uncle, Judith’s done something wrong,” says the boy.

            His child’s voice touches my heart, but, seeing that neither Marta nor Eric is saying anything, I turn to him. “And you, how can you be such a snitch?”

            “Smoking is bad,” he says.

            “Look, Flyn, you’re just a boy. You should stay quiet and”

            Eric cuts me off. “Don’t pick on the boy, Jude. He did what he had to do.”

            “Get you pissed off is what he had to do?”

            “Yes,” he says quite confidently. He turns to his sister. “I think it’s disgusting you smoke and that you encouraged Jude to smoke. She doesn’t smoke.”

            Oh no! I smoke whenever the hell I feel like it.

            “You’re wrong, Eric,” I say angrily. “You don’t know if I smoke or not.”

            “I’ve never seen you smoke in all this time,” he says, ill-humoredly.

            “If you haven’t seen me smoke, it’s because I’m not a habitual smoker,” I say. “But I assure you there are times when I like to smoke a cigarette or two. This isn’t the first cigarette I’ve ever had, and it’s not by any means the last. No matter what you think.”

            He stares at me. I stare back. He’s daring me. I dare him back.

            “Uncle, you said there was to be no smoking, and both she and Marta are smoking,” insists the little monster.

            “Flyn!” I say, seeing Marta’s passivity.

            Eric looks at me very seriously and says, “Jude, you will not smoke. I will not allow it.”

            Oh my God, did he really just say that?

            My heart is beating so fast, I know this won’t end well.

            “C’mon, stop kidding around. You’re not my father, and I’m not ten years old.”

            “Jude . . . don’t make me mad!”

            That “don’t make me mad!” makes me laugh. Marta is incredulous.

            “Eric . . . you’ve already made me mad.”

            “What’s going on?” says Eric’s mother as she steps into the kitchen and sees the four of us. She spots the cigarettes in Marta’s hands and exclaims, “Oh good! Give me one, love. I’m dying to smoke.”

            “Mother!” protests Eric.

            “Oh, Eric, a little bit of nicotine will relax me,” she says, wrinkling her brow.

            “Mother!” Eric protests again.

            “Vichenzo’s insufferable wife is driving me out of my mind,” she says, and I can’t help but smile.

            “Sonia, there’s no smoking!” exclaims Flyn.

            Marta and her mother communicate with a look. No longer willing to stay in the kitchen, Marta grabs her mother’s arm. Sonia tugs on Flyn, who resists leaving with them.

            “Let’s go get something to drink . . . We need it.”

            “Don’t ever talk to me like that in front of other people,” I say once Eric and I are alone in the kitchen.

            “Jude . . .”

            “Don’t ever tell me what’s prohibited.”

            “Jude . . .”

            “Stop saying my name!” I say, incensed. “You’ve made me feel like a child in front of your sister and that little snitch. Who do you think you are to talk to me like that? Don’t you see you’re falling for the trap Flyn has set so you and I will get mad at each other? For the love of God, Eric, your nephew is a little demon, and if you don’t put a stop to his behavior, he’s going to grow up to be a horrible person.”

            “Watch it, Jude.”

            “I am watching it, Eric. That boy is already an old man, and he’s only nine years old. I . . . It’s just that in the end . . .”

            Eric cups his hands around my face. “Listen, love, it’s just that I don’t want you to smoke. That’s all.”

            “That’s fine, Eric. I can understand that. But how about if you tell me when it’s just you and me in our room? Or is it necessary for Flyn to see you scold me over something he’s pointed out? Fuck, Eric! You’re so smart; it’s incredible he can play you for a fool like that.”

            I turn away and look out the window. I’m angry. Very angry. For a few seconds, I curse every living thing until Eric comes up behind me. He puts his arms around my waist, hugs me, and puts his chin on my shoulder.

            “I’m sorry.”

            “I hope so, because you’ve acted like a dickhead.”

            That makes Eric laugh.

            “I love being your dickhead.”

            I want to laugh, but I contain myself.

            “You’re right. I’ve acted badly, and I let Flyn manipulate me. Will you forgive me?”

            What he’s saying and, especially, how he’s holding me, relax me. Let’s face it . . . I’m a softie, but I love him so deeply that just feeling how much he needs me to forgive him does away with my anger and everything else.

            “Of course I forgive you. But I’ll say it again: Don’t ever prohibit me from doing anything, and much less in front of other people, OK?”

            I feel him moving his chin on my neck, and I turn around and kiss him passionately. He lifts me up in his arms and imprisons me against the window as his hands look for the hem of my dress. I want him to go on, but I pull away slightly and whisper into his mouth, “Love, we’re in your mother’s kitchen, and there are guests behind the door. I don’t think it’s the time or the place to continue with what we’re thinking.”

            Eric lets me drop to the floor. I fix the hem of my dress, and, hand in hand, we head back toward the living room.

            “For me,” he murmurs, “any place is good if I’m with you.”

            We get home at dawn. It thunders and storms, and in spite of my incessant desire to make love with Eric, I restrain myself. I know that Flyn will end up in bed with us because of the storm.





19

The alarm goes off at nine o’clock. Like always, I’m alone in bed, but I’m happy because it’s Epiphany. What a wonderful morning! Dressed in my pajamas and robe, I pull out the gifts I hid in the closet and go down the stairs, ready to pass them out.

I make a quick stop in the kitchen and ask Simona and Norbert to join us. I have gifts for them too. When I come into the living room, Eric and Flyn are playing Wii. As soon as he sees me, the boy makes a face, but, excited, I stop the music using Eric’s control and make my announcement.

“The Three Kings have left gifts with me for all of you.”

Eric grins.

“Wait until we finish the game,” says Flyn.

His complete lack of innocent anticipation always stuns me. My niece, Luz, is surely screaming and jumping up and down with happiness on seeing the gifts under the tree! But I have no intention of paying any attention to him. So, when Norbert and Simona come in, I nudge Eric off the couch.

“Come on, let’s sit by the tree. I want to give you your gifts.”

Flyn complains again, but this time Eric scolds him. The boy quiets, gets up, and sits with us by the tree. Eric pulls four envelopes from his pants pocket and gives one to each of us.

“Happy holidays!”

Simona and Norbert thank him and, without opening the envelopes, put them away. I don’t know what to do with mine, but I watch Flyn open his. “Two thousand euros! Thank you, Uncle Eric!”

Incredulous, dazed, astounded, and stunned, I stare at Eric.

“Did you just give a check for two thousand euros to a boy for Three Kings’ Day?”

Eric nods.

“There’s no need for all that silliness with gifts,” says Flyn. “I already know who the Three Kings are.”

That explanation doesn’t convince me.

“For the love of God, Eric! How could you do such a thing?”

“I’m practical, sweetheart.”

Just then, Simona hands Flyn a small box. The boy opens it and screams with delight on seeing a new game for his Wii. Happy to see him so thrilled, even if it’s over another game that’ll keep him glued to a screen, I give Simona and Norbert my giftsa wool jacket for her and gloves and a scarf for him. Neither stops thanking me and apologizing for not having a gift for me. The poor souls, they’re so embarrassed!

I keep pulling gifts from my big bag. I hand one to Eric and several to Flyn. Eric quickly opens his and smiles at the blue scarf I bought him and the Armani shirt. He loves them! Flyn watches, his gifts still in his hands. Determined to make peace with this kid, I look at him lovingly.

“Come on, dear,” I say. “Open them. I hope you like them!”

For a few seconds, the boy contemplates the packages and the box before him. He focuses on the big box wrapped in red. He looks at me and at the box and then again at me and at the box, but he doesn’t touch it.

“I promise it won’t bite.”

Suspicious as always, Flyn picks up the box. Simona and Norbert encourage him. He looks at it as if not knowing what to do with it.

“Rip the paper; come on, just rip it,” I say.

He does, and he begins to unwrap the gift as we all watch. Once he takes the wrapping paper off, though, the box is still sealed.

“Come on, open it!”

When the boy opens the box and sees what’s in it, he exclaims, “Oh!”

Yes . . . he likes it!

I know it. I can tell.

I smile triumphantly and look over at Eric, but his face has changed. He’s not smiling anymore. Neither are Simona and Norbert. They all look at the green skateboard with such solemn faces.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

Eric takes the skateboard from the boy’s hands and shoves it back in the box.

“Jude, return this.”

Just then, I remember what Marta told me.

“Return it? Why?”

No one says a word. I take the green skateboard out of the box and show it to Flyn.

“You don’t like it?”

For the first time since I’ve known him, the boy looks at me expectantly. The gift has impressed him. His eyes give him away, but I know he doesn’t want to say anything because of the hard look on Eric’s face. I’m ready to go to battle for him, but I set the skateboard aside and urge him to open the other gifts. After opening everything, he now has a helmet and kneepads and elbow pads. I pick up the skateboard.

“What’s wrong with the skateboard?”

“It’s dangerous,” says Eric, refusing to look at it. “Flyn doesn’t know how to ride it. Instead of having a good time, he’ll just get hurt.”

Norbert and Simona nod in agreement, but I can’t give in to this.

“I bought all the accessories necessary to minimize harm as the boy learns how to use it. Don’t get overwhelmed, Eric. You’ll see, he’ll master it in a matter of days.”

“Jude,” he says in a very tense voice, “Flyn is not going to ride that skateboard.”

I’m incredulous. “Come on, it’s a toy for him to use to have a good time. I can show him how to ride it.”

“No.”

“I taught Luz how to ride a skateboard, and you should see how well she does on hers.”

“I said no.”

“Listen, my love,” I say in spite of his negative reaction, “it’s not hard to learn. It’s a matter of getting the swing of it and keeping your balance. Flyn is a smart kid, and I’m sure he’ll learn quickly.”

Eric gets up and takes the skateboard from my hands. “I want this far from Flyn, understood?” he says firmly and clearly.

My God, when he gets like this, I just want to kill him! I get up too and take the skateboard from his hands.

“It’s my gift to Flyn. Don’t you think he should say whether he wants it or not?”

The boy doesn’t talk. He just looks at us. Finally, he speaks. “I don’t want it. It’s dangerous.”

With her eyes, Simona begs me to be quiet, to let it be. But no, I can’t. “Listen, Flyn”

“Jude,” says Eric, cutting me off and taking the skateboard from me again, “he just told you he doesn’t want it. What more do you need to hear?”

Livid, I take the damned skateboard back from him.

“What I’ve heard is what you wanted to hear. Let him respond for himself.”

“I don’t want it,” insists the boy.

Holding the skateboard, I lean down to him.

“Flyn, if you want, I can teach you. I promise you won’t get hurt, because I won’t let it happen and . . .”

“That’s it! I said no and it’s no!” screams Eric. “Simona, Norbert, take Flyn out of here; I have to talk to Judith.” When the two of us are finally alone, he continues. “Listen, Jude,” he hisses, “if you don’t want us to argue in front of the boy or the staff, then shut up! I said no to the skateboard. Why do you insist?”

“Because he’s a kid, goddamn it! Didn’t you see the look on his face when he took it out of the box? He liked it. Didn’t you see that?”

“No.”

“He can’t spend all day hooked up to the Wii or PlayStation or . . . What kind of kid are you raising? Don’t you realize, this way he’ll grow up to be shy and fearful?”

“I’d rather he be that way than have something happen to him.”

“Of course, the way you’re raising him, something is certainly going to happen to him. Haven’t you considered there’ll come a moment when he wants to go out with friends or with a girl, and he won’t know how to do anything except play Wii and obey his uncle?”

Eric looks at me.

“That you’ve come to live with me and the boy in this house is the most wonderful thing that’s happened to me in many years, but I’m not going to take any chances with Flyn just because you think he should be different. I’ve accepted this horrible red tree in the house; I’ve made the boy write absurd wishes to decorate it, but I’m not going to surrender when it comes to Flyn’s well-being. You’re my girlfriend. You’ve proposed taking care of my nephew when I’m not around, but Flyn is my responsibility, not yours; don’t forget that.”

Those ugly words on a morning as beautiful as Three Kings’ Day hurt my heart. He’s such a jerk! His house. His nephew. But determined not to cry like a fool, I pick up all the gifts for the boy and shove them back in my bag.

“Very well,” I hiss back. “I’ll write a check to your nephew. I’m sure he’ll like that better.”

I know my words and tone are irritating Eric, but I’m ready and willing to irritate him so much more.

“You said the empty room on this floor was for me, right?”

Eric nods, and I head that way. I open the living room door and discover Simona, Norbert, and Flyn.

“You can go back in,” I say, the boy’s gifts in my hands. “Your uncle and I have said what we need to say.”

I hurry to the room, open the door, and drop the skateboard and all its accessories on the floor. With the same urgency, I return to the living room. Simona and Norbert have disappeared, and only Eric and Flyn are there.

“I’ll write you a check later,” I say, though I’m a bit shaken. “But don’t expect it to be as much as your uncle’s because, one: I don’t think it’s right to give you so much money, and, two: I’m not rich!”

The boy doesn’t respond. It feels bad in here, but I’m not ready to be the one who fixes it. I remember the envelope Eric gave me. I open it, and, on seeing a blank check, I return it.

“Thanks, but no. I don’t need your money. In any case, I considered all those things you bought for me the other day to be my gifts.”

He doesn’t say anything. He just stares at me. They both stare at me. But like a devastating hurricane, I point to the tree, ready to conclude our Epiphany.

“Come on, guys. Let’s finish up our lovely morning. How about we read the wishes on our tree? Maybe one of them has already come true.”

I know I’m pushing them to the wall. I know this is not the right thing to do, but I don’t care. In just a few days, they’ve driven me out of my mind.

“I don’t want to read those stupid wishes!”

“And why not?”

“Because,” he insists.

Eric evidently understands I’m really angry, and it obviously disconcerts him not to know what to do. But I’m raging because I have to be here with these two blockheads and so far from my family.

“Let’s see. Who will be the first to read a wish from the tree?”

Neither of them moves, so I finally pick one of the pieces of paper.

“Fun . . . I’ll be first, and I’ll read one of Flyn’s wishes.”

I’m taking off the green ribbon and unrolling it when the boy comes running toward me and snatches it from my hands. I’m shocked.

“I hate this; I hate this tree; and I hate your wishes!” he exclaims. “You’ve made my uncle angry, and because of you, today has been horrible.”

I look over at Eric for help, but he doesn’t move.

I want to scream, to start a third world war in this living room, but, in the end, I do the only thing I can. I pick up the goddamned red tree and drag it to the same room where I stuck the skateboard.

“Miss Judith, are you all right?” asks Simona, bewildered.

Poor woman! What a miserable time she’s having! “Relax,” she says, and takes my hands. “Mr. Zimmerman is occasionally strict when it comes to the boy, but he does it for his well-being. Don’t be angry, miss.”

I kiss her cheek.

“It’s OK, Simona,” I say as I go up the stairs. “Everything’s OK. But I’m going to go and freshen up, or this will all end worse than Emerald Madness.”

We both smile. When I get up to the room and close the door, my neck is itching. God, what a rash! I look in the mirror, and I’m completely plagued. Damn it!

Determined to leave the house no matter what, I take off my pj’s, get dressed, and, once I have my coat on, go back to the living room where the two of them are playing Wii. I stride up to them. I pull the cord and disconnect them. The music stops. They both look up.

“I’m going for a stroll. I need it!” And before Eric can say a word, I add, “Don’t even think about telling me I can’t go. For your own good, don’t even think about it!”

I leave the house. No one follows me.

Poor Simona tries to convince me to stay, but I tell her I’m fine and not to worry. When I reach the gate and go out the side door, Susto comes to greet me. I walk around the neighborhood for a little while with the dog at my side. I tell him my problems, my frustrations, and the poor beast looks at me with his big eyes as if understanding. After a long walk, and when I’m back in front of the gate to the house, I realize I don’t really want to go in, so I call Marta. Twenty minutes later, when I can barely feel my feet, Marta picks me up in her car and we take off. I say goodbye to Susto. I need to talk to somebody who’ll respond, or I’ll go crazy.
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With the tension level at about a zillion, I drink a beer and look up at Marta’s serious face. Given what I’m saying and my anger, she probably has a pretty good idea of what’s happened.

“Easy, Jude. You’ll see how everything will have calmed down when you get back.”

“Oh, of course . . . Of course it’ll have calmed down! I don’t plan on saying a word to either of them. They’re made for each other. If one is stubborn, the other is even more so. For the love of God, how can your brother give a nine-year-old a check as a gift? And how can a nine-year-old become such a premature old man?”

“They’re like that,” Marta says, laughing.

Her cell phone rings. She takes the call.

“That was Mother,” she reports. “She said my cousin Jurgen called to let us know he has a motocross race not too far from here. Would you like to go?”

“Of course.”

Forty-five minutes later, in the middle of a snowy, vacant field, we’re surrounded by motocross bikes. I’m a bundle of nerves. I watch the race and applaud like a madwoman. When it’s over, we go say hello to Jurgen, who welcomes me warmly.

“I called Aunt Sonia because I didn’t have your number. I didn’t want to call over to Eric’s house. I know he doesn’t like this sport.”

I understand and give him my cell number. He gives me his. Then I look at the motorcycle.

“How does it drive with the wheels full of nails?”

Jurgen doesn’t hesitate. He hands me the helmet.

“See for yourself.”

Marta doesn’t want me to ride. She’s worried something could happen to me, but I insist. I put on Jurgen’s helmet and start the motorcycle.

Wow! What a shot of adrenaline.

I happily go out on the frozen track and take a lap; I’m pleased the wheels do a pretty good job in the snow with all those nails. But I don’t let myself get careless. I know I’m not wearing the necessary protection; if I fall, I’ll get hurt. Once I’m back by Marta’s side, she breathes easier.

“Thank you,” I say, handing Jurgen’s helmet back to him. “It was wonderful.”

Jurgen introduces me to several other racers, and I seem to surprise them all. When they find out I’m Spanish, they all say some version of “olé,” “toros,” and “sangria.” What notion do these foreigners have of Spanish people?

After the race, we say goodbye, and Marta and I go for another drink. When we sit down, I’m still elated from the lap I took on the bike. I know if Eric finds out, he’ll scream to high heaven, but I don’t care. I had fun. I suddenly realize how Marta is looking at the server. That blond fellow has already come by several times to bring us things, and he certainly is very courteous.

“Let’s see here, Marta. What’s going on between you and that handsome server?” I ask, laughing.

“Nothing,” she says, surprised. “Why would you ask that?”

Sure my intuition is right, I lean back in my chair.

“One . . . the server knows your name, and you know his name. Two: he asked me what kind of beer I wanted, but he brought you one without asking. And three, which is vitally important: I noticed how you look at him and how he smiles.”

Marta laughs. She looks his way and then turns back to me. “We’ve seen each other a couple of times. Arthur is very charming. We’ve gone out for drinks and . . .”

“Wow! I see there’s a lot to talk about here,” I tease, and Marta laughs.

I look over at this Arthur. He’s a young man about my age, tall, with tiny glasses and a kind of pretty-boy thing going on. When he sees I’m checking him out, he smiles at me, but his eyes instantly go to Marta as he picks up some glasses from the table next to us.

“He likes you a lot,” I tease.

“I know, but it can’t be,” says Marta, still laughing.

“And why not?” I ask, curious.

Marta takes a sip of her beer.

“Look closely. He’s much younger than I am. Arthur is twenty-five. He’s a boy!”

“Listen . . . He’s the same age I am. How old are you anyway?”

“Twenty-nine.”

I burst out laughing, and a couple of people turn around to look at us.

“You think that about a four-year difference? Come on, Marta, please. I never imagined you would worry about something as ridiculous as age. Since when does love have an age? And before you say anything, I want you to know that if your brother were younger than I am and I liked him anyway, nothing would stop me. Absolutely nothing because, as my father says, life is for living!”

We both laugh.

“Marta, so good to see you,” says a voice behind us.

We both turn and see two men and a woman. They’re very attractive. Marta gets up and hugs them.

“Judith, let me introduce you to Anita, Reinaldo, and Klaus. These two guys work with me at the hospital, and Anita has a beautiful and very exclusive fashion store.”

They sit with us, and, forgetting my problems, I entertain myself by getting to know these guys, who quickly make us laugh. Reinaldo is Cuban, and I love his very Latin American expressions. My cell rings. It’s Eric. I don’t want to avoid him, so I pick up and try to respond as seriously as possible.

“Yes, Eric.”

“Where are you?”

Since I don’t really know where I am, and I’m sitting here watching Marta laugh with these guys, I decide to be straightforward. “I’m with your sister and some friends getting a drink.”

“What friends?” asks Eric impatiently.

“I don’t know, Eric . . . some friends.”

I can hear him sigh. It really pisses him off that he can’t control where and, especially, with whom I hang out, but I really want to enjoy my time.

“What do you want?”

“Come home.”

“No.”

“Jude, I don’t know where you are or with whom,” he insists, and I take note of the tension in his voice. “I’m worried about you. Please, tell me where you are, and I’ll come get you, sweetheart.”

Silence . . . a funereal silence.

“I’m going to hang up,” I say. “I want to enjoy this beautiful Three Kings’ Day, and I think I will with these folks. Certainly, I hope you also enjoy the day in the company of your nephew. Goodbye.”

And then I hang up.

He must be furious. The cell rings again. Eric. I decline the call, and when he insists, I turn it off. I don’t care if he gets mad. As far as I’m concerned, he can bash his head against the wall. I join the conversation and try to forget about my German.

Marta’s friends are lots of fun, and, on leaving the pub, we go get something to eat at a restaurant. Like always, everything is delicious, or, like always, I’m just furiously hungry. When we leave the restaurant, Reinaldo suggests we go to a Cuban place, so we head there.

As soon as we get to the Guantanamera, Reinaldo introduces us to some other Cubans living in Munich.

Marta and I drink a bunch of mojitos. Marta’s so much fun. She’s the complete opposite of her brother when it comes to having a good time. We make a good pair. Anita isn’t too much farther behind. When the marvelous Celia Cruz’s “Quimbara” plays, Reinaldo invites me to dance, and I accept.

Reinaldo dances superbly, and I let him lead. I move my hips. I raise my arms. Step forward. Step back. I turn. Move my shoulders. Azúcarrrrrr!

Time goes by, and I’m in a better and better mood. Viva Cuba!

Around eleven o’clock at night, Marta, a little drained from the pace we’ve been keeping, hands me her cell.

“It’s Eric. I have about a thousand missed calls from him, and he wants to talk to you.”

I sigh and take the cell.

“Yes, my little bore, what do you want?”

“‘My little bore’? Did you just call me a bore?”

“Yes, but if you’d like, I can call you something else,” I say, laughing.

“Why did you turn off your cell?”

“So you wouldn’t bother me. There are times when you’re worse than Carlos Alfonso Halcones de San Juan when he tortures poor Esmeralda Mendoza.”

“Have you been drinking?” he asks, not understanding what I’m talking about.

Well aware that at this moment there are more mojitos than blood in my body, I reply, “Of course, my love!”

“Jude, are you drunk?”

“Noooooo!” I say mockingly. “Come on, Iceman, what do you want?”

“Jude, I want you to tell me where you are so I can come get you.”

“Don’t even think about it. You’ll ruin my good time.”

“For the love of God! You left this morning, and it’s eleven o’clock at night and . . .”

“Over and out, handsome.”

I give Marta’s cell back to her and watch her talk to her brother for a few minutes.

“I want you to know my brother has given me two options,” she says as she pulls me away from the group. “The first: I take you home. The second: I get him even madder, and understand that, when we go home, the earth will tremble.”

“Well then, let the earth tremble!” I say, laughing, determined to continue having a good time.

Marta bursts out laughing, and the two of us dance to “Bemba Colorá” as we chant, “Azúcar!”

We get home at dawn, more inebriated than sober.

“Do you want to come in?” I ask her when we get to the black gate.

“Don’t even think about it,” says Marta, laughing. “I’m going home to pack my bags right now and flee the country. Once Eric catches me, he’s going to skin me alive.”

“He’ll have to get through me first!” I say, laughing too as I get out of the car.

But before I can say another word, the gate opens and there’s Eric, his face totally twisted. He takes giant strides toward the car, gives his sister a look, and hisses, “I’ll talk to you later . . . little sister.”

Marta nods and, without a word, takes off. We’re left by ourselves, facing each other in the middle of the street. Eric takes me by the arm, trying to rush me inside.

“C’mon . . . let’s go home.”

Suddenly, there’s a harrowing growl that breaks the silence, and, before anything happens that we might regret, I shake loose from Eric and calmly whisper, “Take it easy, Susto. It’s OK.”

The dog comes close, trying to protect me.

“You know this mutt?”

“Yes, it’s Susto.”

“Susto? You’ve named him Susto?”

“Yes, isn’t he cute?”

Eric wrinkles his brow. “What is he wearing around his neck?”

“He was cold, so I made a scarf for him,” I say, delighted.

The dog puts his bony paw on my leg, and I caress him.

“Don’t touch himhe’ll bite you!” says an angry Eric.

That makes me laugh. I’m sure Eric would bite before Susto ever did.

“Don’t touch that dirty mutt, Jude, for the love of God!” he insists.

The dog growls, and I lean down.

“Don’t pay any attention to him, OK, Susto? C’mon, go to sleep. It’s OK.”

Eric is discombobulated, and the dog gives him a quick glance before he goes into his ramshackle house. Eric walks away without a word.

“Can I bring Susto into the house?”

“Don’t even think about it.”

I knew it!

“Look at this poor little guy, Eric. Look how cold he is.”

“That mutt is not setting foot in my house.”

Oh, we’re back to his house!

“C’mon, my love. Please!”

He doesn’t respond, and, in the end, I decide to follow him. I’ll insist some other time. I focus on his behind and his legs.

Wow! That tight butt and those strong legs make me grin; I can’t help myself and give him a quick slap on that ass.

Eric comes to a stop, gives me an incredibly sour look, and, without a word, keeps walking. I’m not afraid of him, and I’m feeling playful. I grab some snow, form it into a ball, and target that beautiful ass of his. Eric stops again. He curses in German and then walks off again.

Oh, what a lousy sense of humor!

I grab more snow, make up another ball, and hit him on the head this time. I burst out laughing. Eric turns around.

“Jude . . . you’re making me angrier than you can possibly imagine.”

God, he’s so sexy.

He continues on his way, and I follow. I can’t take my eyes off him in spite of the cold, and I smile, thinking about all I would do to him this very instant. Once in the house, he heads off to his office without saying a word to me. He’s very, very angry. A sweet warmth covers my body. It makes me all the more aware of how cold it is outside. Poor Susto. Once I take off my coat, I decide to track Eric down at his office. I want him. Before going in, I take off my wet boots and jeans. I pull my shirt so it’s halfway down my thighs and open the door. Eric is at his desk, staring into the computer. He doesn’t look at me.

I walk up to him, ignore his angry look, and straddle him. That’s when he seems to realize I’m not wearing pants. His eyes tell me he doesn’t want this kind of contact, but I do. I kiss him on the lips. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t return the kiss. He’s punishing me. My cold Iceman is an iceberg, but I’ve decided to melt him with my Spanish fury. I kiss him again, and when I feel he’s not cooperating, I whisper, “I’m going to fuck you, and I’m going to do it because you’re mine.”

He seems surprised and blinks. I kiss him again. His tongue is more receptive this time, but he still doesn’t want to play along. I kiss his lower lip, pull on it, and, looking him right in the eye, let it go. I entangle my fingers in his hair and twist on his lap.

“I want you, lover, and you’re going to fulfill my fantasies.”

“Jude . . . you’re drunk.”

I laugh and agree. “Oh yes! I’ve been drinking some mojitos, my love, that were to die for. But listen, I know exactly what I’m doing, why I’m doing it, and to whom I’m doing it, OK?”

He won’t talk. He just looks at me. I get up from his lap. I’m about to do what they do in the movies, throw everything off the desk to the floor, but I think better of it. That would only make him madder. Instead, I push the laptop aside and sit on the desk. Eric watches me. The cat’s got his tongue, but I’m determined to get what I want. I take one of his hands and bring it to my panties. I’m wet, and I can feel him having trouble swallowing.

“I want you to ravage me. I’m dying for your tongue inside me and for you to make me scream, because my pleasure is your pleasure, and we’re both masters of our bodies.”

Now he’s having a hard time breathing. I am determined to drive him even crazier, and I pull off my shirt.

“Touch me. Come on, Iceman. You want it as much as I do.”

My Iceman melts by the second. Good! He brings his mouth to my right breast, and, in fractions of a second, he’s on my nipple.

Oh yes!

His eyes, once cold, are now wild and daring. He’s still mad, but the desire he feels for me is now up to par for what I feel for him. When he abandons my breast, he leans back in his chair. He’s in it now.

“Get up and turn around,” he whispers.

I do as he says. I drop to the floor, wearing only my thong. I turn around. He pushes the chair back, gets up, and brings his erection to my ass as his hands fly to my waist and he squeezes me against him. I gasp. He slaps my ass. It stings. He slaps me again, and, when I’m about to protest, he brings his mouth to my ear.

“You’ve been a very bad girl, and, at the very least, you deserve a spanking.”

I mean . . . if he wants to play, let’s play!

I turn around, and, not taking my eyes off his, I shove my hand in his pants and grab his testicles.

“Do you want me to show you what I do to bad boys? You too were bad this morning, my love. Very . . . very bad.”

That paralyzes him. Apparently, he’s not particularly amused that I have his balls in my hand.

“Jude . . .”

I jerk off his pants and his briefs, and his colossal erection radiates before me. I shove him, and he drops into the chair. I straddle him again. “Rip off my panties.”

Said and done. Eric pulls on it, and my wetness rests right on his unyielding erection. I don’t give him time to think: I raise my body and trap him inside me. I’m so wet . . . so aroused . . . that his entire erection disappears inside me easily.

“Look at me,” I say. Our bodies fit together.

He does. God, this is so kinky!

“Just like this . . . This is how I want you. This way, we’re always in agreement.”

My hips move, and my vagina tightens around him. He drops his pants to the floor. Eric gasps when I move and kiss him again. This time he kisses me back and begs me to keep going. I stop. We don’t move. We’re just here, enjoying the sensation, fitted together. The titillation is at its max. And then my German stands up with me still fixed to him, and he carries me to the ladder on the bookshelves and deposits me there.

“Hold on to my neck.”

Without hesitation, I do as he says. He grabs one of the steps above me; then he buries himself completely in me, and I scream.

My Iceman makes me his as I make him mine. We gasp and pant. We belong to each other.

He rams into me over and over until he hears the cry that lets him know I’ve come, and he lets himself go in one final and powerful drive inside me.

For a few seconds, the two of us stay like that, up against the ladder, pressed together, and then he lets go and picks me up, and we go back to the chair. When he sits down, still inside me, he kisses me.

“I’m still mad at you,” he assures me.

That makes me laugh. “Good!”

“Good?” he asks, surprised.

I kiss him. I wink at him.

“Mmm. Your anger just means we’ll be having an interesting night ahead of us.”




21

Three days later, a pickup truck comes from the airport with the things from my small Madrid apartment.

Only twenty boxes, but I’m ecstatic. The rest is still back home, because you never know.

Having my things is very important, and I spend several days distributing them throughout the house. Eric and I are good. After that splendorous night of sex we had the day we argued, we can’t stop kissing. I surprised him. I tempted him and drove him crazy. As soon as we see each other, we want to touch. Whenever we’re alone, we disrobe with an intense passion.

The phone rings one morning. Simona picks it up. It’s my father.

“Papá!” I exclaim, so happy to hear from him.

“Hello, sweetheart! How are you?”

“Good, but missing you so much.”

We talk for a little while, and I tell him about the problem I’m having with Flyn.

“Be patient, sweetheart,” he says. “That boy needs patience and human warmth. Watch him and try to surprise him. I’m sure once you surprise him, he will adore you.”

“The only way to surprise him is by leaving, believe me, Papá. This boy is . . .”

“A boy, sweetheart. He’s a nine-year-old boy.”

I sigh.

“Papá, Flyn is a premature old man. He’s nothing like our Luz. He complains about everything. He hates me. I’m like a pimple on a butt to him. You should see how he looks at me.”

“Sweetheart . . . that little boy, considering how young he is, has suffered a great deal. He’s lost his mother, and even though his uncle takes care of him, I’m sure he feels lost.”

“I agree with you. I try to get close to him, but he doesn’t let me. The only time he seems happy is when he’s playing Wii or PlayStation, alone or with his uncle.”

My father laughs.

“That’s because he doesn’t know you yet. I’m sure as soon as he gets to know my sweetheart, he won’t be able to live without you.”

When I hang up, I feel better. My father is the best. There’s no one like him to help with my self-esteem and encourage me in every way.

It’s Sunday, and Eric suggests I go with him to the shooting range. Flyn and I both go. He introduces me to all his friends.

I see right away Eric is still a very sure shooter, and that surprises me. Given his vision problem, I would have never imagined he could continue to practice a sport like this. I don’t like firearms. I’ve never liked them, and when Eric suggests I shoot, I say no.

“Eric, I already told you I don’t like them.”

He gives me a kiss on the lips. “Try it,” he whispers. “You might be surprised.”

“I said no. If you like it, great. I’m not going to deny you that pleasure. But I’m not going to do it. In fact, I don’t even think it’s acceptable that Flyn is around them with such ease. Firearms are dangerous, even if they’re Olympic.”

“At home, they’re under lock and key. He doesn’t touch them. He knows they’re off-limits,” he says, defending himself.

“Having them under lock and key is the least you can do.”

He’s getting to know me, and he knows if I say no, it’s no, so he lets it go.

A few more days go by, and I decide the house needs some cheering up. I take Simona shopping with me. She’s delighted to go, and she laughs when she sees the pistachio-colored curtains I’ve bought for the living room as well as the white lace curtains. According to her, Eric won’t like them, but, according to me, he has to like them. Yes or yes. I try fruitlessly to get Norbert and Simona to call me “Judith,” but it’s impossible. “Miss” always precedes my first name, and I finally surrender.

For days on end, we buy everything I want. Eric is happy to see me so motivated, and he gives a green light to everything I want to do in the house. He wants me to feel at home, and I am grateful.

After long consideration, and without saying anything to anyone, I bring Susto into the garage. It’s very cold, and his hacking worries me. The garage is enormous, and the poor thing won’t be so cold. I change his scarf for a blue one, and he looks adorable. When she sees him, Simona protests. She’s so agitated, she brings her hands to her head. “Mr. Zimmerman will be so angry. He’s never wanted animals at home.” I tell her not to worry. That I’ll take care of Mr. Zimmerman. I know I’m going to hear about it when he finds out, but there’s no going back now.

Susto is so good. He doesn’t bark. He doesn’t do anything except sleep on the clean dry blanket I’ve put out for him in a discreet spot of the garage. In fact, when Eric comes home in the car, I’m delighted when I see Susto is so clever that he knows he shouldn’t move. With Simona’s help, we lead him out so he can take care of his needs, and, a few days later, Simona loves that dog as much or more than I do.

One morning after breakfast, Eric finally suggests I go to the office with him. Thrilled, I wear a dark suit and a white blouse, ready to present myself as a professional. I want my boyfriend’s employees to have a good impression of me.

I’m very nervous when we arrive at Müller. An enormous building and two annexes make up the central offices in Munich. Eric looks incredibly handsome in his blue executive coat and his dark suit. It’s always such a pleasure to look at him. He radiates sensuality and authority. The latter is what gets me going. When we enter the impressive hall, the blonde receptionist stares at us, and the security guards greet the big boss. That’s my guy! They look at me with curiosity, and when I turn to go through the turnstile, they stop me. Quickly, in a commanding voice, Eric tells them I’m his girlfriend, and they let me go without one of those little badges marked “V” for visitor.

I grin. Eric is very serious. Professional. In the elevator, we encounter a handsome brunette. Eric says hello, and she says hello back. I discreetly watch how she looks at him, and I can tell, by the look in her eyes, that she wants him. I’m about to stomp on one of her feet, but I control myself. When we get off the elevator at the presidential suite, I can’t help myself and exclaim, “Oh!” These offices are nothing like those in the branch in Madrid. Black carpet. Gray walls. White desks. Absolute modernity. As I walk at my Iceman’s side, I realize how very serious everyone is.

I’m somewhat intimidated. There are too many eyes and too many serious faces looking at me. We stop in front of a desk occupied by a very elegant and attractive blonde.

“Good morning, Leslie. I want to introduce you to my girlfriend, Judith,” says Eric. “Please, step into my office and give me an update.”

The young woman, surprised, greets me.

“Delighted, Miss Judith. I’m Mr. Zimmerman’s secretary. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

“Thank you, Leslie,” I respond, smiling.

I follow them into Eric’s impressive office. As might be expected, it’s like the rest of the building, modern and minimalist. My mouth agape, I sit in the chair he’s indicated and listen to their conversation for a good while.

Eric signs several documents Leslie brings him, and, when we’re finally alone in the office, he asks, “How do you like the offices?”

“Amazing. They’re gorgeous compared to those in the branch in Spain.”

Eric smiles and, moving his chair, whispers, “I like the offices there better. There’s no archive room here.”

That makes me laugh. I stand up. I come closer to him and whisper, “That’s good. If I’m not here, I’d rather you not have an archive room.”

We’re laughing and playful when Eric sits me on his lap. I try to get up, but he holds me down firmly. “No one will come in without warning. It’s an incredibly important rule here.”

I laugh and kiss him, but then I furrow my brow.

“Incredibly important, since when?” I want to know.

“Always.”

Knock . . . knock . . . jealousy calling!

“Yes, Jude, what you’re thinking is true,” Eric says before I can even ask. “I’ve had a few affairs in this office. But that was a long time ago. Now, I desire only you.”

He tries to kiss me. I pull back.

“Did you just pull the cobra on me?” he asks in a teasing fashion.

I nod. I’m jealous. Very jealous.

“My love . . . ,” Eric whispers, “will you please stop thinking such silly things?”

I take his hands off me. I walk to the other side of the desk.

“With Betta, right?”

An instant after I mention her name, I realize I shouldn’t have. Goddamn it!

But Eric responds honestly. “Yes.”

There’s an uncomfortable silence.

“Have you been with Leslie, your secretary?”

Eric squirms in his chair and sighs. “No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Very sure.”

But stung by jealousy, I insist. My neck begins to itch, and I scratch.

“And what about the brunette who came up with us in the elevator?”

Eric has to think. “No.”

“What about the blonde receptionist?”

“No. And don’t touch your neck, or the rash will get worse.”

But I don’t pay any attention to him, and I can’t stop scratching.

Eric gets up and comes over to me.

“But you just said”

“Let’s see here,” he says, cutting me off and taking my hand from my neck. “I haven’t been a monk, and I’ve had sex with women who work for my company and with women who don’t. Yes, love, I’m not going to deny it. But, ‘play around,’ what you and I call playI haven’t played with anyone in this office with the exception of Betta and Amanda.”

“Of course . . . Amanda. Ms. Fisher.”

“Who, by the way,” says Eric as he blows on my neck, “has been transferred to London to develop Müller there.”

That makes me feel better. Having her far away is good, and Eric, having fun with my questions, hugs me and kisses me on the forehead.

“Today, for me, the only woman in the world is you, sweetheart. Trust, my love. Remember, between us there are no secrets or doubts.”

We stare at each other, challenge in our eyes.

Finally, Eric comes close to my mouth. “If I try to kiss you, are you going to pull the cobra on me again?”

I don’t respond to his question.

“Do you trust me?” I ask.

“Completely,” he responds. “I know you’re not hiding anything.”

I nod, but the truth is, I’m hiding a lot of things. I’m overwhelmed with guilt. Not about anything to do with sex, but I’m hiding things, including a dog in his house, my motocross riding with Jurgen, and his mother and Marta’s skydiving classes.

Eric looks at me. I smile and, finally, sigh and whisper, “Look at what you’ve done to my neck!”

Eric laughs and squeezes me in his arms.

“I think I’m going to have an archive room built in my office for when you come visit.”

I laugh, kiss him, and, forgetting my guilt and my jealousy, whisper, “That’s an excellent idea, Mr. Zimmerman.”
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On weekends, I manage to peel the little grump and Mr. Moody off the couch. Otherwise, they’d spend the entire day glued to the Wii and the TV. Those two! We go to the movies, the theater, to have a burger, and I see that they have a good time. Why is it so hard for them to leave the house? Every now and again, Eric surprises me, inviting me out to eat at a restaurant. Afterward, he’ll take me to an impressive club, and we’ll have fun drinking, kissing, and talking.

He hasn’t said anything more about our sexual supplement. When we make love at home, we whisper hot fantasies to each other that get our motor running, but, for the moment, we haven’t had sex with anybody else. Does he want me for himself that much?

One Sunday, I manage to get them to go out for a stroll. We park the car and walk to the English Garden, this marvelous place in central Munich. Flyn doesn’t talk to me, but I participate in the conversation nonetheless. This clearly irritates him, but, in the end, he has no choice but to accept it.

In the afternoon, I make them go to the Bayern soccer field in Munich. The idea horrifies them. They’re more into basketball. The place is enormous, grand, and, I explain, this is the team that has won the most in the Bundesliga. They listen to me, nod, but they don’t care. I smile when I see their bored faces, and, at around seven thirty, they suggest going out for dinner.

They take me to a local restaurant, and I try different kinds of beer. Pilsen is blond, Weissbier is white, and Rauchbier is smoky. Eric waits for my reaction after I taste them.

“But none is as good as Mahou Five Stars!”

They laugh.

The fundamental ingredient in German dishes is flour. They use it in absolutely everything. That’s what Eric tells me as I polish off a Weissburst, a white sausage. It’s made from finely chopped veal, spices, and lard. It’s to die for! Happy because of the attention his uncle and I are paying him, Flyn bites into a figure-eight-shaped salty donut called a Brenz. He and I have set our differences aside, and Eric is enjoying our time together. For a while, they bring us many different dishes to try. Germans have a light supper, but I’m hungry, and I ask for finely sliced radishes lightly sprinkled with salt. They tell me it’s called Radi. After that, they bring us Obatzda, a cheese made with Camembert, butter, onions, and sweet smoked paprika. For dessert, I go crazy with the Germknödel, a dumpling filled with plum jelly and made from sugar, yeast, flour, and hot milk, then topped with confectioner’s sugar and poppy seeds and served with melted butter or vanilla custard sauce, so . . . very light.

When we return home later that night, we’re beat. We’ve walked a lot, and Flyn drops into bed. Lying on the sofa in the living room while watching a movie, I propose we go for a swim in the pool. Eric has his eyes closed and declines.

“Something wrong, honey?”

“No,” he quickly replies.

“Does your head hurt?” I ask, worried.

Suddenly, amused, he grabs me like a sack of potatoes and carries me to the pool. We turn on only the pool light, and, when he least expects it, I push him in, and he splashes in the water. When his head emerges, he just looks at me.

I raise my eyebrows. “Don’t tell me you’re going to get mad?” I ask, laughing.

My laughter makes him laugh, and more so when, still dressed, I jump into the water beside him. Eric grabs me and tickles me.

“Sweetheart, you’re a very naughty girl.”

For a while, we play at drowning each other and slowly take off our clothes until we’re naked. We kiss. We tempt each other, and, finally, we make love.

I’ve never done it in a pool before, but it’s exciting. Eric is whispering in my ear things he knows make me hotter still.

After recovering, I suggest we lap-race in the pool, but Eric says he just wants to kiss me and enjoy me. Twenty minutes later, we get out of the water. I grab a couple of towels and go back to his side. Once dressed, we lie in a nice brown hammock.

When we move, it feels like we’re floating. Kisses, caresses, and suddenly I’m on top and devouring his penis. Lying on his back, he seems to enjoy my attention while I play with him and give him roguish and fiery kisses.

I love his penis. I love the feeling of it in my mouth. I love its softness, and I adore how Eric touches my hair and encourages me to suck it. But he can be impatient. He’s never satiated.

He gets up and plants his feet on the floor on either side of the hammock. Turning me over, he murmurs in my ear as he penetrates me, “This is for pushing me into the pool.”

“I’m going to push you again,” I whisper as I receive him.

“I’ll have to fuck you again and again for being such a bad girl.”

He bites my side as his hands passionately squeeze my waist and he makes me his own again and again.

“Arch your hips for me . . . More . . . more . . . ,” he demands, grabbing my hair.

He gives me a slap that echoes through the pool room. I gasp. I do what he asks. I bow, and he plunges deeper into me. What he’s doing pleases me, and my moans tumble around the room while, suspended in the hammock, I come and come before my love’s strong and wonderful attacks. An hour later, drained, we go to our room. We have to rest.

In the morning, when I get up and go downstairs to the kitchen, Simona informs me Eric hasn’t gone to work and is in his office. Surprised, I go find him. As soon as I open the door and see his face, I know something’s wrong.

I’m scared.

“Jude, call Marta.”

Quickly, I do what he says.

I’m trembling.

Eric, my strong and tough Iceman, is suffering. I can see it in the tension on his face. In his red-rimmed eyes. I want to be near him. I want to kiss him. Pamper him. I want to tell him not to worry. But Eric doesn’t want any of that. He asks me to leave him alone. I respect what he needs and stay in the background.

Half an hour later, Marta arrives. She’s carrying her medical case. When she sees the state I’m in, she asks me to calm down. I try. She examines her brother carefully before my watchful eye. Eric isn’t a good patient and complains the whole time. He’s unbearable.

Marta, unperturbed by his grunting, sits right in front of him.

“Your optic nerve is worse. You have to go back to the operating room.”

Eric curses. Groans. He doesn’t look at me.

“I told you this could happen,” Marta says calmly. “You knew it. You need to start the treatment so we can do the trabecular microbypass.”

Hearing this makes me mad. He hasn’t said a word to me at all about this, nothing at all. But I don’t want to argue. It’s not the time. He has enough to deal with already. But, wanting to join the conversation, I ask, “What is the treatment?”

Marta explains. Eric doesn’t look at me.

“Very well then,” I say confidently. “You’ll say when we can start.”
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As expected, Eric is even more unbearable during the treatment. A real tyrant. He doesn’t want to do anything he’s supposed to and complains day in and day out. Because I know him, I don’t take him seriously, although at times I feel an uncontrollable urge to push his head into the pool and not let him come back up.

During this time, Marta talks to several specialists. She, of course, wants the best for her brother and keeps me posted on everything. The eye drops Eric has to use wreck him. His head hurts, his stomach churns, and he can’t see very well. He’s overwhelmed.

“Again?” he protests.

“Yes, love, time for the drops again,” I say.

He curses, but when he sees I’m not going away, he sits down, and, after a long sigh, he lets me treat his eyes.

They’re red rimmed. Too red. Their blue is faded. I’m scared. But I don’t let him see just how scared I am. I don’t want him to be even more overwhelmed. He’s scared too. He doesn’t say anything, but his fury lets me know just how terrified he is of his condition.

It’s night, and the darkness of our room envelops us. I can’t sleep. He can’t either.

“Jude, my illness is getting worse. What are you going to do?” he asks, surprising me. I know what he means. Sometimes I get very tired of wanting to smack him for allowing himself to think such nonsense.

“For the moment, I’m going to kiss you,” I say, turning toward him in the dark.

I kiss him, and when my head is back on the pillow, I add, “And, of course, keep on loving you the same way I love you right now, darling.”

We stay quiet for a while.

“If I go blind, I won’t be a good partner.”

Shivers go down my spine. I don’t want to think about that. Please, no. But he can’t stop himself.

“I’ll just be a nuisance to you, someone who’ll put limits on your life and . . .”

“Stop!” I plead.

“We have to talk about it, Jude. As much as it hurts, we must talk about it.”

I’m in despair. I have nothing to talk about with him. It doesn’t matter what happens to him. I love him, and I’ll keep on loving him. Doesn’t he realize that? I sit up on the bed, seething.

“It hurts to hear you say that. And do you know why? Because you make me feel that if something happens to me, you’ll leave me.”

“No, love,” he murmurs, pulling me toward him.

“Yes . . . yes, honey,” I insist. “Am I different from you? No. If I have to consider having to leave you, you should have to consider having to leave me if I get sick.” I’m really agitated. “Oh God, I hope nothing ever happens to me because, if it does and I am forced to live without you, honestly, I wouldn’t know what to do.”

After a silence that lets me know Eric has understood what I said, I come close and kiss his forehead.

“That will never happen because . . .”

I don’t let him finish. I get out of bed and open my drawer. I take out several things, including a black stocking, and then I sit astride him.

“Will you let me do something?”

“What?” he asks, surprised by the turn of events.

“Do you trust me?”

In the darkness of our room, I see him nod.

“Lift your head.”

He does as I say. Gently, I place the black stocking around his head, over his eyes, and tie a knot in the back.

“Now can you see anything at all?”

He doesn’t speakjust shakes his head. I lie on top of him.

“Although one day you may not see me, I love your mouth”I kiss it“I adore your nose”I kiss it“I adore your eyes”I kiss them over the stocking“and I adore your beautiful hair and, above all, the way you groan and get angry with me.”

I straddle him again and take his hands, placing them on my body.

“Even if you can’t see me one day,” I say, “your strong hands can still touch me. My breasts will continue to be excited by your touch and your penis. Oh God, your hard, amazing, unyielding, and maddening penis!” I growl, excited, as I squeeze against him. “That’s what will make me gasp, go crazy, and ask you to ‘tell me what you want.’”

The corners of his lips curve. All right! I’m getting that smile. Wanting to go on, I place the anal ring in his hands and raise it to his mouth.

“Suck it,” I murmur.

He does what I’ve asked, and then I guide his hand to my ass.

“Although one day you may not see me,” I whisper near his face, “you’ll still implant that jewel in, as you say, ‘my pretty ass.’ And you’ll do it because you like it, because I like it, and because it’s our game, darling. C’mon! Do it.”

Eric caresses my ass, and when he locates my anus, he does as I’ve asked. He tucks in the anal ring. My body receives it, and we both gasp.

Excited by what’s happening, I move my mouth closer to his ear.

“Do you like what you’ve done, honey?”

“Yes . . . very much,” he purrs as he squeezes his hands on my buttocks.

His desire obviously grows by the second. This seems to thrill him, and he moves the jewel inside me.

“Although one day you may not see me, you can have me at your whim,” I say, eager to raise the temperature even more. “I’ll open my legs for you and for whom you tell me, and I swear I’ll enjoy it and I’ll make you enjoy it like you always have. And you’ll do it because you’ll be in charge. You’ll touch me. You’ll tell me what to do. I’m yours, darling, and without you, nothing about our game is worthwhile because it has no allure for me.” Eric groans, and I add, “C’mon, do it. Play with me.”

I get off him and lie down beside him. I pull his hand and place it on me. He touches me; his desperate mouth roams all over my body, my neck, my nipples, my navel, my mound, and I lead him until he is right between my legs. Without needing to be asked, I open them for him.

“More?” I ask.

Eric touches me.

“Yes.”

I smile and open farther.

In tenths of a second, he’s feeding on me. His tongue searches for my clitoris. Plays with it. He pulls it with his lips and when it swells, he taps me in a way that makes me scream and arch, crazed. I squirm. Panting. He moves the anal jewel at the same time he pulls on my clitoris, and I go crazy. His hands fiercely grab my thighs and wiggle me at his whim over his mouth while I, with my hand, touch his hair and murmur, gladly, “You don’t need to see to give me pleasure. To make me happy. To go crazy.”

For a few minutes, my crazy love continues with his devastating attack.

In the darkness of the room, I watch him. With elegant feline movements, he hovers like a tiger over me, ravaging his prey. He can’t see me. The darkness and the stocking I’ve placed over his eyes prevent it. His breathing accelerates. His mouth seeks mine and kisses me. Moments later, and without his speaking, one of his hands takes his erection, and the other touches the moisture of my vagina.

“I’m soaked for you, honey,” I whisper in his ear. “Just for you.”

He urgently guides his erection to my slit until, with one sure move, he slides right inside. We’re both breathing heavily. Eric grabs me, pressing himself against me as his hips push and sway and I can barely move. He sucks my neck. I bite his shoulder.

“Even though you may not see me one day, you’ll still possess me with passion, with force and vitality, and I’ll welcome you always, because I’m yours. You’re my fantasy. I’m yours. And we’ll enjoy each other now and always, my love.”

Eric doesn’t speak. He lets the moment carry him. And when we both reach our climax, he embraces me.

“Yes, love,” he says, “now and always.”
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During the treatment, he doesn’t go into the office. He can’t. At home, I help him out with emails and respond like a good secretary to everything he asks for. Whenever he gets emails from Amanda, I want to slit her throat. Witch! Curious, I sneak a peek at some of the past exchanges between the two of them and crack up when I read one from a few months back when Eric asks her to change her attitude toward him. He tells her he has a partner, and his partner comes first. I’m glad to see he’s made things clear to that bitch.

On several occasions, I want to stick his head in the trash can or yank him by the ear when he acts grumpy or dumb. He’s insufferable! But, when these moods subside, I adore him, and I want to cover him with kisses.

His mother, Sonia, comes to see him. When Eric is distracted, she encourages me to go by the house and pick up Hannah’s motorcycle. I decide that, yes, I’ll go get it. Given the tense days I’m having with Eric, I need to vent. And, for me, motocross is the best way.

The day of surgery is nearing. Eric’s tension is sky-high, and I try to help him relax the best way I know how. One night, when my Iceman is in bed with a cold gel mask on his eyes to rest his vision, I decide to surprise him so he won’t think about the operation.

“Hello, Mr. Zimmerman!” I whisper into his mouth as I throw myself on top of him.

Eric is about to peel off the mask, but I grab his hands.

“No . . . don’t take it off.”

“I can’t see you, love.”

“You don’t need to see me for what I’m about to do to you,” I say, clearly giving him goose bumps when I bring my mouth close to his ear.

“We’re going to play a few games, whether you want to or not.”

“All right . . . I want to,” he says, willing.

I kiss him. He kisses me back, and I can feel his passion.

“Let me explain how to play, OK?” Eric nods. “The first one is called ‘the feather.’ I’ll run it all over your body, and if you can stand it for two minutes without laughing, without talking or complaining, I’ll do whatever you want, OK?”

“OK, sweetheart.”

“The second game is called ‘the box of desires and punishments.’”

“That’s a very suggestive name. I think I’m going to like that one,” he says as he grabs me possessively by the waist.

I take his hands from my waist.

“Control yourself, my love. In this little box, I’ve put together five wishes and five punishments. You’ll choose one. I’ll read it, and if you don’t grant me my wish, I get to punish you.” Eric laughs. “And, for the third game, try to let yourself relax so I can do you. Just be still. What do you think?”

“Perfect,” he says happily.

“Great. If I see you’re not still, I’m going to tie you down, OK?”

Eric chuckles and nods.

“Very well, Mr. Zimmerman, the first thing I’m going to do is undress you.”

Gently, I pull off his white undershirt and black cotton pants. When I go to pull down his briefs, he’s already got a hard-on. Without saying a word, I turn on a video camera; I want him to see himself playing later. I’m sure he’s going to like it.

Once I have him nude, I pick up a feather I found. I delicately go over his neck and then down to his nipples, which get stiff on contact. The feather continues its journey down to his abs and circles his navel, and when I arrive at his penis, he moans. I go on with my fun, and minutes pass as I move the feather all over his marvelous body. Finally, he takes my hand.

“Miss Flores, I think I won. It’s been more than two minutes. Don’t cheat.” I look at the clock and realize it’s been seven minutes. Time goes by so quickly when I’m having fun with my addiction!

“You’re right, sir. What would you like me to do for you?”

He signals for me to come close with his finger. I lean down to him.

“I want you to undress, completely.”

I do as he asks.

Since he can’t see me because of the mask, he searches for me with his hands until he finds me. His hand touches my belly and then goes up to my breast. He encircles it and squeezes my nipple.

“Very well. I’ve granted your wish. Let’s go on to the next game.”

I pick up the small box where I’ve put the little folded papers and bring it to him. I guide his hand to the box.

“Pick a wish, and I’ll read it.”

Eric does as I say. I put down the box, and, making it up as I go along, I say, “I’d like a motorcycle. Does the gentleman mind if I bring mine from Spain?” His face changes.

“Yes, I mind. I don’t want you to kill yourself.”

That makes me laugh. But I don’t want to argue with him. “Very well, Mr. Zimmerman,” I quickly say. “Since you’re not going to grant my wish, you’ll have to choose a punishment.”

He grins and chooses a small folded piece of paper.

“Your punishment for not granting my wish is to remain perfectly still, not touching me, as I do whatever I want to your body.”

He nods. I know my bringing up the motorcycle has put a bit of a damper on things, but this way I’ll have a better sense of what he’s thinking when I bring home his sister’s motorcycle.

Using a brush and liquid chocolate, I begin to paint his body. The video camera is still recording, and Eric smiles when I paint chocolate circles around his nipples. After that, I make a path surrounding his abs, through his navel, and finish off in his obliques. I dip the brush in the chocolate and come to his steely cock. He squirms. I paint him very gently and take note of his restlessness. His impatience. Once I put the brush down, my mouth goes to his nipples, and I suck them. I savor the chocolate mixed with his own delicious flavor. I’m delighted. I follow the path I’ve staked out, bringing my tongue down to his abs, and Eric tries to touch me. I grab his hands and pull them off me. “No . . . no . . . no . . . you can’t touch me. Don’t forget that!”

“I need you.”

Ignoring him, I cover his navel with my tongue, and then I eagerly suck his obliques. When my tongue touches his penis and I engulf it with my mouth, he finally gasps. My tongue relishes all the parts I know drive him crazy over and over. His muscles contract. I sweetly surround his penis and cautiously nibble him the way I like. I stay there a little longer until he clearly can’t take it anymore.

“End of the line, sweetheart. Now fuck me.”

Delighted, I do as he says. I straddle him, and, as I slide down onto his firm length, I sigh; we’re enveloped in a cloud of chocolate and sex. I slowly open up to receive him and start to move. But my Iceman is too impatient. He throws off the mask, and, before I even realize it, he has me on my back on the bed.

“Now it’s my turn to take control. Let’s move on to the third game,” he whispers as he looks me right in the eye. “You know the rules, love. Be still, or I’ll have to tie you.”

I smile as he kisses me. He opens my legs with his own and penetrates me without mercy. I gasp and try to move, but he’s pinned me with his weight as he presses hard inside me.

“That must be quite a recording,” he says when he spies the video camera.

I can’t talk. He kisses me again and makes me his as he thrusts his hips over and over and euphoria overtakes me. The game has clearly overstimulated him, and he seems to have forgotten all about the operation. He lifts my legs to his shoulders and begins to torpedo into me. It’s electrifying.

That night, we watch the video and enjoy reliving every minute. I surprised him with my games.

“I want a rematch,” he whispers into my ear just as I’m falling asleep.

Two days later, they perform the surgery.

Marta and her team do the trabecular microbypass. Just saying the name of the procedure scares me. I sit in the waiting room with his mother. My love, my guy, my German, is on a table in the operating room, and I know he must be frightened.

Sonia takes my hand to offer me support, and I offer my support back to her.

We wait. Time goes by so slowly, and we keep on waiting.

Just as it begins to feel like an eternity, Marta exits the OR. Everything has gone stupendously well.

I insist on spending the night with Eric in the hospital. I sit and stare at him in the darkness while he sleeps. I can’t imagine life without him. I’m so in love that even thinking one day this could end breaks my heart. I close my eyes; finally, exhausted, I give in to sleep.

When I wake, I find myself directly in my guy’s line of vision. It seems he has been watching me as he lies in bed, and, when he sees my eyes open, he grins. I do the same.

That morning, they release him, and we go back to the house. To our home.
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As the days go by, Eric makes a miraculous recovery. He is incredibly strong, and after a few adjustments, the doctors determine all is well. We’re both happy and pick up our lives again.

As he’s going to work one morning, I ask him if he’ll drop me off at his mother’s house. I need to see what kind of state Hannah’s motorcycle is in. I don’t say anything to him about it because I know he’s just going to raise holy hell. As soon as Eric leaves, his mother and I run to the garage. We move several boxes and get covered in dust up to our eyebrows, but, then, there’s the motorcycle. It’s a yellow Suzuki RM-Z250.

“My dear, I hope you have as much fun with it as Hannah had,” says Sonia, now very emotional, as she hands me the helmet.

I hug her. When she leaves me alone in the garage, I smile to myself. As might be expected, the motorcycle is dead. After so much time without use, the battery is drained, so, two days later, I come back to the house with a new battery. I install it, and the motorcycle instantly purrs. So happy to be riding a bike, I say goodbye to Sonia and head back to my new house. I’m really enjoying the ride and want to shout with enthusiasm. When I get home, Simona and Norbert stare at me.

“Miss, I don’t think Eric is going to like that.”

“I know,” I say as I get off the bike and remove my matching yellow helmet. “I’m expecting it.”

As soon as a grumbling Norbert walks away, Simona comes up to me. “Today, on Emerald Madness, Luis Alfredo Quiñones found out Esmeralda Mendoza’s baby is his and not Carlos Alfonso’s. He saw the same birthmark he has on the baby’s left butt cheek.”

“Oh God, I missed it!” I say, bringing my hand to my heart. Simona shakes her head. “I recorded it for you,” she confesses, which makes me laugh, and together we run to the living room to watch it. After this tacky soap opera that has me hooked, I go back to the garage. I want to check the motorcycle out completely before trying to use it on a regular basis and going with Jurgen and his friends on those dirt paths they love so much. First, I need to change the oil. Norbert doesn’t want to, but he goes to buy me oil when I ask him. Once I have it, I position myself in a hidden corner of the garage that’s not so easy to access, and I begin to do the safety check exactly as my father taught me.

After the Müller visit and Eric’s surgery, I decide I don’t want to work for the time being. I want to enjoy this feeling of fullness without haste, problems, and office gossip. I prefer to walk with Susto, watch Emerald Madness, swim in the wonderful indoor pool, or go with Jurgen, Eric’s cousin, to ride my bike. It’s a thing of beauty, and it rides like a dream. Eric still doesn’t know anything about it. For now, it’s better that way.

One Wednesday morning, I go with Marta and Sonia out to the field where they take their skydiving classes. I watch eagerly how the instructor tells them what to do when they’re in the air. They encourage me to join them, but I prefer to watch. To skydive must be pretty cool, but when I see what’s involved up close, it scares me. Today they’re going to make their first free jump, and they’re nervous. So far, they’ve always done their jumps hooked to an instructor, but this time will be different.

I think of Eric, what he would say if he knew about this. I feel terrible. I don’t even want to consider that something could go wrong. Sonia seems to read my thoughts.

“Easy, dear. Everything will be fine. Promise!”

I try to smile, but my face is frozen from the cold and my tight nerves.

Before getting on the plane, they both kiss me.

“Thanks for keeping our secret,” says Marta.

When they board the aircraft, I wave goodbye. I watch anxiously as the plane lifts and almost disappears from my sight. An instructor who stayed down here with me explains hundreds of things.

“Look . . . they’re already in the air.”

With my heart in my throat, I see little dots fall. Distressed, I see how the dots get closer and closer, and when I’m about to scream, the parachutes open. I applaud at the precise moment I’m about to have a heart attack. Minutes later, they land, and Sonia and Marta are full of energy. They scream, jump, and embrace. They did it!

I applaud again, but honestly, I don’t know if I’m doing it because they’ve achieved something or because nothing happened to them. Just thinking about what Eric would say, I shiver. When they see me, they run to me and hug me.

At night, when Eric asks me where I’ve been with his mother and sister lately, I lie. I concoct a story in which we go to a spa where they give us chocolate and coconut massages. He’s amused by what I’ve come up with, and I feel bad. Very bad. I don’t like lying, but Sonia and Marta have made me promise. I can’t let them down.

One morning, Frida calls me, and, an hour later, she’s over with little Glen. That little guy is a delight! We chat for hours and she confesses she’s a staunch follower of Emerald Madness. That makes me laugh. It’s amazing who watches it. After several hours of sharing confidences, I show them the motorcycle and introduce them to Susto.

“Judith, do you want to get Eric mad?”

“No,” I answer, amused. “But he has to accept things I like as much as I accept what he likes, don’t you think?”

“Of course.”

“I hate the guns, but I accept that he’s an Olympic shooter,” I say to justify myself.

“Yes, but he won’t be amused by the bike. Besides, it was Hannah’s and . . .”

“Listen, it could be Hannah’s or Jiminy Cricket’she’s still going to get angry. I know, and I take responsibility for it. I’ll find the best time to tell him. I am sure that, with sensitivity and tenderness on my part, he’ll understand.”

Frida smiles and looks over at Susto, who’s watching us.

“The little thing couldn’t be uglier, but he has very nice eyes.”

Distracted, I laugh and kiss the poor animal’s head.

“He’s beautiful. Very beautiful,” I say.

“But, well, Judith, this kind of dog isn’t very cute. If you want a dog, I have a friend who breeds some precious dogs.”

“Frida, I don’t want a dog so I can show him off. I want a dog to love, and Susto is affectionate and very sweet.”

“Susto?” she repeats, laughing. “You’re calling him Susto?”

“The first time I saw him, he gave me a tremendous fright,” I cheerfully clarify.

Frida understands. She repeats his name, and he jumps in the air while little Glen laughs. After a while longer, she leaves; we have promised to call and see each other again soon.

In the afternoon, I phone my sister. I haven’t talked to her in a while, and I need to hear her voice.

“Cuchu, what’s the matter?” she asks, on alert.

“Nothing.”

“Oh yes, something’s wrong. You never call me,” she insists.

That makes me laugh. She’s right, but, ready to enjoy my crazy Raquel’s chatter, I respond, “I know. But now that I’m away, I miss you so much.”

“Oh, my cuchufleta . . . !” she exclaims.

We talk for a long time. She brings me up to date on her pregnancy, the vomiting and nausea, and, oddly enough, she doesn’t say a word about her usual marital problems. That surprises me. I don’t bring up the subject because that’s a good sign.

When I hang up after an hour of conversation, I’m smiling. I put on my coat and go to the garage. Hearing my whistle, Susto comes out of hiding, and, delighted, I go for a walk with him.

Two days later, when Flyn and Eric go to school and work in the morning, I start redecorating Eric’s office. I spend a lot of time on it because I need to give it a different look. I’m in charge of making the changes myself. Norbert is horrified to see me on the ladder. He says if the Lord saw me, he’d scold me. But I’m used to these things, and I pick up and hang curtains and love my life. I replace the dark leather cushions with pistachio-colored ones, and the armchair now looks modern and contemporary, not dull and boring.

On the beautiful round table, I place a green glass vase with wonderful red calla lilies. I remove the dark figures Eric has over the fireplace and replace them with framed photographs. There are as many from my family as from Eric’s, and I feel tender emotions when I see my niece, Luz, smiling.

She is so pretty! I miss her so much.

I replace several paintings, each one uglier than the last, and put up the ones I bought. On one side of the room, I hang a trio of paintings with green tulips. They look so attractive!

When Eric comes home later that afternoon, my changes leave him speechless. His sober and dark office has been transformed into a room full of joy and light. He likes it.

The next day, Eric decides to take Flyn to school. As a rule, Norbert does it, but the boy is happy his uncle is going to take him today. I go along in the car. I don’t know where the school is, but I’m wanting to take a walk on my own in the city.

Eric doesn’t like that I want to walk around Munich alone, but I’m more stubborn than he is and he finally gives in. On the way, we pick up two other kids, Robert and Timothy. They look at me with curiosity. I notice both of them have colored skateboards in their hands, just the toy Eric has forbidden Flyn. When we get to the school, he stops the car, and the kids open the door and fly out. Flyn is last. He closes the door.

“Well, he didn’t give me a kiss,” I say, playing offended.

Eric smiles.

“Give him more time.”

I sigh, roll my eyes, and laugh.

“Will you give me a little kiss?” I ask as I’m about to get out of the car.

Eric draws me to him.

“However many you want, sweetheart.” Then he asks, “Are you sure you know how to get back home by yourself?”

Amused, I nod. I have no idea, but I know the address and I’m sure I won’t get lost. I wink at him.

“Of course. Don’t worry.”

He’s not so sure about leaving me here.

“You have your cell phone, right?”

I take it out of my pocket to show him.

“Fully charged, in case I have to ask for help!” I say, teasing.

My crazy love finally smiles. I give him another kiss and get out of the car. As I walk away, I know he’s looking at me in the rearview mirror. I wave goodbye like a fool. I’m so in love!

I lose sight of the car when it turns left; then I look over at the school. There are groups of children at the front door, and I can see Flyn standing to the side. He’s alone. Where are Robert and Timothy? I stand behind a tree and watch as he pretends he’s not checking out a beautiful blonde girl.

Oh, my grumpy little shorty has a crush!

He leans on the school fence and doesn’t take his eyes off her while she plays and talks with other kids.

A bell rings, and the children gather to go inside. Flyn doesn’t move. He waits until the girl and her friends go in, and then he follows. Curious, I keep an eye on him and suddenly see Robert, Timothy, and two other boys approaching Flyn, skateboards in hand. They talk. One of the boys grabs Flyn’s cap and throws it on the ground. When Flyn reaches down to pick it up, Robert kicks him in the ass, and Flyn falls flat on the ground. My blood is boiling. What are they doing?

Dying of laughter, the kids abandon him, and I watch Flyn get up and look at his hand. There’s blood on it. He cleans it with a tissue he pulls from his coat, picks up the cap and, without looking up from the ground, goes inside.

Feeling terrible for him, I think about what just happened and how I might talk about it with Flyn.

Once he vanishes from sight, I begin to walk, and soon I’m in the vortex of Munich’s streets. Eric calls. I tell him I’m fine and hang up. Shops . . . many stores. I stop to look at all the windows. I find a motocross store and buy everything I need. I’m happy as a lark as I leave and watch the passersby. Everyone has such a serious face.

I walk by a bridge, the Kabelsteg. I’m surprised to see the number of colorful locks attached to it. I touch those small tokens of love and read the names at random: Iona and Peter, Benni and Marie. There are even padlocks that have added smaller padlocks with other names that I imagine must be their children. It’s super-romantic, and I’d love to do that with Eric. I’ll have to propose it. Then I laugh. He’ll surely think I’ve lost my mind this time.

After visiting another beautiful part of the city, I stop at an erotic shop. My cell rings. Eric, my crazy love, is worried about me. I assure him no bandits have kidnapped me, and after making him laugh, I say goodbye again. Amused, I go into the erotic shop.

I look around with curiosity. It’s a place where they sell all kinds of toys and sexy lingerie. The shop is decorated quite tastefully. The walls are red, and everything catches my attention. Hundreds of colorful vibrators and toys in incredible shapes are on display. I see some black feathers, and I grab them. They’ll help me play with Eric. I also choose some black-sequined pasties; they have tassels hanging from them. The salesperson says they’re reusable and that they stick with adhesive pads on the nipple. The thought of wearing this in front of Eric makes me laugh. But knowing him, he’d like it! When I go to pay, I see there are costumes to the side of the store, and I can’t resist. I choose a naughty-policewoman costume and buy it as well. I’ll surprise my Iceman tonight. I leave the store with bags in hand and a smile from ear to ear. As I pass a hardware store, I remember something. I go in and buy a latch for the bedroom door. I want sex at home without uninvited guests.

Three hours later, after roaming all over the streets of Munich, I take a taxi home. Simona and Norbert greet me. I ask Norbert for some tools. Evidently surprised, he agrees but doesn’t question me.

Delighted with what Norbert has brought me, I go up to the room I share with Eric and install the latch on the door. I hope it doesn’t bother him, but I don’t want Flyn to catch us when I’m dressed as a bad cop or we’re making savage love. What would the child think of us?

When Flyn comes home from school in the afternoon, he’s always taciturn. He locks himself in his room to do homework. Simona is going to take him a snack, and I ask her to let me do it. He’s sitting at his desk, absorbed in his duties. I leave the plate with the sandwich and look at his hand. The wound is visible.

“What happened to your hand?” I ask.

“Nothing,” he says, not looking at me.

“Considering nothing happened, that’s a pretty good scratch,” I say.

The kid looks up and scrutinizes me.

“Get out of my room. I’m doing my homework.”

“Flyn . . . why are you always angry?”

“I’m not angry, but you’re going to make me angry.”

His answer makes me smile. That little brat is so like his uncle. In the end, I let it go and leave. I walk to the kitchen and grab a Coke. As I’m drinking, Flyn comes in and just stares at me.

“You want some?” I ask him.

He shakes his head and leaves. Five minutes later, I’m in the living room, watching TV. I look at the time: five o’clock. Eric will be home soon. I decide to watch a movie and search for something that might interest me. There’s nothing, so I settle on an episode of The Simpsons. For a while, I laugh along with Bart, and, when I least expect it, Flyn comes in and sits down. I sip my Coke. The boy picks up the remote, evidently with the intention of changing channels.

“Flyn, if you don’t mind, I’m watching TV.”

He thinks about it. Puts the remote back on the table and settles into a chair.

“Now I do want a Coke,” he says all of a sudden.

My first instinct is to tell him, “Well, buddy, get a move on. You have two very good legs that’ll take you to the fridge.” But since I want to be nice to him, I get up and offer to bring it to him.

“In a glass with ice, please.”

“Of course,” I say, happy with his calmer tone.

In fact, I’m happier than if it were Easter as I go to the kitchen. Simona isn’t around. I take a glass, get ice, grab a soda from the fridge, and, when I open the canwham!the Coke explodes. It gets in my eyes and soaks both the kitchen and me.

As best as I can, I put the drink down on the counter and, fumbling, search for the paper towels to wipe my face. Godddddddd, I’m drenched! But then I notice Flyn through the door, reflected on the microwave, as he watches me with a cruel smile.

Sonuvabitch!

There’s no question he shook the Coke so it’d explode and then asked so kindly for a drink in order to set the trap.

I take a long breath while I dry myself and clean the kitchen. Once I finish, I aim to go out like a raging bull and give that child a piece of my mind, but then I find Eric in the living room with Flyn in his arms.

“Hi, dear!” He greets me with a broad smile.

I have two options: to erase that smile with a single stroke and tell him what his nephew has just done, or to not say anything about the mini delinquent in his arms. I choose the latter. My Iceman puts him down and gives me a sweet and tasty kiss on the lips.

“You’re wet? What happened to you?”

Flyn looks at me, and I look at him, but I answer, “I opened a Coke and it exploded, so I got a little dazed.”

Eric loosens his tie.

“Sweetheart, everything happens to you!”

I can’t help but smile.

“Dinner’s ready,” announces Simona. “You can come and sit down anytime.”

“Go on, Flyn. Go with Simona.”

The boy runs to the kitchen, and Simona goes after him. Then Eric gives me a hot and sexy kiss on the lips that leaves me stunned. “How was your day in Munich?”

“Great. But you already know that because you called me a thousand times!”

Eric grins. “I was worried. You don’t know the city, and it makes me uneasy to think of your walking around alone.”

I sigh, but I don’t have time to respond.

“So, tell me, where did you go?”

I give him a rundown of the places I visited, all great and amazing, and when I mention the bridge with the padlocks, his response surprises me.

“I think it’s a great idea. We can go to the Kabelsteg to put a lock on it whenever you want. By the way, in Munich there are other lovers’ bridges too. There are the Thalkirchner and the Großhesseloher.”

“Do you already have a lock on any of those?” I ask.

Eric looks at me and, with a half smile, he whispers, “No, Cuchufleta, you’ll be my first.”

I’m blown away. My Iceman is more romantic than I imagined.

“What do you think about you and me having dinner at Björn’s house tonight?”

My body warms in a flash, and I’m out of breath. I know what that means. Without taking my eyes off him, I nod.

“I think it’s a fantastic idea.”

Eric lets go of me and goes into the kitchen, and I hear him talking to Simona. I also hear Flyn’s protests. He’s angry because his uncle is leaving. Once my crazy love returns, he takes me by the hand and says, “Let’s get dressed.”

Eric is amazed by the lock I put on the door to our room. I promise we’ll use it only at specific moments, and he understands.

“I bought something I want to show you. Please sit and wait a minute,” I say, a little anxious.

I quickly go to the bathroom. I’m not going to tell him about the naughty-cop costume. I’ll keep that surprise for another day. I take off my clothes and put on my tasseled top. Amused, I open the bathroom door and stand before him like Mata Hari.

“Wow!” Eric exclaims when he sees me. “What did you get?”

“They’re for you.”

Amused, I move my shoulders, and the tassels sway. Eric laughs. He bolts the door. I grin. Before getting into bed, my hungry wolf murmurs, “I love them, sweetheart. I’ll enjoy them now, but don’t take them off. I want Björn to see them too.”

With a smile, I accept his voracious kiss. “OK, my love.”

An hour later, Eric and I take off in his car. I’m nervous, and more excited with every second. My stomach clenches. I won’t be able to dine, and when we get to Björn’s, my heart is racing like a runaway horse. As expected, the handsome Björn receives us with the best of his smiles. He is a very sexy guy.

He shows me his spectacular house, and I’m surprised when he opens a door to tell me these are his private offices. He explains that there are five lawyers working here, three men and two women.

“Helga works here. Do you remember her?” Eric says as we pass one of the desks.

I nod. Eric and Björn look at each other, and, ready to be as honest as they are, I explain, “Of course. Helga’s the woman with whom we had a trio that night at the hotel, right?”

My German seems amazed by my earnestness.

“Actually, Eric,” says Björn, “let’s go to my office for a moment. Since you’re here, why don’t you sign the documents we talked about the other day?”

Without speaking, we follow him to a very nice office. For a few minutes, they both look over some papers while I spend my time checking out the surroundings. They’re calm. I’m not. I can’t stop thinking about what’s to come. As I watch them, I’m getting hot. The tassels make my nipples hard while I listen to them talk. I want them to possess me. They turn me on in a way that sets all my senses on edge. Finally, I can’t stand it anymore. I go up to Eric, take the papers from his hand, and, with an audacity I never thought I could pull off, I kiss him.

I bite his mouth with such longing, and Eric responds immediately. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Björn looking at us. He doesn’t touch me. He doesn’t try to come close. He only looks while Eric, who has already taken the reins of the situation, runs his hands up my ass, pulling my dress up.

When he separates his lips from mine, I’m conscious of what I’ve awakened in him, and I whisper, ecstatic, ready for everything, “Undress me. Play with me.” Eric gazes at me, and I whisper into his mouth, “Offer me.”

His mouth closes over mine, and I feel his hands on the zipper of my dress. Oh yeah. He lowers the zipper and then squeezes my buttocks.

Without a word, he takes off my dress, which falls at my feet. I’m not wearing a bra, and my tassels are exposed to him and his friend.

Björn keeps still. He watches while Eric sits me on the office desk, dressed only in a black thong and the tassels.

He opens my legs and kisses me. He guides his erection to my sex and squeezes it.

I lie back on the desk while Eric bends to nibble around the tassels. His mouth goes down to my mound; after much kissing, he’s crazed and grabs my thong and rips it.

Without further ado, he looks over at his friend and gives him some sort of signal. Offering me.

Björn steps up, and they both stare at me. I’m prey. I’m lying naked on the desk, wearing the tassels and a broken thong. Björn smiles, and, after I let his scorching gaze roam all over my body, he pulls on the broken thong.

“Exciting,” he murmurs.

Exposed and eager to be the object of their madness, I raise my feet to the desk, push myself up, and get comfortable. I bring one of my fingers to my mouth. I suck it, and, before the men to whom I am offering myself without any decorum, I insert it into my wet vagina. They breathe harder, and I masturbate for them.

Their eyes are eating me up. Their bodies want to possess me, and I’m desperate for them to do so. I dare them with my movements.

“Jude, are you carrying?” Eric asks.

“Yes.” I cut him off before he can finish his sentence.

Eric opens my bag and plucks out my lipstick-shaped vibrator. He’s surprised to see I also brought the anal ring.

“Turn around and get on all fours on the desk.”

My master has asked me to do something, and I gladly obey. Björn slaps my butt, and then squeezes it with his hands while Eric puts the ring in my mouth to lubricate it with my saliva. Once Eric takes the ring from my mouth, he opens my legs and places the jewel in my anus. It slips right in. I pant. The way he’s turning it is producing a wonderful sensation as they touch me.

Curious, I look back and see both of them staring at my ass while their eager hands explore my thighs and vagina.

“Jude,” Eric says, “get in the position you were in before.”

I lie on the desk again while I feel the jewel inside me. Once I am on my back again, Eric opens my legs, exposing me to both of them; he kisses the center of my desire. I’m burning up. His tongue, demanding and hard, touches my clitoris, and I jump. “Don’t close your legs,” Björn says. I hold tight to the desk and do what he asks while Eric grabs me by the hips and fits me to his mouth. I groan and notice Björn takes off his pants and puts on a condom. Suddenly, Eric stops and hands Björn the little lipstick-shaped vibrator. Björn takes his place. Eric stands next to me, smooths my hair back, and smiles. He pampers me and kisses me. Björn gets the message and turns on the vibrator. Eric murmurs, “We’ll play with you, and then we’ll fuck you however you wish.”

Björn’s hands run down my legs. He sits between them and first slides one of his fingers through my wet labia, then two, opening them to expose my already swollen clitoris. He brings the vibrator up to it, and I scream and writhe. That direct contact makes me crazy.

“Don’t close your legs, beautiful,” Björn insists.

Eric kisses me. He puts one of his hands on my abdomen so I can’t move, while Björn quickens the vibrator against my clitoris and I scream again. This is devastating. Tremendous. I’m going to explode. I can’t stand it. But yes . . . my body accepts the jolts of joy all this causes. When I come, Björn penetrates me, and Eric slips his tongue into my mouth.

“Yes . . . like that,” says Björn.

I’m burning up. Scorching.

Completely surrendered to them, to whatever they ask of me, I let go and enjoy while my Iceman makes love to me with his mouth and Björn thrusts in and out of me again and again.

I’d never imagined something like this could please me so much.

I’d never imagined I would initiate such a carnal game, but I offered myself to them and looked forward to them doing whatever they wanted with me. I’m theirs. I like the feeling, and I crave more.

The heat is overwhelming. Between kisses, Eric says hot and kinky things into my mouth, and I go crazy with excitement. Meanwhile, Björn continues to hammer into me again and again as he spanks me.

I climax and scream once again. Seconds later, it’s Björn who lets go and comes.

Hot, excited, inflamed, and somehow wanting more, I’m having a hard time breathing. Eric takes me in his arms and carries me out of the room. We go through the empty offices to Björn’s house and straight to a bathroom. Björn follows us, but he doesn’t come in. He knows when and where he should be, and he knows this moment is too intimate; it’s reserved for Eric and me.

In the bathroom, Eric lays me on the floor. He takes off the tassels, bends down, and delicately removes the remains of the thong.

“It’s clear you like to tear my underwear.”

Eric grins. He throws it in the trash and takes off his shirt.

“I like you better nude.”

“What about the jewel?”

Eric smiles and lightly slaps my ass.

“It stays where it is. When I take it out, I’ll replace it with something else if you want.”

He turns on the shower, and we both get in. My hair is soaked through, and he hugs me. He doesn’t soap me up.

“Are you OK, honey?”

I nod, but, apparently eager to hear my voice, he moves away from me a few inches.

“You drive me crazy, sweetheart.”

I grab his neck and leap up to get at his mouth. While the water runs over our bodies, we kiss, and the jewel presses on my anus.

“I confess I want more. I like the feeling when you offer me and play with me. It excites me when you say hot things into my ear. It drives me crazy to be shared, and I want you to do it again and again.”

His seductive gaze makes me tremble. His tenderness while he embraces me is extreme, and I’m brimming with happiness.

Once out of the shower, Eric wraps me in a fluffy towel, picks me up again, and, without drying himself and still naked, carries me out of the bathroom. He lays me down on the bed in a burgundy room. I assume it’s Björn’s room. Right then, Björn comes out of his bathroom, naked and wet. He showered too.

They look at each other and, without making the slightest gesture, communicate in an instant. The game is still on. Björn goes to the side of the room, and I get shivers when I hear Michael Bublé singing “Cry Me a River.”

“Eric told me you really like this singer. Is that true?” Björn asks.

“Yes, I love him,” I confirm.

“I bought this CD especially for you,” says Björn.

Like a cat in heat and ready to begin again, I stand up. I take off my towel, touch my breasts, and play with them to the beat of the music. They can’t take their eyes off me.

Tempting them, I move around the bed and get on all fours. I show off my ass and the jewel, and I sway to the rhythm of the song. They both stare at me, and I see their erections are hard and ready for me. I get off the bed and beckon them to come to me. I want to dance with them. Eric looks at me as I grab him by the waist and make Björn grab me from behind. For a few minutes, the three of us, naked, wet, and excited, dance to that sweet and sensual melody. While Eric laps at my mouth with passion, Björn kisses my neck and squeezes my ass to increase the sensation of the jewel in my anus.

They’re both about a head taller than I am, and I like feeling small next to them. Their erections collide with my body, and I want them. My mouth dries, and I gaze at Eric. After kissing me, my German turns me around, and I see Björn’s eyes. He wants to kiss me, I know, but he doesn’t. He just kisses my eyes, my nose, my cheeks, and when his lips brush the corner of my lips, he looks at me with desire.

“Play with me. Touch me,” I whisper.

One of his hands goes down to my vagina. He explores gently and pushes one of his fingers inside me, making me moan. Eric bites my shoulder as his hands go over my body until they end up on the jewel. It spins, and my legs weaken. He grabs me by the waist, and I let myself surrender.

I love being the center of attention of these two titans. I close my eyes, and they press me against them; their erections tell me they’re ready for me. That feeling drives me crazy. I love being their object of desire.

“Björn, offer her to me,” Eric demands in a voice loaded with tension.

He sits on the bed, makes me sit in front of him, runs his hands under my legs, and opens them. Oh God, what a sensation! I am totally open for my love. Eric crouches between my legs, bites my mound and then my vaginal lips. I tremble. His avid tongue tastes me and soon finds my clitoris. It drives me crazy, and then his fingers spin the jewel in my anus. I scream.

“I like to hear you crying out with pleasure,” Björn whispers in my ear.

Eric gets up. He’s crazed. He brings his penis to my vagina and pushes into me. Oh yes . . . ! He spears me hard and with precision. All the while, Björn is saying, “I’m going to fuck you, beautiful. I can’t wait to sink back into you.”

Eric’s wonderful thrusts make me cry out with ecstasy; he’s at it again and again, in and out of me. Suddenly, he stops and, still firmly inside me, grabs me by the waist and lifts me. He pushes himself farther inside me. Björn gets up from the bed and holds me up in the air, as if I were sitting in an invisible chair. Eric continues his devastations while Björn’s strong arms pull and push me over and over against my Iceman.

They’re in full control. I’m lying in Björn’s arms when my cry lets Eric know I’ve reached orgasm and he pulls out of me. Björn lays me down on the bed, and Eric, with his cock still at attention, takes me by the head and roughly shoves it in my mouth. I suck it; I taste it; I’m mad with lust. I hear a condom tearing and imagine Björn is rolling it on. Seconds later, he opens my legs without warning and penetrates me. Yes! Blissed because of the moment these two are gifting me, I savor Eric’s erection. God, I love it! In a few moments, he leaves my mouth and comes on my chest.

Björn, clearly turned on by what he sees, grabs me by the hips and starts pumping inside me. Yes!

I moan uncontrollably as the two men take over my body. They possess me at will, and I agree to everything. I want everything. I open myself to them, until Björn comes and I join him. Eric, looking wild, spreads his come all over me, and I see in his glassy eyes how much he’s enjoying this. We all are.

The music is at its crescendo, and our bodies are timed to it. Eric kisses me, and I delight in those kisses. After he pulls out of me, Björn buries his head between my legs and searches for my clitoris. He wants more. He squeezes my clit between his lips and pulls it. I writhe. He spins the jewel in my anus. I scream. He bites the inside of my thighs while Eric massages my head and looks at me. I think I’m going to come again, but when I’m right on the edge, Eric says, “Not yet, sweetheart . . . Come here.”

He sits on the bed, takes me by the hand, and tugs me up. He makes me sit astride him, and he fucks me once more. I want to come. I need to come. I move violently in search of that high.

“Don’t stop, Eric. I want more. I love you both inside me,” I scream.

Through my lashes, I see Eric nod. Björn opens a drawer and gets out some lube. Seeing me so delirious, Eric stops his drilling.

“Listen, love, Björn is going to use some lube to make it easier to go inside you,” he says. “Calm down . . . Remember, I would never allow anything to hurt you. If it hurts, you tell us and we’ll stop, OK?”

I press against him and nod.

Eric brings me closer to his body while his erection continues to give me pleasure. Behind me now, Björn spanks my ass. He takes the jewel out of my anus, and I feel something cold and wet while he whispers in my ear.

“You don’t know how much I want you, Judith. I couldn’t wait to be inside this nice ass of yours. I’m going to play with you. I’m going to fuck you, and you’re going to take it.”

God, I want this.

Eric adds, “You’re mine, sweetheart, and I offer you. Make me enjoy your orgasm.”

With his finger, Björn prepares me while Eric keeps fucking me and saying all kinds of sexy things. Seconds later, Björn asks Eric to open me for him. My Iceman, his precious eyes on me, grips my ass and bites my lower lip. I feel the tip of Björn’s erection on my anus; he squeezes in inch by inch.

“Yes, honey . . . little by little . . . ,” Eric whispers after letting go of my lip. “Don’t be afraid. Does it hurt?” I shake my head. “Enjoy, my love . . . Enjoy the possession.”

“Yes . . . beautiful . . . yes . . . You have a fantastic ass . . . ,” Björn mutters as he invades me. “Oh God! I love it. Yes, baby . . . yes . . .”

I open my mouth and moan. The feel of that double penetration is indescribable, and what they’re saying makes me hotter with every second.

“Don’t stop looking at me, honey,” Eric says.

I won’t.

I’m between two men who’ve possessed me.

Two men who want me.

Four hands hold me in different places, and both fill me with tenderness and passion. I feel their penises almost rubbing against each other inside me. Eric looks at me, touches my mouth with his, and takes each of my breaths as his while he offers me sweet and warm words of love. Björn pinches my nipples, takes me from behind, and whispers in my ear, “Feel our cocks inside you . . .”

I’m terribly warm, and suddenly I feel as if all the blood in my body has gone to my head, and I scream, ecstatic. I’m being doubly penetrated, and I’m crazy with pleasure. They thrust against me, demanding more, and I scream again until I arch and let myself go. They don’t stop; they continue with their maneuvers. Eric . . . Björn . . . Eric . . . Björn . . . Their heavy breathing and movements make me vibrate between the two of them, until they utter some very manly grunts, and I know the game, for now, has come to an end.

Carefully, Björn comes out of me and lies down on the bed. Eric stays up, and I lean against him while he hugs me. For a few minutes, the three of us breathe with difficulty as Michael Bublé’s voice resonates in the room, and we regain control of our bodies.

After five minutes, Björn takes my hand and kisses it.

“With your permission, I’m going to shower,” he whispers with a half smile.

Eric keeps hugging me, and I hug him back. When we’re alone in bed, I look at him. His eyes are closed. I bite his chin.

“Thank you, love.”

Surprised, he opens his eyes.

“What for?”

I give him a kiss on the tip of his nose that makes him smile.

“For teaching me how to play and enjoy sex.”

His laughter makes me laugh.

“You’re getting dangerous. Very dangerous.”

Half an hour later, showered, the three of us go up to Björn’s kitchen. There, sitting on stools, we eat and have fun while we chat. Two hours later, I’m naked on the kitchen counter while they take me again, and I gladly offer myself.
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Life with my Iceman is going well in spite of our arguments. When we’re alone together, it’s crazy, sweet, and passionate, and when we visit Björn, it’s hot and sexy. Eric gives me over to his friend, and I gladly surrender. There’s no jealousy. There’s no reproach. There’s just sex, the game, the attraction. Nothing is dirty. Nothing is dark. The three of us make an exceptional trio. Flyn is another story. The kid doesn’t make things easy for me. Every day that goes by, I can tell he’s more reluctant to be nice to me and to let us be happy together. Eric and I only argue about him. He’s the cause of our fights, and the boy seems to revel in it.

These days I sometimes go with Norbert to drop him off at school. What Flyn doesn’t know is that when Norbert drives away, I watch him, unseen. I don’t understand what’s going on. I’m unable to comprehend why Flyn is the butt of his supposed friends’ jokes. They beat him up and push him around, and he doesn’t react. He always ends up on the ground. I have to do something about it. I need him to smile, to have confidence in himself, but I don’t know how I’m going to do it.

One afternoon, while I’m in my room humming the song “Tanto” by Pablo Alborán, I see it’s snowing again outside. It’s so pretty! Delighted by it, I go to the playroom where Flyn does his homework and open the door.

“You want to play in the snow?”

The kid looks at me with that typically serious expression. “No,” he says.

His lip is split. That makes me furious. I grab his chin.

“Who did this to you?”

The boy looks at me scornfully.

I decide to wait and see if he’ll tell me about it on his own. I go searching for Simona, who’s making soup in the kitchen, to see if I can recruit her to help me make him feel more at ease.

“Simona.”

“What can I do for you, miss?” she asks while drying her hands on her apron.

“Uff, Simona, for God’s sake, call me by my name! Judith!”

“I try to, miss, but it’s hard to get used to it.”

“Is there a sled in this house?” I ask.

She thinks for a moment.

“Yes, there’s one in the garage.”

“Great!” I say, applauding. “I need to ask you a favor.”

“Of course.”

“I need you to go outside with me and have a snowball fight.”

Incredulous, she blinks, not understanding a word. Enjoying myself, I take her by the hand. “I want Flyn to see what he’s missing,” I tell her. “He’s a kid, and he should want to play in the snow and ride on a sled. C’mon, let’s show him how much fun it can be to play with something other than electronic devices.”

At first, she’s reluctant. She doesn’t know what to do, but when she sees I’m waiting for her, she takes off her apron.

“Give me two seconds to put my boots on.”

“Perfect!”

While I put on my red down coat and gloves by the front door, Simona picks up her blue down coat and a wooly cap.

“Let’s play!” I say, pulling her by the arm.

We walk through the snow until we’re in front of Flyn’s playroom and then begin our very own snowball fight. At first, Simona seems shy, but, after a few of my attacks, she warms up. We pick up the snow and, laughing the whole time, throw snowballs at each other.

Surprised by us, Norbert comes out to see what’s going on. At first, he’s reluctant to join in, but two minutes later, I’ve won him over, and he’s in our game. Flyn watches. I see him through the windows.

“C’mon, Flyn . . . Come join us!”

The kid shakes his head no, and we carry on. I ask Norbert to bring the sled from the garage. When he brings it over, I see it’s red. Delighted, I scamper on and push myself off a snow-covered slope. I experience quite a thump when I hit bottom, but the fluffy snow cushions me, and I can’t stop laughing. The next one to slide is Simona, and then we go together. We end up covered in snow, but happy, in spite of Norbert’s look of discomfort. He doesn’t trust us. Suddenly, and against all odds, I see Flyn coming outside.

“C’mon, Flyn, let’s go!”

I invite him to take a turn on the sled. He looks at me with misgivings, so I tell him, “C’mon, I’ll sit in front, and you sit behind me. Sound good?”

Encouraged by Simona and Norbert, the kid does as I say, and, as carefully as I can, I push us down the slope. My shrieks of joy blend in with his, and when the sled stops, he asks me, overjoyed, “Can we do it again?”

Thrilled to see a look on his face I’ve never seen before, I agree. We both run up to Simona and slide down again.

From that moment on, it’s all laughter. For the first time since my arrival in Germany, Flyn is acting like a kid. When I manage to convince him to slide by himself on the sled, the look of satisfaction on his face fills my soul.

He’s smiling!

His smile is addictive, precious, and wonderful, until his face suddenly changes. When I turn to see what he’s looking at, I see Susto running toward us. Norbert left the garage open, and, hearing our play, Susto couldn’t help himself and has come out to join us. Afraid, the boy goes stock-still, and I whistle. Susto comes up to me, and I grab him by the head.

“Don’t be afraid, Flyn.”

“Dogs bite,” he whispers, paralyzed.

I remember what the boy said that day in bed, and, stroking Susto, I try to calm him down.

“No, dear, not all dogs bite. And Susto won’t; I know that for sure.” But the kid isn’t convinced, and I insist while I hold out my hand, “C’mon. Trust me. Susto won’t bite you.”

He won’t come any closer. He just looks at me. Simona encourages him, and Norbert too, until finally the kid takes a step forward but then stops again. He’s afraid.

“I promise, darling, he won’t do you any harm.”

Flyn keeps looking at me with distrust, until Susto suddenly jumps into the snow and flops down with his legs in the air. Simona rubs his belly.

“Look, Flyn. Susto just wants you to tickle him. C’mon . . .”

I do as Simona does, and the dog sticks his tongue out one side of his mouth as a sign of his happiness.

Suddenly, the boy comes closer, crouches down, and, with more fear than anything else, touches the dog with his finger. I’m sure it’s the first time he’s touched an animal in many years. When he sees Susto is still not moving, Flyn seems to feel encouraged, and he touches him again.

“What do you think?”

“Soft and wet,” the little boy murmurs, already touching the dog with the palm of his hand.

Half an hour later, Susto and Flyn are friends, and when we slide down on the sled, Susto runs beside us while we shout and laugh.

We’re all soaking wet and covered in snow. It’s fun. We’re having a good time, until we hear a car pulling up. Eric. Simona and I look at each other. On seeing it’s his uncle, Flyn is frozen in place again. That surprises me. He doesn’t run up to him. When the car gets closer, I can tell Eric’s watching us, and, from the look on his face, it seems like he’s in a bad mood. But, hey, that’s normal.

Unable to hold back, I murmur to Simona, “Uh-oh, he got us!”

She nods. Eric parks the car. He gets out and slams the door hard enough that I can estimate the caliber of his anger before he stomps toward us intimidatingly.

Good Lord! My Iceman is really pissed this time!

When he decides to be mean, he’s the worst. Nobody breathes. I look at him. He looks at me. And when he’s closer to us, he shouts with reproach on his face, “What is this dog doing here?”

Flyn doesn’t say a word. Norbert and Simona are stumped. They’re all looking at me.

“We were playing in the snow, and he was playing with us,” I say.

Eric takes Flyn by the hand and growls, “You and I need to talk. What did you do at school?”

The tone of voice he uses with the little boy distresses me. Why does he have to talk to him like that?

“They called me from school again. From what I can tell, you’ve gotten yourself into another mess, and this time it’s a big one!”

“Uncle, I . . .”

“Quiet!” he shouts. “You’re going straight to boarding school. You’re finally going to get it. Go to my office and wait for me there.”

Faced with Eric’s stern gaze, Simona, Norbert, and the boy walk away.

With sadness on her face, Simona looks at me. I wink at her, even though I know I’m in a fine mess too. It doesn’t take much to get a German mad! Once we’re alone, Eric sees the sled and the tracks it left on the slope, and he hisses, “I want that dog out of my house, you hear me?”

“But, Eric . . . listen . . .”

“No, I’m not going to listen, Jude.”

“Well, you should,” I insist.

We exchange intense stares, and he finally shouts, “I said out!”

“Look, if you’re angry about something at the office, don’t take it out on me, you lout!”

He breathes in, touches his hair, and mutters, “I told you I didn’t want to see that mutt here and, as far as I can remember, I never gave you permission to let my nephew get on a sled, much less anywhere near that animal.”

Surprised by his burst of bad temper and ready to put up a fight, I protest.

“I didn’t think I had to ask your permission to play in the snow. If you tell me so, from this day on, I’ll ask your permission to breathe. Fuck, I thought I’d heard everything!”

Eric doesn’t respond, and I add, pissed off, “Where Susto is concerned, I want him to stay here. This house is so big, you don’t have to see him if you don’t want to. You have a backyard as big as a park. I can build a doghouse for him to live in, and he’ll guard the house. I don’t know why you’re so set on throwing him out, especially in this cold. Doesn’t that make you sad? C’mon, Eric, please.”

My Iceman, impressive in his suit and deep blue jacket, looks at Susto. The dog is shaking, poor little thing!

“Do you think I’m stupid, Jude?” he says, surprising me. And, when I don’t respond, he goes on. “This animal has already been in the garage for some time.”

My heart stands still. Has he seen my bike too?

“You knew?”

“You think I’m stupid enough not to notice? Of course I knew.” My jaw drops. “I told you I didn’t want the animal in my house, but even so, you brought it in and . . .”

“Since you’re talking about your house again . . . I’m going to get mad,” I seethe, not mentioning the bike. If he doesn’t say anything, I’d better not bring it up right now. “For a long time you’ve been telling me to consider this house my own, and now, because I’ve given shelter to a poor animal in your goddamned garage so he won’t die of cold and hunger in the street, you’re acting like . . . like . . .”

“An asshole,” he finishes.

“Exactly,” I agree. “You said itan asshole!”

“Between my nephew and you, the two of you are going to”

“What did Flyn do at school?” I cut him off.

“He got in a fight; the other kid had to have stitches in his head.”

That surprises me. I can tell Flyn’s not that much of a fighter, even though he has a busted lip. Eric brushes his hand over his head, furious, looks at Susto, and shouts, “I want it out of here now!”

The cold out here is nothing compared to the cold I feel in my heart, and before he says anything else, I threaten him. “If Susto goes, I’m going with him.”

Eric raises an eyebrow, leaving me aghast. “Do what you want. In the end, you always do,” he says before turning around.

Without another word, he walks away. He leaves me standing there, looking like an idiot and wanting to keep on arguing. Ten minutes go by, and I’m still outside the house with Susto. Eric doesn’t come back out. I don’t know what to do. On one hand, I understand I was wrong to bring Susto into the garage, but, on the other hand, I couldn’t leave this poor animal in the street.

I see Flyn peeking out his playroom window, and I wave at him. He does the same, and my heart skips a beat. Playing, the sled, and Susto all went well, but I can’t have the dog in this house. Simona comes out to talk to me.

“Miss, you’re going to catch a cold. You’re wet, and . . .”

“Simona, I need to find a home for Susto. Eric doesn’t want him here.”

She closes her eyes and nods, her expression gloomy.

“You know I’d keep him at my house, but the boss would get mad. You know that, right?” she says. I nod. “If you want, we can call animal protection. I’m sure they could find him a place.”

I ask her to find me the phone number. There’s no other way. But I won’t go in the house. If I see Eric, I’ll go ballistic. I walk down the path with Susto until we get to the huge fence. I go outside and play with him; he’s happy to be with me. Tears start creeping up my eyes, and I let them come. It’s worse to hold them in, so I cry while throwing stones for Susto, who goes running after them. Poor thing!

Twenty minutes later, Simona hands me a piece of paper with the phone number.

“Norbert says you should ask for Henry and tell him Norbert sent you.”

I thank her and take my cell out of my pocket, and, with a heavy heart, I do as Simona said. I talk to this Henry, and he tells me they’ll come by in an hour to pick up my dog.

It’s already nighttime. I tell Simona to go into the house so she can have dinner with Eric and Flyn. I stay outside with Susto. I’m frozen. But it’s nothing compared to the cold the poor dog must have felt this whole time. Eric calls, but I refuse to answer. I don’t want to talk to him. He can fuck off!

Soon, lights appear at the end of the street. I know it’s the car coming to take Susto away. I cry. Susto looks at me. An animal protection van pulls up.

A man who identifies himself as Henry gets out. He looks at the dog and touches his head. I sign some papers he hands me, and, while he opens the back doors of the van, he says, “Say goodbye, miss. I’m going. And please, take off what he’s got on his neck.”

“It’s a scarf I made for him. He has a cold.”

Henry looks at me and insists, “Please, take it off. It’s for the best.”

I curse. I close my eyes and do as he says. When I have the scarf in my hands, I sigh. What a sad moment. I stare at Susto, who’s looking at me with his big, bulging eyes, and, crouching down, I murmur as I touch his bony head.

“I’m sorry, darling, but this isn’t my house. If it were, I promise you, nobody could take you away from here.” He puts his wet snout close to my face and gives me a big lick. “They’re going to find you a nice home, a cozy place where they’ll treat you well.”

I can’t say any more. My tears are streaming down my face. This is like saying goodbye to my cat, Curro, all over again. I give him a kiss on the head, and Henry picks up Susto and puts him in the van. He resists, but Henry is used to doing this, and he handles him. When he closes the doors, he says goodbye and drives off.

Not moving, I watch the van drive away, and Susto with it. I cover my face with the scarf and cry some more. Everything feels harder in Munich. Flyn won’t make things easy for me, and Eric is sometimes cold as ice.

When I turn around to go back inside the house, I’m surprised to see Eric standing behind the fence. The darkness keeps me from seeing his eyes, but I know they’re fixed on me. He opens the door for me. I pass by him and don’t say a word.

“Jude . . .”

Angry, I turn toward him. “It’s done. Don’t worry. Susto is out of your damned house.”

“Listen, Jude . . .”

“No, I don’t want to listen to you. Leave me alone.”

Without another word, I start walking. He follows me, but we’re silent. When we get to the house, we go in and take off our coats, and he takes me by the hand. Quickly, I pull away and hurry upstairs. I don’t want to talk to him. Upstairs, I run straight into Flyn. The kid looks at me, but I walk past him and into my room, slamming the door. I take off my boots and my wet jeans, and head toward the shower. I’m frozen, and I need some warmth.

The hot water makes me feel like a person again, but I’m still crying.

A moan comes from deep inside me as I sob. I’m having a tearful day. I hear the bathroom door open, and, through the screen, I see it’s Eric. For a few minutes, we stare at each other until he walks out of the bathroom and leaves me alone. I’m glad.

After I get out of the shower, I wrap myself up in a towel and dry my hair. Then I put on my pj’s and get into bed. I’m not hungry. Sleep quickly gets the best of me, and I wake up with a start when I notice someone touching me. It’s Eric.

“Leave me alone. I want to sleep,” I say. I’m still angry.

His hands move away from my waist, and I turn over.
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In the morning, Eric is drinking coffee in the kitchen. Flyn is with him, and when I come in, they both look up.

“Good morning, Jude,” Eric says.

“Good morning,” I respond.

I don’t go up to him. I don’t give him a good-morning kiss. Flyn watches us. Simona quickly hands me my coffee, and I smile when I see she’s made me churros. Delighted, I thank her and sit down to eat. The kitchen is quiet as a tomb; I’m normally the one who tries to get a conversation going.

Eric just looks at me; I’m sure he doesn’t like my attitude, but I don’t care.

Norbert walks into the kitchen and tells Flyn to hurry up or he’ll be late for school. My phone rings. It’s Marta. I smile, stand up, and walk out of the kitchen. I go upstairs to my room.

“Hey, crazy girl!” I greet her.

Marta laughs.

“How are things going over there?”

I sigh and look out the window. “Fine. You know how it is, my dear! I feel like killing your brother.”

Marta laughs again.

“So, that means everything’s still good.”

After I talk to her for a while, she agrees to come by and pick me up. She wants me to go with her to do some shopping. When I close my phone and turn around, Eric’s behind me.

“Are you going to meet my sister?”

“Yes.”

I try to walk past him, but Eric reaches out his hand and stops me.

“Jude . . . are you ever going to talk to me again?”

“I think I’m talking to you now.”

He grabs me around the waist.

“Listen, darling. About what happened yesterday . . .”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You taught me to talk out our problems. You can’t change your mind now.”

“Well,” I answer cheekily, “for once, I’m going to be the one who doesn’t want to talk about our problems. I’m sick of it.”

“Darling, forgive me. Yesterday wasn’t a good day for me and . . .”

“And you took it out on poor Susto, right? And, by the way, you reminded me yet again this is your house and Flyn is your nephew. Go fuck yourself, Eric!”

Our eyes clash.

“Jude, this is your house too . . .”

“No, sweetie, no. It’s your house. My house is in Spain, a place I never should’ve left.”

He yanks me close to him. “Stop going down that road, please.”

“Well then, be quiet, and don’t say another word about what happened yesterday.”

Tension. You could cut it with a knife. I think about the bike. When he finds out, he’ll really tear me apart, but I just can’t think of a way to dig myself out of this hole. We look at each other.

“I have to leave on a trip. I was going to tell you yesterday, but . . . ,” my German finally says.

“You’re going on a trip?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“Right now.”

“Where?”

“I have to go to London. I have to take care of some business, but I’ll be back the day after tomorrow.”

London. That sets me off. Amanda is in London.

“Will you be seeing Amanda?” I ask, unable to hold myself back.

Eric nods, and I slap him and pull away. My jealousy has gotten the better of me. I don’t like that bitch, and I don’t want them to be alone together. Eric pulls me close to him again.

“I know what you’re thinking, but it’s a business trip. Amanda works for me and . . .”

“And you play with Amanda too? You behave badly with her on trips sometimes, and this is going to be one of those times, right?”

“Darling, no . . .”

But my jealousy is terrible, and I’m not myself. “Oh great! Go have a good time with her. And don’t deny what’s going to happen, because I wasn’t born yesterday. But, hey, no worries! I’ll be waiting for you in your house when you come back.”

“Jude . . .”

“What?” I say angrily.

Eric lays me down on the bed and holds my face in his hands.

“Why do you think I’m going to do anything with her? Haven’t you realized I love and desire only you?”

“But she”

“But she nothing,” he says, cutting me off. “I have to travel for work, and she works for me. But, darling, that doesn’t mean there’s anything between us. Come with me. Pack a little suitcase and come with me. If you really don’t trust me, fine, but don’t accuse me of things I haven’t done and won’t do.”

Suddenly, I feel ridiculous. I know Eric wouldn’t lie about something like that.

“I’m sorry, I . . . ,” I murmur after a deep breath.

I can’t keep talking. Eric takes my mouth and kisses me. He overwhelms me, and then I’m the one who’s wrapping my arms around him desperately. I don’t want to be angry. I hate it when we can’t communicate.

I enjoy his kiss and hold him against me.

“Fuck me.”

Eric stands up and slides shut the latch I put on the door.

“With pleasure, Miss Flores. Take your clothes off,” he says while he takes off his tie.

Not wasting time, I undress. When I’m totally naked in front of him, and he’s naked in front of me, he sits on the bed and says, “Come . . .”

He moves his face toward my mound and kisses it. He rubs his hands over my body and whispers as I move to sit on my haunches above him. With his hands, he spreads me open.

“You . . . are the only woman I desire.”

His penis slips into me, and he pushes it in all the way.

“You . . . are the center of my life.”

I move, seeking my pleasure, and he gasps.

“You . . . are the man I love and the man I want to trust.”

My hips rock back and forth, and then I’m the one gasping. Eric gets up, lays me down on the bed, and, climbing on top of me, penetrates me deeply.

“You . . . are mine like I’m yours. Don’t doubt me, baby.”

A strong thrust makes his cock glide all the way to my cervix, and I arch my body.

“Look at me,” he commands.

I look at him as he goes deeper and deeper.

“I could only make love like this to you; you’re the only one I desire. I enjoy playing games with only you.”

Eric grips me around the waist, presses me against him, and says wonderful, lovely things, and I enjoy them as much as I enjoy what he’s doing to me. For a few minutes, he moves in and out of me, strong . . . fast . . . intense.

“Tell me you trust me as much as I trust you,” he demands.

He plunges inside me again and gives me a slap on the ass, waiting for my answer. I look at him. I don’t answer, and he grabs me by the shoulders so his thrusts are even fiercer.

“Say it!” he demands.

“I trust you . . . yes . . . I trust you,” I say, going out of my mind.

A wolfish smile spreads across his face; he holds me around the waist and lifts me up. He handles me however he wants. I adore it! He pins me against the wall and thrusts inside me boldly again and again while I wrap my legs around his waist and arch my body to receive him.

Oh yes, yes, yes!

My moans are muffled when I bite into his shoulder as I reach my climax, and then and only then does he let himself go. Naked and sweaty, we stay wrapped in each other’s arms, still leaning against the wall. I love Eric. I love him with all my heart.

“I love you, Jude . . . ,” he says, lowering me to the floor. “Please, don’t doubt it, darling.”

Five minutes later, we’re in the shower. He makes love to me there again. We’re insatiable.

When Eric leaves, I wave goodbye. I trust him. I want to trust him. I know how important I am in his life, and I’m sure he won’t let me down.

Marta comes to pick me up a while later, and we disappear into Munich traffic.

We arrive at an elegant store and once inside, I see the store belongs to Anita, Marta’s friend who was with us at the Cuban bar. We choose a few dresses, the prettiest and most expensive ones, and walk over to the spacious and well-lit changing room.

“I have to buy something sexy for dinner the day after tomorrow,” she whispers.

“You’re having dinner with a guy?”

“Yes,” Marta says, laughing.

“Look at that! And who’s your date?”

Amused, Marta looks at me and murmurs, “Arthur.”

“Arthur? The hot server?”

“Yes.”

“Wow, great!” I say.

“I decided to follow your advice and give him a chance. Maybe it’ll work out, maybe not, but, hey, you can never say I didn’t try!”

“Olé, girl!” I exclaim, happy for her.

She tries on several dresses and decides on an electric blue one. Marta looks amazing in it. Suddenly, a voice draws my attention. Where have I heard that voice before? I walk out of the changing room, and I’m left speechless. A few feet away, just standing there talking to another woman, is the person I’ve wanted to slap in the face for months: Betta. My blood boils, and my thirst for vengeance takes hold.

Unable to contain my most murderous impulses, I go up to her, grab her by the arm, and pull her to face me.

“Hey there, Rebeca! Or should I call you Betta?”

She goes white as paper, and her friend goes even whiter. She wasn’t expecting to see me here, and even less for me to react like this. I may be small, but I’m a bruiser, and this idiot is about to find out who I am. When she sees what’s happening, Anita rushes toward us, but, unwilling to let go of my prey, I push her into a changing room.

“I need to talk to her. Would you give us a moment?”

I close the changing room door, and Betta looks at me, clearly horrified. She has no way out. Without another word, I give her a slap that spins her head around.

“That’s so you’ll learn, and this,” I say, giving her another openhanded slap, “is because you haven’t learned yet.”

Betta screams. Anita screams. Betta’s friend screams. They all scream and bang on the door, and, ready to give this bitch what she deserves, I twist her arm and shove her against the wall.

“I’m not an aggressive person, but when people are that way with me, I’m the worst. And I’m sorry, sweetie, but you have awakened the monster in me.”

“Let me go . . . Let me go; you’re hurting me,” Betta screams from the floor.

“Hurting you?” I repeat sarcastically. “This isn’t hurting you, you nasty bitch! This is just a warning not to mess with me. You had an advantage last time. You knew who I was, but I didn’t know you. You played dirty, and, like a fool, I didn’t see you coming. But don’t mess with me again, and if you do, be ready for payback.”

Marta, frightened by the screams, comes up to bang on the door with the rest of them. She doesn’t understand what’s going on. She doesn’t understand why I’m acting this way. That throws me off, and before letting go of Betta, I whisper, “Let this be the last time you come anywhere near Eric or me, because I swear, if you do it again, you’ll get more than a warning. Remember that.”

That said, I let her go, and she falls flat on the floor. I open the door and walk out. Marta looks at me, horrified. Then she sees Betta and understands everything, and just when Betta’s getting up, Marta walks up to her with all her anger intact and gives her a slap of her own.

“That’s for my brother, you bitch!”

At that moment, Anita stops asking for explanations and figures out what Marta is talking about. Betta’s friend, horrified, helps her up.

“Call the police, please.”

“Why?” Anita asks indifferently.

“These women attacked Rebeca. Didn’t you see?”

Anita shakes her head no.

“I’m sorry, but I didn’t see anything. I just saw a rat on the floor.”

Feeling tough, I lean on the doorframe. Betta is dazed; she doesn’t know what to do, and she finally takes her friend by the arm.

“Let’s go,” she says.

Once they’re out of the store, Anita and Marta look at me.

“I’m sorry. Forgive me, girls, but I had to do it. That woman has given Eric and me a lot of problems, and when I saw her, I couldn’t help myself. My anger got the better of me, and I, I . . .”

Anita nods.

“Don’t be sorry,” says Marta. “She deserved it, that dirty pig.”

When we leave the store, we decide to go to a bar and have some beers. We need to. The encounter with Betta was something I never expected, and it’s thrown us off a little. When we manage to relax, Marta tells me about her date.

“The day after tomorrow is Valentine’s Day?”

“Yes,” Marta says. “Didn’t you know?”

“Well, no . . . I’ve got so many things on my mind that I honestly forgot. Even though, well, knowing your brother, I’m sure he won’t care too much about a day like that either. If he forgot about Epiphany, I can’t even imagine what he’d think about a day as romantic and consumerist as Valentine’s Day.”

“Girl, he told you up front he’d be getting back from his trip that day.”

“Yes, but he didn’t mention our doing anything special. Although not long ago I suggested we add a padlock to the lovers’ bridge, and he said yes.”

“Eric? Mr. Grumpy said yes to putting on a love lock?”

“He did,” I confirm, laughing. “I mentioned it was something that had caught my attention, and he said whenever I wanted, we could go put one up of our own. But he hasn’t mentioned it again.”

After incredulous laughs from both of us, Marta whispers, “Honestly, I’ve never seen my brother as much of a romantic. And, as far as I can remember, when he was with that pig Betta, I never heard about them doing anything special on Valentine’s Day.”

Mentioning her sets us off again.

“I imagine you got like that because of something more than what that bitch did to my brother, right?” Marta inquires.

“Yes.”

“Can you tell me?”

My mind starts going a hundred miles a minute. I can’t tell her the truth about what happened with Betta. She doesn’t know about our sexual games.

“She stuck her nose into our relationship in Spain, and your brother and I argued and broke up.”

“My brother broke up with you over that horrible bitch?” Marta asks, openmouthed.

“Well . . . it’s kind of complicated.”

“He wanted to get back with her? Because if that’s true, I’ll kill him!”

“No . . . that wasn’t it. It was because of a misunderstanding caused by she-who-shall-not-be-named, and he believed her more than he did me.”

“I can’t believe it. Is my brother an idiot?”

“Yes, and an asshole too.”

We both laugh and opt to put an end to the conversation and have something to eat instead. Eric calls to tell me he’s arrived in London, and I decide against telling him what happened with Betta. It’s for the best, at least for now. I can’t fathom his reaction from so far away, and I fear he’d never understand.
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After dinner, Marta leaves me at Eric’s house. Simona tells me Flyn is doing his homework in the playroom and she’s going to the supermarket with Norbert. She’s taped today’s episode of Emerald Madness, and we’ll watch it later. I agree, go up to my room, and change. I put on a T-shirt and gray cotton pants, perfect for sitting around at home, and decide to go see how the boy is doing.

When I open the door, he looks up at me. I can tell he’s angry. But, hey, that doesn’t surprise me. He lives angry. I tousle his hair.

“How was school today?”

The boy moves his head away so I’ll stop touching him.

“Fine,” he responds.

I see his lip is looking better than yesterday, but this can’t go on.

“Flyn, you can’t let the kids keep doing this to you,” I say, crouching down to his height. “You have to defend yourself.”

“Yeah, sure, and when I do, my uncle gets mad,” he spits furiously.

I remember what Eric told me, and I nod.

“Look, Flyn, I get what you’re saying. I don’t know what happened yesterday to make that kid swing at you . . .”

“Shut up!” he screams in a rage. “You don’t know anything. Be quiet!”

“OK. I’ll be quiet. But I want you to know I know what’s going on. I’ve seen it. I’ve seen those supposed little friends of yours who go with you in the car, how they push you around and make fun of you when Norbert’s not around.”

“They’re not my friends.”

“I noticed,” I say. “What I don’t understand is why you don’t tell your uncle.”

Flyn stands up and pushes me to get me out of the room. When he slams the door in my face, my first instinct is to open it and give him a piece of my mind, but, after thinking about it, I decide to leave him alone.

I told him what I know. Now I have to wait for him to ask for help. My phone rings. It’s Eric.

Delighted, I talk to him for more than an hour. He asks about my day. I ask him about his, and then we start telling each other pretty hot things. I miss him. Before hanging up, he tells me he’ll call again when he gets to the hotel.

When I hang up, bored and not sure what to do, I go into the room Eric says is mine and start pulling my CDs out of their boxes. When I see the Malú CD that brings me such good memories, I decide to play it on my little stereo.

While I hum the song that’s so important to my crazy love and me, I keep pulling things out of my boxes. I look affectionately at my books and start organizing them on the shelves.

Suddenly, the door to my room flies open.

“Turn off the music. It bothers me,” says an angry Flyn.

“It bothers you?”

“Yes.”

I sigh. The music can’t possibly bother him. It’s not loud enough, but, wanting to be amenable, I turn down the volume on the stereo by two notches. I pick up the books I left on the floor. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the little brat walk toward the stereo and, with a slap of his hand, he turns off the music and starts to walk out.

I leave the books on a table and turn the music on again. The kid, at the door at that very moment, stops and looks at me as if he wants to murder me.

“Why don’t you go home?” he asks.

“What?”

“Go away and stop bothering me!”

His face twisted, he walks up to the stereo again, turns it off, takes out the CD, and, without a word, walks to the French doors, opens them, and throws the CD outside.

Oh God, my Malú CD!

Without a second thought, I rush after it. I pick up the CD from the snow and clean it with my T-shirt, and when I turn around, I hear the door click as it closes.

“Please, God, give me patience!”

It’s cold, very cold, and I try to open the door, but he’s locked it from the inside. I urgently knock on the door.

“Flyn, open up right now, please.”

The little devil looks at me through the glass. He smiles an evil smile, turns around, and, after throwing down the books I placed on the shelf and stomping on several CDs, he leaves the room.

“Fuck!”

I walk over to the next glass door while my wet tennis shoes sink into the snow. God, it’s so cold! I’m just outside the room where he does his homework, and I see him walk in. I knock on the glass.

“Flyn, please open the door.”

He doesn’t even look at me.

I shiver. It’s horribly cold, and I try to get him to open the door. But nothing. He takes no pity on me. Ten minutes later, when my teeth are chattering, my wet hair is a helmet on my head, and I feel little icicles under my nose, I scream as if I were possessed while banging on the door.

“Goddamn it, Flyn! Open the damned door!”

The kid finally looks at me. I think he’s going to take pity on me. He stands up, walks to the glass door, and swish! He draws the curtains. Flabbergasted, I keep banging while yelling at him in Spanish.

It’s snowing. I’m dressed in my skimpy cotton clothes and tennis shoes. I’m cold. Horribly cold. I rub my hands together and think of what to do. I run toward the kitchen door. Locked. I remember Simona’s not here. I try to get in through the living room door. Locked. The front door. Locked. Eric’s office door. Locked. The bathroom window. Locked.

I shiver. I’m freezing more and more with every second, and my wet, rigid hair is making me sneeze. I’m going to catch quite a case of pneumonia. I go back to Flyn behind the curtains. I feel like murdering him. I look up. One of the bedroom balconies. Without stopping to consider the danger, I climb onto a stone bench to try to reach the balcony, but I’m so frozen and the bench is so slippery that I fall straight to the ground. I stand up and try again. I sit on a frozen wall, stand up, and before I can reach the balcony, smash! My shoes slip and I’m back down on the ground, but I smash against the wall first. The fall was horrible, and my chin hurts like crazy. I’m aching, lying on the snow, and when I get up, my face is smeared with ice.

“Open the damned door! I’m freezing,” I scream.

Flyn opens the curtains, but his face doesn’t look like it did before. He says something. I can’t hear him.

“You’re bleeding!” he says as he opens the door.

“Where am I bleeding?”

But now I don’t need him to tell me. When I look at the ground, I see the red snow at my feet. My gray T-shirt is red. When I touch my chin, I feel the wound, and my hands are covered in blood. Flyn looks at me, scared. He doesn’t know what to do.

“Get me a towel or something, quick!” I shout at him as I step back in his room.

He goes running and returns with a towel, but the floor is already bloodstained. I hold it up to my chin and try to calm down. I feel the metallic taste in my mouth. I’ve bitten my lip too. I’m alone with Flyn. Simona and Norbert aren’t home, and I urgently need to go to a hospital.

“Do you know where the closest hospital is?” I ask a bewildered Flyn.

The boy nods.

“C’mon, put on your coat and hat.”

We run to the door and grab our coats. Drops of blood fall to the floor, but I don’t have time to clean them up. When I’m about to put on my coat, I pull the towel away from my chin; my blood is dripping nonstop. I’m scared, and Flyn seems to be too. I put the towel back, wet with water and blood.

“Will you help me put my coat on?” I ask him.

He quickly comes to my assistance. Once we’re both in our coats, we hustle to the garage. I get the Mitsubishi, and, when the garage door opens, Flyn holds the towel against my chin so I can drive. He tells me where to go. My hands and knees are shaking, but I try to keep calm while I’m behind the wheel.

The hospital isn’t far away, and when we get there and they see the state I’m in, they’re quick to take care of me. Flyn doesn’t leave my side. He tells one of the doctors his aunt is Marta Grujer and asks them to please call her house to tell her to come to the hospital. I’m surprised by the little troll’s skill at giving orders, but I’m in so much pain, I don’t care what he says.

They take us to another room. When the doctor sees my wound, he tells me the cut on my lip will heal by itself, but they need to give me five stitches on the chin. I feel like crying. Stitches scare me. Once, when I was a little girl, they gave me five on my knee, and I remember the experience as traumatic. I look at Flyn. He’s white as snow. He’s going through a horrible fright too. When they give me a shot of anesthesia on the chin, I can’t help it, and a tear falls from my eye. Flyn sees it.

He stands up, and his hand takes mine and squeezes it. The doctor orders him to sit down again, but the boy refuses.

“You’re just like your uncle,” the doctor says.

That surprises me, right?

“Your name is?” the doctor asks.

“Judith Flores.”

I close my eyes so as not to look at what he’s doing. Then I hear Flyn.

“This is Uncle Eric’s girlfriend.”

I open my eyes. I’m surprised to hear the boy admit that.

“Well, Judith, I’m going to give you some stitches,” the doctor tells me. “Don’t worry, when they heal, you won’t even notice them. But I’m afraid your face will be swollen tomorrow and for the next few days. You took a hard fall, and I’m already seeing some bruising.”

“OK . . .”

I squeeze Flyn’s little hand. Suddenly, his energy is my energy, and I calm down. It’s over quickly. The doctor puts a huge bandage on my chin, applies some cream to my lip, and tells me to come back in a week. I agree. And when I ask how to pay for the appointment, he tells me he’ll talk to Marta.

Since I don’t much feel like talking and my face hurts, I accept. I take the report the doctor gives me, and, when I walk out, I run into a very distressed Marta.

“My God! What happened to you, Judith?” she asks, evidently horrified by the way I look.

Not wanting to give many explanations, I look at Flyn, who hasn’t let go of my hand. “I slipped running through the snow, and, unluckily, I landed on my chin,” I murmur.

“Leave your car here,” Marta says with urgency. “Norbert will come back for it. Come on. I’ll take you home in mine.”

I need to close my eyes and forget the pain I’m feeling. It starts raining while we’re on the road, and, when we get home, it’s pouring. When we go inside, Simona and Norbert are waiting for us with fear on their faces. When they returned from the supermarket and saw blood on the floor, who knows what they imagined. They settle down when they see the kid and me, although they still look scared. Flyn doesn’t leave my side. It’s as if he were glued to me. I like it, but it makes me mad at the same time. Everything that happened to me was because of him.

My head is killing me, so I decide to go to bed. I take the medicine the doctor gave me, remove my bloodstained clothes, and fall asleep. Marta tells me she’ll sleep in the guest room in case I need anything. In the middle of the night, a clap of thunder wakes me. In pain, I turn over in bed and touch Eric’s empty side. I miss him.

I close my eyes again and relax, and thunder crashes again. I open my eyes. Flyn!

I get up and, in pain, walk over to his room. On entering, I see his night-light is on, and he’s awake, sitting in bed and shivering. His face is pure fear. I ask him, “Can I sleep with you?”

The kid looks at me, shocked. I must seem absolutely crazy.

“Flyn,” I insist, “I’m afraid of thunder.”

The look on his face tells me yes, and I get into his bed. He puts the pillow between us. As always, keeping his distance.

“Close your eyes and think of something nice,” I tell him after I get him to lie down. “You’ll see how fast you go to sleep, and you won’t hear the thunder.”

For a while, we’re both lying in silence while it storms furiously outside. Another clap of thunder crashes, and Flyn jumps with fright in the bed. At that moment, I pull out the pillow between us, grab him by the hand, and pull him toward my body. He’s frozen, shivering, and scared. When I bring him close, he doesn’t protest. What’s more, I notice he covers himself up even more. With care and affection, making sure not to bump my chin, I kiss him on top of his head.

“Close your eyes, think of nice things, and sleep. We’ll protect each other from the thunder.”

Ten minutes later, both of us, exhausted, are sleeping in each other’s arms.

A bump on the chin wakes me. Flyn was moving around and knocked into me. I sit up in bed and touch my chin. The rain and thunder have ceased. I look at the clock on the nightstand. It’s 5:27 a.m.

God, it’s so early!

In pain, I’m about to lie down again, when I see Eric sitting on a chair at the side of the room. Eric! I quickly get up. His eyes look worried, and his grimace is serious. He gives me a kiss on the forehead, then takes me in his arms and out of the room.

I’ve been dozing so hard, I don’t know if this is a dream or reality, until he lays me down on our bed and murmurs, obviously concerned, “Don’t worry about a thing, darling. I came back to take care of you.”

Surprised, I blink. He gives me a sweet kiss on the lips.

“But what are you doing here? Weren’t you coming back tomorrow?” I ask.

“I called to talk to you, and Simona told me what happened. I came back right away. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here, baby.”

Eric scrutinizes me. “Are you all right?”

I shrug my shoulders. “Yes, it hurts, but I’m all right. Don’t worry.”

“What happened?”

I’m tempted to tell him the truth. His nephew is a real piece of work. But I want to address it with Flyn first. I don’t want to make things harder for him with Eric.

“I went out to the garden, slipped, and landed on my chin.”

His eyes are full of doubt.

“You already know how clumsy I am in the snow. But don’t worry, I’m fine. The only bad part is the mark it’ll leave. I hope it’s not too noticeable.”

“How vain.” Eric smiles.

“I have a very handsome boyfriend, and I want to make sure he’s proud of me,” I clarify.

Eric lies down beside me and gives me a hug. I notice how his body trembles.

“I’m always proud of you, baby.” He sinks his head into the crook of my neck. “I just can’t forgive myself for not being here. I can’t bear thinking about what could have happened.”

His dramatic take leaves me speechless. I’m tired and hurt, so I just curl up against him and fall asleep.
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Eric is sleeping by my side when I wake up a few hours later. It’s the first time I’ve woken up before him. I smile and watch him. He’s so handsome. Seeing him relaxed and asleep is one of the loveliest sights in my life. I want this moment to last forever. For a long time, I just enjoy myself; then he opens his big blue eyes, and they cut right through me.

“Good morning, my love.”

“What time is it?”

Curious, I look back at the clock. “Almost nine o’clock.”

He brushes his hand over my hair and pushes it off my face.

“Are you all right?”

I stretch. “Yes, darling, don’t worry.”

Eric gets up and heads to the bathroom; after stretching out completely, I follow him. But, when I walk into the room and see my reflection in the mirror, I scream.

“Oh my God, I’m a monster!”

My face is a palette of colors. Under my eyes, I have red and green splotches that leave me speechless.

“Oh God! All I did was fall in the snow,” I say.

“You must have taken a really rough fall, baby.”

Oh yeah, I smashed against the wall before falling in the snow. Now I remember it more clearly.

Eric calms me down by murmuring affectionately, and I remember what the doctor told me: just bruises. Aware there’s nothing I can do about it, I look at myself in the mirror again and sigh. I move my head from side to side.

“I look horrible,” I whisper.

Eric kisses my neck. He grabs me from behind and rests his chin on my head.

“You couldn’t look horrible if you tried, darling.”

Ha. My face is a disaster. But in the end, I decide to be practical and shrug my shoulders. “The good part is that this will all be over in a few days.”

I brush my teeth while he takes a shower. When I’m done, I take a moment to watch him. I love his body. Big, strong, and sensual. When he gets out, he takes the towel I hand him and dries off. Having fun, I reach out my hand and touch his cock, making him jump back.

“Baby, I don’t know if you’re quite up to it today.”

I burst out laughing. He’s right. I watch him another minute and let my imagination run wild nonetheless.

“What are you thinking about?”

I smile . . .

“C’mon, you little minx, what are you thinking about?”

Amused by his comment, I inquire, “Have you ever had an experience with a man?”

He raises an eyebrow. “I’m not into men, darling. You know that.”

“I’m not into women either,” I clarify, “but I don’t mind their playing with me from time to time.”

My Iceman smiles and dries off. “I mind if a man plays with me.”

We both laugh.

“What if I want to offer you to a man?”

Eric stands stock-still, scrutinizes me, and says, “I would refuse.”

“Why? It’s just a game. And you’re mine.”

“Jude, I told you I’m not into men.”

I nod, but I’m not about to shut up.

“It turns you on to see a woman put her mouth between my legs, right?”

“Yes, baby, very much.”

“Well, I’d like to see a man with his mouth between your legs.”

Surprised, he looks at me. “Are you feeling all right?”

“Absolutely, Mr. Zimmerman. I’m not into women, but, for you, for the pleasure you get from watching, I’ve experimented; I’ve played with women, and I recognize it has its attraction. And, to be honest, I’d like a man to do the same to you. To stick his head between your legs and . . .”

“No.”

I stand up and hug him around the waist.

“Remember, darling, your pleasure is my pleasure, and we are the owners of our bodies. You’ve shown me a world I didn’t know. And now I want, I long, I desire, to kiss you while a man”

“Well, we’ll talk about it another time,” he says, cutting me off.

I stand on my tiptoes and give him a kiss on the lips.

“Of course.”

Eric shakes his head. Then he wraps the towel around his waist and, taking me into his arms, blurts out, “You know what, sweetheart? You’re starting to scare me.”

After we eat, Eric leaves for the office. He promises he’ll be back in a couple of hours. Before he goes, he forbids me from going out in the snow, and I laugh. Marta, who’s still here, also leaves the house, and Sonia, when she finds out what happened, calls, upset, but talking to me calms her down.

Simona is worried. We watch our soap opera, but she’s constantly looking at my face. I try to make her see I’m fine.

When Flyn gets home from school, I’m in my room, sitting on the fluffy rug and talking to a group of my girlfriends on Facebook. We call ourselves the Maxwell Warriors, and we all have a crazy, fun side we love to share.

“Can I come in?” Flyn says from the doorway.

His question surprises me. He never asks. I nod. The boy comes in, closes the door, and, when I raise my face toward him, he turns white for a fraction of a second. He’s obviously scared. He wasn’t expecting to see me in a thousand different colors.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes.”

“But your face . . .”

When I remember my face, I smile and try to play it down.

“Don’t worry. It’s quite a watercolor, but I’m fine.”

“Does it hurt?”

“No.”

I close my laptop.

“Can I talk to you?” he asks.

I’m glad he’s decided to take the first step and come to me about what happened.

“Of course. Come in. Sit with me.”

“On the floor?”

Amused, I shrug my shoulders. “I’m sure we won’t fall from down here.”

A smile! I almost applaud.

He sits down in front of me, and we look at each other. For more than two minutes, we don’t speak. That makes me nervous, but I’m determined to put up with his squinty gaze as long as I need to, just like I sometimes do with his uncle.

“I’m sorry, I’m really sorry.” His eyes fill with tears, and he murmurs, “Do you forgive me?”

I’m moved. Tough, independent Flyn is crying!

“Of course I forgive you, dear, but only if you stop crying, OK?” He nods and swallows his tears. To ease some of the guilt he apparently feels, I say, “It was my fault too. I didn’t have to climb up on the wall and . . .”

“It was all my fault. I closed the doors and didn’t let you in. I was angry, and I . . . I . . . What I did was really bad, and I’ll understand if Uncle Eric sends me to boarding school like Sonia and Marta say. He warned me last time, and I let him down again.”

The pain and fear I see in his eyes tear me apart. Flyn isn’t going to any boarding school. I won’t allow it. His insecurity hits me right in the heart.

“He’s not going to find out, because you’re not going to tell him, and I’m not either, OK?”

Flyn clearly wasn’t expecting that reaction from me, and he’s obviously surprised.

“You didn’t tell my uncle what happened?”

“No, dear. I just told him I was out in the snow, slipped, and fell.”

The little boy’s shoulders relax. I just took a weight off him.

“Thank you. I was already seeing myself at boarding school.”

His sincerity makes me smile.

“But, Flyn, you have to promise me you won’t behave like that again. Nobody wants to see you in a boarding school. Based on your actions, it seems like you’re the one who wants to go. Don’t you see that?” He doesn’t respond. “What happened the other day at school?”

“Nothing.”

“Enough secrets! If you want me to trust you, you have to trust me and tell me what the heck is happening at school and why they say you started a fight when I don’t think that’s true.”

He closes his eyes, seeming to weigh the consequences of what he’s going to say.

“Robert and the other kids started calling me names. They called me a ching chong Chinaman, a pussy, a scaredy-cat. They make fun of me because I don’t know how to skateboard, ride a bike, or anything like they do. I tried to ignore them like always, but when George threw me on the ground and started punching me, I grabbed his skateboard and smashed it into his head. I know I shouldn’t have, but . . .”

I curse Eric in silence. He’s causing all this with his constant fears of something happening.

“The teachers don’t believe me. I’m the weird kid in class. And since I don’t have friends to stick up for me, they always blame me.”

“And your uncle doesn’t believe you either?”

Flyn shrugs his shoulders.

“He doesn’t know anything. He thinks I get into trouble because I’m a troublemaker. I don’t want him to know those kids make fun of me because I’m a coward. I don’t want to let him down.”

I cup his face with my hands.

“Hitting that boy in the head with a skateboard was wrong, dear. You understand that, right?” The boy nods, and, hoping to show him I’m on his side, I go on. “But I’m not going to let anyone insult you again.”

His eyes suddenly light up. I remember my niece.

“Put your thumb against mine. And once they touch, we’ll give each other a high five.” He does as I say and smiles again. “That’s the code for friendship between my niece and me. Now it’ll be ours too. Would you like that?”

He nods, and I’m about to jump for joy. I have a truce with Flyn. And when I think it can’t get any better, he says, “Thank you for sleeping in my room with me last night.”

I shrug my shoulders to play it down.

“Oh no! Thank you for letting me share your bed.”

“You’re not afraid of thunder. I know that. You’re a grown-up.”

That makes me laugh. Smart-ass.

“You know what, Flyn? When I was little, I was also afraid of thunder and lightning. Every time there was a storm, I was the first one to jump into my parents’ bed. But my mom taught me there’s no need to be afraid of bad weather.”

“How did your mom teach you?”

Thinking of my mom, the caring look in her eyes, her warm hands, and her perpetual smile, I say, “She would tell me to close my eyes and think of nice things. And one day she bought me a pet. I called him Calamar. He was my first dog. My superfriend and superpet. When there were storms, Calamar would jump up into bed with me, and, when he was with me, I felt brave. I didn’t need to go to my parents’ bed anymore. Calamar protected me, and I protected him.”

“And where is Calamar?”

“He died when I was fifteen. He’s with Mom in heaven.”

This revelation about my mother surprises him.

“Yes, Flyn, my mom died like yours. But you know what? From heaven, she and Calamar send me strength so I won’t be afraid of anything. And I’m sure your mom does the same for you.”

“You think so?”

“Oh yes! Of course I do.”

“I don’t remember my mom.”

His sadness moves me.

“That’s normal, Flyn. You were very little when she passed away.”

“I would’ve liked to know her.”

“I think you can get to know her through the eyes of the people who loved her, like Grandma Sonia, Aunt Marta, and Eric. Talking to them about your mom would be a way to remember her and learn things about her. I’m sure your grandma would love to tell you hundreds of things about your mom.”

“Sonia?”

“Yes.”

“She’s always too busy,” the boy protests.

“But you keep her at a distance. If you don’t let her take care of you and fuss over you, she won’t know you want that connection. Like why do you call her ‘Sonia’ and not ‘Grandma’?”

He shrugs his shoulders and seems to think about his answer for a moment.

“I don’t know. I guess because her name is Sonia.”

“Wouldn’t you like to call her ‘Grandma’? I’m sure she would love that. Call her on the phone someday and go have a snack, lunch, or dinner with her. Ask her to tell you things about your mom, and you’ll see how important you are to her and to your aunt Marta.”

The boy nods. Silence.

“I shook up the Coke so it would spray in your face the other day,” he suddenly confesses.

“I thought so.”

“You thought so?”

“Yes.”

“Then why didn’t you say anything to Uncle Eric?”

“Because I’m not a tattletale, Flyn.” And, seeing how he looks at me, I touch his dark hair. “But that doesn’t matter. What matters is that, from now on, we’ll try to get along and be friends. Does that sound like a good idea to you?”

He nods. He puts his thumb in front of me, and we do our high five again. I smile.

His eyes flit curiously around the room, and I see them pause constantly on something to his right. I surreptitiously look over and see he’s spotted my skateboard and roller skates.

“You’d like to learn to skate or skateboard, right?” Flyn doesn’t answer. “It’ll just be between you and me. Your uncle has no need to know for now. But sooner or later, just so he doesn’t kill us, we’ll have to tell him, OK? You want me to teach you?”

His face changes, and he accepts.

I knew Flyn wanted to learn new things. We quickly get up from the floor. I grab the skateboard and put it on the floor. I get on it and show him I know how to use it.

“Can I do that too?”

I stop and get off.

“Of course.” I wink at him. “I’ll teach you to do some tricks that blonde girl from your school won’t be able to look away from.”

Flyn blushes.

“What’s her name?” I ask knowingly.

“Laura.”

Delighted by the wonderful moment I’m experiencing with the kid, I hold him by the shoulders and go on. “In a few months, Laura and that gang of thugs from your school are going to flip when they see how you handle a skateboard.”

The boy nods.

“C’mon . . . try it. First, put one foot on the skateboard and feel how it moves.”

I hold his hands, and, when he puts his foot on the skateboard, it slips forward. He looks at me, fear in his eyes, and I try to calm him down.

“Number one: never use it if I’m not around. Number two: you need to wear kneepads, elbow pads, and a helmet so you don’t get hurt. And number three, the most important: Do you trust me?”

He nods affirmatively, and I get excited.

Suddenly, we hear the noise of the car. I look out the window and see it’s Eric pulling into the garage. Not needing to say a word, the kid leaves the skateboard where it is and sits back down beside me on the floor. We act like nothing’s happened. Two minutes later, the door to the room opens, and Eric, seeing us both on the floor, asks in surprise, “What’s going on?”

Flyn stands up and gives his uncle a hug.

“Jude has been helping me learn something for school.”

Eric looks at me. I nod. The little boy walks away. I get up and go to my favorite German, and, grabbing him around the waist, whisper, “As you can see, any day now, I’ll be getting that little kiss from your nephew.”

Eric, clearly shocked but pleased, smiles.
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The next morning, my face is greener than it is red. I look at myself in the mirror, and it flusters me.

OK . . . I’m not saying I’m some beauty, but seeing myself like this is depressing. Poor Eric. He’s got quite a girlfriend. I’m just like the corpse bride. I laugh at myself for being silly. When I get back to the room, “Satisfaction” by the Rolling Stones is playing on the radio, and I sing along. That song always reminds me of my friends in Jerez. I start dancing while singing at the top of my lungs. Eric comes up to give me a kiss before going to work, and I stop to kiss him.

“I love seeing you so happy.”

“This song reminds me of my friends.”

“Anyone in particular?”

With a Machiavellian smile, I nod. The look on Eric’s face changes, and he gives me the most sensual slap on the behind. “Who?” he demands.

“Fernando . . .” His face tenses up, but I go on. “Rocío, Lora, Alberto, Pepi, Loli, Juanito, Almudena, Leire . . .”

He gives me another slap and then another. It stings, but I laugh. The look on his face changes to something more pleasant this time as he massages my newly red butt.

“Don’t play with fire, baby, or you’ll get burned.”

“Mmm! I like to get burned.” Swinging my hips, I whisper, “Do you want to burn me?”

Eric moves away from my side and sighs. “You get better, and then I promise I’ll make you burn.”

“Have a good day, darling.”

That said, he leaves. He’s not even out the door, and I already miss him. But I’ve arranged to have lunch with Frida, and I know I’m going to have a good time. Peeking out the window, I see his car pulling away, and, suddenly, the phone rings. My sister.

“Hey, babe!”

“Hey, dummy! How are you?” I ask, laughing while I flop down on the bed to talk to her.

“Good. Dumber every day, but good. How about youhow’s it going?”

Her voice sounds a little sad, but I’m riding high from what happened seconds before with Eric. “Well, listen, Raquel, don’t get scared. I’m fine, but I look just like the Incredible Hulk. The day before yesterday, I fell in the snow. My face looks like a Picasso painting, and I’ve got stitches on my chin. But that’s all.”

“Babe, don’t scare me!”

“Hey, it was just a little bump, that’s all. Don’t get all dramatic.”

We talk for more than an hour. When I hang up the phone, I get dressed and go down to the dining room. Simona is vacuuming and, when she sees me, she stops.

“How are you today, miss?”

“Better, Simona. Has Emerald Madness started yet?”

“Goodness gracious! We’d better run, or we’ll miss it,” she says after a quick glance at her watch.

At twelve o’clock, Frida shows up with some things I asked her to pick up on her way. She’s speechless when she lays eyes on me. Even though I warned her over the phone, she can’t help but be blown away when she gets a look at my face.

Sitting down in the living room, we eat what Simona has prepared for us while we chat.

“I have to tell you something, Frida.”

“Go ahead.”

“I ran into Betta the other day, and I slapped her twice across the face. And, before you say anything, I know it was wrong. I’m an adult, and I can’t go around behaving like a delinquent. But, listen, I have to admit it felt good doing it, and if not for all the people looking at us, I would have given her seven more.”

The fork drops from her hand, and I tell her what happened. She curses, wishing she’d been there, like Marta, to give Betta a well-deserved slap of her own. When we finish eating, instead of sitting in the living room, we decide to go to my room. She’s surprised at how pretty I’ve made it, and, when she sees the red tree in one corner, I comment only, “Don’t ask.”

In good spirits, we sit down on the comfy red armchair Eric gave me and gossip about our favorite soap opera.

“So, is everything all right with Eric?”

“Yes. We argue; we make up; and we argue again. It’s fine.”

“I’m glad,” she says, laughing. “And in bed, also fine?”

“Incredible. Every time we have a threesome with Björn, it’s indescribable. It drives me crazy to see how passionate it makes Eric. How he offers me up . . . Oh my God, I love how they possess me between the two of them! I never thought I could have such a good time doing something that seemed so scandalous at first.”

“Sex is sex, Judith. That’s all there is to it. If you two like it and enjoy it as a couple, go for it!”

“I enjoy it now, Frida. But I can assure you, before, I thought people who did this kind of stuff were a bunch of perverts. But it makes me feel so wanted, the way they make me theirs . . .”

“Shut up; you’ll get me all excited.” We both laugh. “By the way, did Eric tell you anything about the private party tonight?” I shake my head no. “Heidi and Luigi throw amazing parties. I’m sure you were invited, but given your condition, I’m guessing Eric turned them down.”

“With my color, he’d better not take me out of the house, in case I scare someone,” I joke, and we both laugh. “Are lots of people going to that party?”

“Yes. They usually do it at their swingers’ bar, and I can promise you, you’d love it.” She lowers her voice. “Last year at that party, Andrés and I made one of our fantasies come true.” When she sees my face, Frida laughs and whispers, “We each had an orgy.”

When she sees me blink at that, she explains further. “Andrés picked out six women from the party, and I picked six men. We went into one of the rooms, I gave myself to mine, and Andrés gave himself to his. It was amazing, Judith. I was the center of my men, and I tried different positions with all of them. God, you can’t imagine how much I enjoyed it, and Andrés had a great time with his girls too. In the end, we brought the two groups together and had one big orgy. Like I said, Heidi and Luigi’s parties always have something good to offer.”

What she tells me sounds excellent, but a little exaggerated for my taste. I have plenty with just two men, but it’s hot to imagine.

She explains her experiences to me for a while. They’re all so hot and exciting. I love talking to Frida so openly about sex. I’ve never had a friend I could confide in with this much candor, and I like it. She leaves at five to get ready for the party.

Sonia calls to see how I’m doing, and Marta calls after her. She’s delighted about her date tonight. I encourage her and tell her to call me tomorrow and tell me how it went.

Flyn comes home from school. After he completes his chores, I wait for him in my room. I show him the in-line skates I told Frida to get for him. He claps. Once he’s put on his elbow pads, kneepads, and helmet, we start his skateboard classes. As I expected, he gets exasperated. The first thing to learn is where your center of gravity is. It takes him a while, although he finally gets it, but he doesn’t do much more than that.

When we hear Eric’s car, we quickly put everything away. He can’t know or notice we’re practicing this. Flyn runs to his study, and, when Eric comes to my room to look for me, he finds me sitting on the floor, looking at the computer screen.

“Why don’t you sit on a chair?” he asks.

“Well, because I like to sit on this fluffy, pricey rug. What’s wrong with that?”

He crouches down and gives me a kiss. He’s so handsome in his expensive blue coat and dark suit. His executive look is imposing, and it turns me on. He takes my hand and lifts me up; then, surprising me, he hands me a lovely bouquet of red roses.

“Happy Valentine’s Day, baby.”

I stand there, stunned.

My Iceman has bought me roses for Valentine’s Day, and I didn’t even mention it, and I don’t have anything for him.

“You’re my best present, sweetheart. I don’t need anything else,” he says reassuringly.

“I owe you a present. But for right now, I’ve got something for you.”

I take the packet of gum out of my pocket and show it to him. He smiles. I pull out a piece. I put it in. Amused by what that means to us, he asks, “So now you’re going to get hives, and your head’s going to spin around like the girl from The Exorcist?”

Our laughter is delicious.

“My green face and spots are the new style. What could be sexier for Valentine’s Day?”

Eric kisses me.

“Frida told me she’s going to a party at a swingers’ bar tonight. Do you know anything about it?”

“Yes. Luigi called to invite us to the Nacht, but I turned him down. You’re not up to a party, are you?”

“Well, no . . . but if I were more presentable, I would’ve liked to go.” Eric kisses me and bites my bottom lip.

“You naughty girl, do you need it that bad?” I laugh, and shake my head no, and he squeezes me against him. “There’ll be other parties. I promise.”

When he sees the look on my face, he says, “OK, sweetheart, what do you really want to ask?”

I smile. He’s getting to know me so well. I move close to him.

“Have you ever done a boy bang?”

“Yes.”

“Wow, nice!”

Eric laughs at my response.

“Darling, I’ve spent more than fourteen years practicing a kind of sex that’s still new to you. I’ve done a lot of things, and I assure you I’ll never want you to do some of them again.”

I’m looking at him, eager to know more, so he elaborates. “S and M.”

“Oh! I don’t want that,” I clarify. After hearing Eric’s laughter, I ask, “What do you think about orgies?”

Eric looks at me the way he does, and when my patience is about to run out, he answers, “Too many men between you and me. I’d prefer you didn’t suggest it.”

Before I can say anything else, he changes the subject. “I’m thirsty. You want a drink?”

Feeling in love, my rose bouquet in one hand and my other hand in Eric’s, I walk with him down the house’s long, wide hallway. As we enter the kitchen, Simona looks at me with a smile, and I get the surprise of my life. “Susto!”

The dog runs toward me, crazy with happiness, and I’m even crazier. After carefully hugging Susto and telling him a thousand sweet things, I look at my blue-eyed tough guy. Not caring that Simona is there, I hug him and murmur in Spanish, “Never mind the gang bang! You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and I swear I would marry you right now with my eyes closed.”

Eric grins, in high spirits, and kisses me.

“You’re the most beautiful thing. And whenever you want . . . we can get married.”

Oh my God! What did I just say? Did I just ask him to marry me? I could die.

Susto jumps around us, and Eric tries to stop him.

“As you can see, I put the scarf you made on him. By the way, he’s totally mute.”

“Ooooh, I could eat you up, Iceman!” I say, laughing, and kiss him again.

Wrapped up in that lovely moment, I’m stroking Susto, who’s so happy, he won’t stop wiggling, and I see something in Simona’s hands. It’s a white puppy.

“And this little beauty?” I ask as I look at Eric in a daze.

Without letting go of my waist, he walks with me toward Simona.

“He was in the same cage as Susto. He seems to be the only one from his litter that survived, and they told me he must be about a month and a half old. Susto didn’t want to come with me if we didn’t bring this little guy too. You should’ve seen how he grabbed him in his mouth and came running out of the cage when I called him. After that, I couldn’t get the little puppy back in the cage.”

“You’re so kind, sir,” Simona murmurs.

“He’s the best,” I agree, happy. And then, looking at Susto, I say, “And you’re a helluva dad.”

“What I don’t know is what breed he is.”

I affectionately pick up the puppy. He’s plump and fluffy. A beauty.

“He’s a Heinz Fifty-Seven.”

All three of us laugh. A happy Simona goes to tell Norbert. I set the puppy down on the floor, and Eric holds Susto so he won’t jump on top of me.

“You like your presents?”

Delighted and in love, I choose not to question his change of heart and kiss him instead.

“They’re the best presents, darling,” I whisper. “And you’re the best.”

“Then I’m happy. They can stay in the garage for now, until we build a doghouse for them outside.”

“OK . . . But let them stay in the house tonight. It’s so cold.”

“In the house?” he asks.

At that very moment, the puppy, who’s walking along the floor, pees. A lot, given he’s so little! Eric looks at me. He’s trying so very hard.

“Inside the house?”

I wink at him and whisper, “To be clear, you just expanded the family. There are five of us now.” My German closes his eyes. He understands perfectly what I said, and before he can come out with one of his gems of wisdom, I hurry him along. “C’mon, Eric,” I say while I pick up the puppy. “Let’s give Flyn his surprise.”

“Won’t Susto scare him?”

I shake my head no.

Not making a sound, we head up to Flyn’s playroom. I carefully open the door and let the dog in.

“Susto!” the boy yells, and he hugs him.

Flyn’s laughter is wonderful. It’s so loud! And the dog flips over on his back so Flyn can scratch his belly. The boy seems completely happy for a while, until he sees something in my hands that catches his attention. His eyes grow as big as saucers.

“Who’s this?” he asks.

“When I went to find Susto, he was with him in the cage,” Eric says. “Susto didn’t want to leave him behind, so he came with us.”

Amazed, the little boy looks up at his uncle, and I put the puppy in his hands.

“This little one is going to be your superfriend and superpet. So, you have to give him a name.”

Flyn looks at his uncle, and when he sees him nod, he smiles. Then he looks at the white puppy.

“His name will be Calamar,” he says, after winking at me.

A huge knot of emotions wells up in my throat. The little boy holds out his thumb in front of me. I hold out mine, and we finish with a high five. Eric kisses me on the neck.

“Whenever you want, you know . . . ,” he whispers into my ear while we watch Flyn play happily, “I’ll marry you.”
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As the days go by, my face goes back to the way it was, and when the doctor gets rid of the stitches on my chin under Eric’s careful eye, I’m pleased with his handiwork. You can’t see a scar, and that makes me happy.

After Susto and Calamar come to live with us, the house is full of laughter, barking, and craziness. For the first few days, Eric complains. He gets mad when he finds puddles of Calamar’s pee on the floor, but he finally throws in the towel. Susto and Calamar adore him, and he adores them.

Many mornings when I get up, I like to peek out the window and see my Iceman throwing a stick for Susto to chase. It’s become a habit before he goes to work. Some weekends, I convince Eric and Flyn to take walks through the snowy fields with the dogs. Susto loves it, and Eric plays with him while Flyn runs around us with Calamar. I love all of it. Especially when I see how Eric crouches down and hugs Susto. My cold, hard Iceman is thawing out with every passing day, and I’m falling in love with him more and more.

I’ve also gone with Eric to the Olympic shooting field several times. I’m still not crazy about the whole gun thing, but I enjoy seeing how well he does it.

Flyn has gotten much better on his skateboard and his in-lines. He’s a smart guy, and he learns fast. We practice in secret when Eric’s out of the house. Simona smiles, and Norbert grumbles and warns me the boss will be angry when he finds out. I know he’s right, but I can’t stop teaching the kid. His attitude has changed so much, and now he’s always coming to me and asking for help.

Eric sometimes watches us, and he knows something’s happened between us to cause such a change in the boy. When he asks, I chalk it up to the dogs’ arrival in the house. He agrees, but I know he’s not convinced. He doesn’t ask again.

The first day I can secretly get away with Jurgen to let off steam on the bike is a blast. Spending so many days doing nothing in the house almost drives me crazy, so I jump, skid, and scream with Jurgen and his friends down the goat paths outside Munich. I think of Eric. I should tell him. The problem is I can never find the right moment. It’s starting to torture me. Our relationship is built on trust, and this time I’m letting him down.

One afternoon when I’m messing with my bike in the garage, Flyn arrives home from school. He comes looking for me, and when he finds me, he stares at the bike, obviously amazed. He says he remembers it. I tell him it’s his mother’s bike and he has to keep the secret from his uncle.

“Do you know how to ride it?”

“Yes,” I answer, my hands dirty with grease.

“Uncle Eric’s going to get mad.”

His words distress me. Everyone, absolutely everyone, knows Eric will get mad.

“I know, darling. But when he met me, Uncle Eric knew I did motocross. He knows it, and he has to understand I like to play this sport.”

“He knows?”

“Yes,” I affirm, smiling when I remember how he found out.

“And he lets you?”

That question doesn’t surprise me, and I try to clarify.

“Your uncle doesn’t ‘let me.’ I’m the one who decides whether I want to do motocross. We adults decide for ourselves, darling.”

Not seeming very convinced, the boy nods.

“Did Sonia give you my mother’s bike?”

“Would it bother you if she did?”

Flyn thinks about it.

“No. But you have to promise you’ll teach me,” he says, which catches me off guard.

I finally smile and let out a laugh.

“What, you want your uncle to kill me?”

Flyn laughs too, and we move on.

An hour later, Eric calls. He has a basketball game, and he wants me to go to the sports center. Delighted, I accept. I put on my jeans, my black boots, and an Armani T-shirt. I bundle up and call a taxi. When I get to the address he gave me, I smile when I see him leaning on his car and waiting for me.

Eric pays for the taxi, then smiles and kisses me hello.

When we get to the locker room, he kisses me again.

“Check out the stands. I’m sure Frida’s there.”

Delighted by life and love, I walk toward the court. Frida’s there with Lora and Gina. They accept me as Eric’s girlfriend now, and I’m thankful for that. Lora, the blonde, smiles at me and says, “My heroine’s here.”

I look at her, surprised.

“I heard you gave Betta what was coming to her,” she whispers.

I give Frida a look as if scolding her for telling.

“Don’t look at me. It wasn’t me,” she protests.

Lora smiles. “The woman who was out with Betta told me,” she says.

“Please, don’t let Eric know.”

Everyone gives me signs of approval, and not long after that, the boys come out on the court. Unsurprisingly, seeing Eric so agile and active while he runs down the court really gets me going. But this time, in spite of his effort, they lose the game by three points.

When it’s over, we go down to the court, and Eric gives me a sweaty kiss.

“I’m going to take a shower, darling. Be right back.”

Frida and I are the only ones in the little room where we usually wait for them. Lora and Gina have left. We gossip, having fun, until Eric and Andrés come out.

“Change of plans, babe. We’re going home,” Andrés says.

Frida complains, surprised.

“But we said we’d meet Dexter at his hotel.”

Andrés nods. “I’ll cancel the date. Something came up I have to take care of.”

Frida grumbles.

“Who’s Dexter?” I ask.

“A friend who we play with when he comes to Munich,” says Frida. “Eric knows him too, right?”

My boyfriend nods.

“He’s a great guy.”

Playing? I feel my body respond, and I lean into Eric.

“Why don’t we go on that date?”

He looks at me, seeming surprised.

“I feel like playing. C’mon . . . let’s go.”

My Iceman smiles and looks at Frida; then he looks back at me.

“Jude, I don’t know if you’d like Dexter’s game.”

Taken aback, I look at him. When I see he has nothing else to say, I ask Frida, “He’s into S and M?”

“Yes and no,” Andrés answers as Eric laughs.

Frida shrugs her shoulders.

“Dexter likes to dominate, to play with women and give orders. He’s not exactly into S and M. He’s demanding, horny, and insatiable. I have a great time when we see him.”

Eric waves goodbye to one of his teammates as he leaves and holds me around the waist.

“C’mon, let’s go home.”

I say insistently, “Eric, I want to meet Dexter.”

My Iceman stares at me for a long moment and finally gives in. “OK, Jude. We’ll go.”

Andrés calls Dexter and tells him about the change of plans. Dexter accepts, and Andrés says he sounds delighted.

We get back to our respective cars and say goodbye, and my guy and I disappear into Munich traffic. He’s quiet. Thoughtful. I sing along to a song on the radio. Suddenly, he’s stopping at the curb in front of a building.

“Do you really want to play that badly?”

His question surprises me.

“Hey . . . if it bothers you, let’s not. I thought you might be into it.”

“I told you sex is a supplement for me, Jude, and . . .”

“It’s the same for me, darling,” I agree. But looking him straight in the eye, I explain. “You’ve showed me this is about two people, not one. When you suggest it, I go for it. Why can’t you go for it when I suggest it?”

He doesn’t answer; he just looks at me.

“In the end, it’s a supplement we both enjoy, right?” I say, shrugging.

Eric just breathes for a moment. “Dexter is a good guy,” he says in a sweeter voice. “We’ve known each other for years, and when he comes to Munich, we usually see each other.”

“To play?” I ask sarcastically.

Eric nods.

“To play, have dinner, a drink, or just do business.”

“Does it turn you on, my asking to play with him?”

My German sets his impressive eyes on me.

“Very much,” he says.

I nod, and Eric tells me to get out of the car. It’s bitterly cold. I slink deeper into my red down coat and walk hand in hand with him. He holds on to me, sure of himself. His hand fits around mine so well. I see we’re going straight to a hotel, NH München Dornach.

When we go in, Eric asks at the desk for Mr. Dexter Ramírez’s room. They tell us the number, and, after calling to confirm our arrival, Eric and I get in the elevator. I’m nervous. Eric smiles with his hand around my waist. “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. I promise.”

We get to a half-closed door. Eric knocks with his knuckles, and I hear someone say in Spanish, “Eric, come in.”

Eric takes me by the arm, and we walk in. He closes the door behind us.

“Be right there,” someone says.

We walk into a spacious, pretty room. To the right is an open door through which I see the bed. Eric watches me. He knows I’m looking at everything with curiosity.

“Excited?”

I look at him and nod. I’m not going to lie; I’m already getting wet. At this moment, a man Eric’s age comes into the room, rolling in his wheelchair.

“Eric, cuate! How’s it going?”

They clasp hands, and then the man looks me up and down.

“And you must be Judith, the goddess who has my friend so stupefied, or should I say in love?”

“Exactly,” I answer. “And for the record, I love keeping him stupefied and in love.”

After swapping an amused glance with Eric, the man takes my hand and kisses it.

“Goddess, I am Dexter, a Mexican who falls humbly at your feet,” he murmurs gallantly.

I smile at his greeting, though I’m surprised to see him in a wheelchair. He’s so young! After I’ve chatted with him for five minutes, it’s easy to see the vitality and good vibes he gives off.

“What do you two want to drink?”

We tell him, and Dexter opens the minibar and prepares the drinks. He watches me while he does it, and Eric kisses me. When he gives us the drinks, I take a big thirsty sip of my Rum and Coke.

“I like your woman’s boots.”

Surprised by that comment, I touch them.

After kissing my neck, Eric says, “Darling, take your clothes off.”

Now? Just like that?

Fuck, that was fast!

But, willing and shameless, I do it. I want to play. Dexter and Eric don’t take their eyes off me while I peel my clothes off, and I have fun getting them excited.

“I want you to put the boots back on,” Dexter says once I’m completely naked.

I remember Frida said this guy likes to give orders, so I join in his game, pick up the boots, and put them back on. Naked and in black boots that reach halfway up my thighs, I feel sexy, naughty.

“Walk to the back of the room. I want to see you.”

I do as he says. While I walk, I know they’re both looking at my behind; I sway it back and forth. I get to the back of the room and return to them. Dexter sets his eyes on my mound.

“Nice tattoo. Muy padre, as we say in my country.”

Eric nods in agreement and takes a sip of his whisky. “Amazing,” he says, without taking his beautiful eyes off me.

Dexter holds out a hand and brushes it over my tattoo.

“Take her to the bed, güey,” he says, looking at Eric. “I’m dying to play with your woman.”

Eric takes me by the hand and leads me to the adjacent room. He puts me on the bed on all fours, and, after opening my legs, he takes his own clothes off.

“Don’t move,” he says.

This is all so hot.

I look back and see Dexter coming up to us in his chair. He gets to the bed. He touches my thighs and the inside of my legs, and his hands grip my behind. He squeezes it and gives it a slap. Then another, and another, and another.

“I like red backsides,” he says.

Then he slides his hand along my slit and plays with my wet lips.

“Sit down on the bed and look at me.”

I obey.

“Goddess . . . my little guy doesn’t work, but I get off and enjoy myself by touching, giving orders, and watching. Eric knows what I like.” They both smile. “I’m a bit commanding, but I hope all three of us have a good time. And your boyfriend has already warned me your mouth is all his.”

“All his,” I agree. Dexter smiles, and before he can say anything else, I add, “Eric knows what you like, but I want to know what kind of women you like.”

“Hot and horny.” And, not taking his eyes off me, he asks, “Eric, is your woman like that?”

My Iceman lustfully looks me up and down and nods.

“Yes, she is.”

His confidence makes me gasp, and, willing to be everything he says I am, I encourage him.

“What do you want from me, Dexter?”

The man looks to Eric, and after he agrees, he gets more specific.

“I want to touch you, tie you up, eat you out, and make you come. I’ll direct the games. I’ll tell you your positions, and you’ll have a good time doing what you do. Are you willing?”

“Yes.”

Dexter grabs a bag hanging off his chair and holds it out to me. “I have a few games I’ve never played yet that I’d like to try with you,” he says.

I open the bag. I see a new butt plug, this one with a pink crystal. I open a little box that holds a small chain with some sort of clamp on either end, and when I close it, I notice a pair of dildos. They’re smooth, with ridges. One of them has a harness and vibrator. I touch them.

“I want to put them inside you, if you’ll let me, of course.”

Eric squeezes me against him. “She’ll let you. Right, Jude?” His voice is hoarse.

I nod.

I feel so hot.

Dexter takes the bag, pulls out the little box I opened seconds before, and shows me the chain.

“Give me your breasts. I’m going to put these clamps on.”

I don’t know what that means. I look at Eric as he checks them out.

“Don’t worry, it won’t hurt. These clamps are smooth.”

I bring my breasts close to Dexter, and I get shivers when he snaps one nipple with a clamp and then the other. My breasts are connected by a little chain; when he pulls on it, my nipples stretch, and I gasp as I feel an arousing tingle.

Dexter grins. Without taking his dark eyes off me, he whispers under his breath, “I want to see you tied up on the bed and make you come, and then I want to see how Eric fucks you.”

I gasp, and, up for anything, I get up, take the ropes from the bag, and offer them to my love.

“Tie me up.”

Eric takes the ropes.

“Are you sure?” he whispers, his mouth close to mine.

I look him in the eyes. I’m totally turned on by what’s happening.

“Yes.”

I lie down on the bed. When I stretch out, my nipples get squeezed. Eric ties my hands and passes the rope over the headboard. Then he knots it around one of my ankles, which he ties to one side of the bed, before doing the same to the other. My legs are totally open, and I’m immobilized, just for them.

Skillfully, Dexter rolls his chair up to the bed and pulls the chain on my nipples. I moan. “Eric . . . you got yourself a really hot woman.”

“I know,” he agrees, looking at me.

I am so wet.

“Do you like S and M, goddess?” asks Dexter.

“No.”

Dexter nods and asks again, “Does it turn you on for us to use your body for our own pleasure?”

“Yes,” I answer.

He pulls the chain again, and my nipples get harder than ever before. I gasp and scream.

“It gets you horny, what I’m doing,” he says.

“Yes.”

He rubs one of the dildos over my wet vagina.

“Do you want me to handle you, use you, and enjoy you?”

My eyes blur over for the moment. I look at Eric. His face says it all. He’s loving this too.

“Handle me, use me, and enjoy me,” I say.

Eric moans. “You’re driving me crazy.”

He grasps the chain on my breasts and pulls it. I gasp and he kisses me, pushing his tongue to the back of my mouth while my nipples tingle with every pull.

Evidently loving what he sees, Dexter strokes the inside of my thighs with his smooth hands. Eric stops kissing me and watches as he draws close to my mouth.

“Open up,” Dexter says.

I do as he bids, and he sticks the light blue dildo in my mouth.

“Suck it,” he demands.

For a few minutes, Dexter enjoys how I work it with my tongue, until he pulls it out of my mouth.

“Eric . . . now I want her to suck you.”

My German lovingly brings his hard cock to my mouth. I suck it, savor it. I let him fuck my mouth until I hear Dexter’s commands again.

“Stop.”

I feel the loss as my Iceman pulls his amazing erection out of my mouth. Dexter wets the tip of the dildo with plenty of lube and slides it into my wet slit.

“Now here.”

Eric sits on the other side of the bed and opens my pussy with his fingers to give him easy access. Dexter slowly pushes it in.

“Do you like that?” Dexter asks.

I gasp, writhe, and nod, while my love looks at me.

For a few seconds, Dexter moves the dildo inside me. He pushes it in . . . pulls it out . . . turns it . . . pulls the chain on my nipples. I close my eyes and let myself get wrapped up in the moment. I move restlessly from side to side, and I scream. Enjoying being tied up, I open my eyes and look at my love. He’s smiling and stroking his cock. It’s still hard. Ready to play.

“I like how you smell like sex,” murmurs Dexter, and he pushes the dildo faster into my body. I scream again as I arch my back. “There . . . that’s right, goddess, come for me!” The dildo goes in and out of me, drawing out uncontrollable moans, and when I’m trembling and clamping around the dildo, Dexter pulls it out one last time, and Eric slides between my legs, pushing his hard dick inside me.

Dexter sits back in his chair and pulls the chain on my nipples. My hands and feet are tied, and all I can do is gasp, moan, and accept my love’s strokes, while Dexter takes the clamps off my sore nipples.

“Goddess, lift your hips . . . C’mon . . . take it. Yeah . . . like that.”

I do as he says. I’m enjoying the strokes when I hear him whisper between his teeth, “Eric. Hard . . . give it to her hard.”

Eric devours my mouth, and, sinking into me with all his strength, he makes me scream. Dexter asks. He demands. We enjoy the moment, and when we can’t do it any longer, we come.

With stuttering breath, Eric unties my hands while Dexter unties my feet. Eric hugs me tightly to him.

“Goddess, you’re so hot. I’m really going to enjoy this. C’mon. Get up.”

I do as he says. Dexter grabs me around the ass, squeezes it, and draws his mouth close to my dripping mound of Venus. He bites it. His eyes look at my tattoo, and he grins. Eric stands up, moves behind me, and opens me to his friend with his fingers. God, it’s all so hot!

Dexter runs his tongue along the inside of my inner lips and demands I move on his mouth. I do it. He lifts me up to his shoulders for greater access, while Eric supports my back. My hips rock back and forth while Dexter squeezes me against his mouth and presses against my buttocks.

For several minutes, we can only hear our bodies, our breaths, and Dexter’s pleasurable licking and sucking. Driven crazy by what he sees, Eric touches my nipples while Dexter is delighted by my clitoris.

“Yes . . . just like that . . . just like that.”

My panting grows louder. I’m about to come again, but Dexter stops, and after kissing me on my mound one more time, he makes me get down off his shoulders and moves back in his wheelchair. “Not yet, goddess . . . not yet,” he whispers.

I’m so close. Eric sits down on the bed and, after kissing me on the neck, takes control of the situation.

“Hold on to me and open your legs, like when I give you to a man.”

My stomach tightens. I’m hot, dripping, and desperate to come. Once he has me how he wants me, he lays his chin on my right shoulder and touches one of my nipples with his thumb.

“You like being our toy?” Dexter asks before Eric’s watchful eyes.

My answer is clear and definitive, even though my voice is a whisper. “Yes.”

Even Eric’s chuckle in my ear turns me on.

“Next time, I’ll share you with another man, or maybe two. What do you think?” he says after kissing my shoulder.

My eyes settle on Dexter. “I’d like that.”

Eric nods and exposes me completely to his friend.

“When we’re with them, you’ll open your legs like this . . .”

He moves my legs the way he wants them, and I gasp while Dexter looks at us with lust.

“I’ll offer you up. I’ll invite them to taste you. They’ll take from you what I allow, and you’ll obey.” I nod. “When I’m satisfied with your orgasms, I’ll fuck you while they watch, and once I’m done, I’ll order them to fuck you. They’ll fuck you; they’ll possess you, and you’ll scream from rapture. Do you want to play that game, Jude?”

I’m trying to respond, but I can’t around the knot of pure lust in my throat.

“Do you want to play that game or not?” he repeats.

“Yes,” I manage to say.

A buzzing sound gives me goose bumps. In his hands, Eric’s holding the lipstick-shaped vibrator I keep in my purse. When did he get it out? Then he shows me the butt plug with the pink crystal and the lube.

“Now you’re going to go to Dexter,” he says, handing me the plug and the lube. “And you’re going to ask him to put that plug in your pretty little ass, and then you’ll come back over to me.”

I take what he gives me and do as he asks. Naked and wearing only my boots, I walk toward a flushed Dexter. I hand him the plug and the lube. I see he’s looking at my mound again. My tattoo must turn him on.

“I want to touch it. It looks so cool . . .”

I walk up to him, and he rubs his hand longingly over it while he devours it with his eyes. I turn around, bend my ass in front of him, and, without saying a word, I hear him open the lube. Seconds later, I feel pressure on my asshole until the butt plug is inside me.

“Beautiful,” he murmurs.

When I stand up, Dexter holds me by the hips and moves the plug gently inside me.

“Your tattoo is going to make me ask you a thousand things; don’t forget.”

I return to Eric and sit on top of him.

“Offer her to me, Eric,” Dexter murmurs, his voice hoarse.

My Iceman passes his arms under my legs and parts them. My wet vagina is open and throbbing in front of Dexter’s face. The man is breathing heavily; he can’t take his eyes off me.

I’m also panting. I’m so turned on and on the edge of an orgasm. I gasp and move my hips, searching for something, for someone, and it is my own finger that finally passes over my dripping sex. With no shame, I slide it into my vagina myself while Eric encourages me to keep going with the game. I know Dexter’s enjoying it. I see it on his face. I am open and exposed, just the way he wants. He pulls out my finger to put in one of the dildos.

I gasp as Dexter slides it quickly in and out of me. But I want more. I need more, and when, along with the dildo, he places the vibrator on my swollen clit like a master, he makes me scream. While Eric holds down my legs, Dexter expertly moves the vibrator up and down over the exact point of my pleasure as if each strike were made with a whip. I convulse, crying out.

“Goddess . . . come right now for us.”

“Yes . . . ,” I scream.

He touches my swollen clit with his finger, and I shriek. I’m incredibly wet, and, surprising myself in the moment, I tell him, “Dexter . . . please suck my clit.”

My plea compels him. Eric moves forward to make it easier for his friend who, seconds later, places his mouth over my wetness. Driven crazy, I move frantically over his mouth. Dexter sucks, licks, circles around, and stimulates my vulva until he reaches my clit. When he touches it, I gasp. When he sucks on it with his lips, I moan. He drives me crazy, and I come in his mouth.

“You’re exquisite,” he says.

I’m exhausted, but Eric grabs me forcefully, puts me on all fours on the bed, and, abruptly and with no words, penetrates me.

He thrusts inside me while I open to him willingly. He pushes deep a thousand times as he grabs me by the waist and slaps me on the ass. I scream from the pleasure of it. He grabs my hair, pulls it back, and hisses.

“Arch your hips.”

I do as he asks.

“More,” he demands.

I feel like a mare being ridden while Eric slams me again and again in front of Dexter’s watchful eyes. Suddenly, he stops, pulls out the butt plug, and pushes his dick into my ass. I fall on the bed and gasp, grabbing onto the sheets. It’s harder without lubeit hurtsbut I like the pain. He incites me to ask for more. Eric squeezes me against him and slaps me again.

“Fuck me, Jude . . . Fuck me.”

I fuck him. His thrusts are devastating. Burning. I push back against him again and again until Eric holds me by the waist and pummels into me so hard that he makes me scream while an overwhelming orgasm drives us both over the top.

We collapse on the bed as Dexter watches us from his chair. He clearly likes what he sees. Eric suggests we take a shower.

“Everything all right, baby?” he asks when he and I are finally alone.

“Yes.”

I love how he fusses over me when it’s the two of us. The water slides over our bodies, and it feels good. I ask Eric why Dexter is in a wheelchair. He tells me it was because of a paragliding accident. That makes me sad. He’s so young . . . But Eric, demanding once more, kisses me. He doesn’t want to talk about that, and he drags me back to reality when he pushes the plug into my ass again. When we get out of the bathroom, Dexter is still where we left him, with the vibrator in his hand. He’s smelling it.

“I love the smell of sex.”

His eyes tell me how badly he wants me, and, without thinking about it, I draw my face close to his and murmur, in my best Mexican Spanish from Emerald Madness, “Now you’re going to fuck me, Dexter.”

Eric looks at me, surprised. Dexter looks at me, enthralled. What am I talking about?

Neither of them understands what I’m saying. Dexter’s little guy doesn’t work. How can he do it? When I explain my idea to Eric, he smiles. With his help, we sit Dexter in an armless chair, and we fasten one of the vibrating dildos with a harness around his waist. Apparently amused, Dexter looks at the penis that sits erect on his lap.

“God, it’s been a while since I’ve seen that!”

Without another word, I kiss Eric. My ass is near Dexter’s face, and Eric pulls apart my cheeks and tempts him to move my butt plug. He does. Dexter gets into the game and pinches my buttocks to get them red. Eric kisses me and whispers in my mouth, “You drive me crazy, darling.”

I grin. Eric grins.

“Dexter, offer me my woman.”

Dexter takes me by the hand, sits me down on top of him, and spreads my legs. He touches my plug with his hand and murmurs in my ear, “Goddess . . . you’re so hot. I love how adventurous you are.”

I smile, and when Eric’s mouth settles over my vagina, I tense up. Dexter holds me down, and I sway back and forth while I gasp and moan from the wonderful things my love is doing to me. Wanting to get the two of them even hotter, I whisper, “Yes . . . Just like that . . . Don’t stop . . . Don’t stop . . . More . . . Oh yes! . . . I like that . . . Yes . . . Yes.”

Eric’s tongue touches my clit again and again. He circles around it, taking it between his lips and sucking on it while Dexter offers me up and touches my breasts. He gets them hard with his fingertips; he pinches them. My Iceman continues to make love to my vagina with his mouth and draws crazy moans from me. Dexter’s breathing gets faster by the minute, and when Eric lifts me up in the air and penetrates me, all three of us gasp. My love holds me up against the wall to plunge forcefully into me again and again until we both finally come. Pleasured and still highly turned on, I look at Dexter.

“Your turn,” I whisper.

I straddle him and slide the dildo on the harness inside me. I give him the remote control, and he makes it vibrate. Dexter smiles. Like a porn-movie goddess, I slide up and down again and again in search of my own pleasure while I rub against him and my breasts bounce and sway close to his mouth. Dexter holds my waist with his hands and starts dancing to the same rhythm as I do. He pulls me again and again onto the dildo while I scream with pleasure.

Eric doesn’t take his eyes off us. He doesn’t say a word either. He just watches while Dexter grabs me forcefully and pushes inside me again and again. Desperate to come, I yell, “Like that . . . Fuck me like that . . . Oh yes!”

My pussy is wrapped around the dildo, and I gasp, looking in his eyes. “Come on, Dexter, show me how badly you want me.”

My words bring him to life. His desire increases, and I can almost feel his mind cloud over. Heated up, Dexter jackhammers the dildo into me.

“Don’t slow down . . . Don’t stop!” I scream.

Dexter couldn’t stop even if he wanted to, and when he squeezes me one last time against the harness and lets out a groan of satisfaction, I know I have achieved my goal. Dexter has enjoyed it just as much as Eric and just as much as I have.
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One afternoon, Flyn and I are holding hands and skating in the garage when the garage door suddenly starts opening. Eric is home early. We both stand there paralyzed.

We’re going to be in so much trouble!

I react quickly, grab the kid, and race out of the garage. But Eric is hot on our heels, and I don’t know what to do.

Like a crazy person, I open the door that leads to the swimming pool. The boy looks at me.

“Earful or pool?”

We don’t give it a second thought. Fully dressed and in skates, we jump into the pool. As soon as we stick our heads out of the water, the door opens, and Eric stares at us. We both lean over the edge of the pool, sneakily hiding our feet and skates underwater.

“Since when do you get in the pool with clothes on?” Eric asks in shock.

Flyn and I look at each other and laugh.

“It was a bet. We were on PlayStation, and the loser had to do it.”

“So why are you both in the water?” Eric goes on, amused.

“Because Jude’s a cheater,” Flyn complains. “And since I won, when she jumped in, she pulled me in too.”

Eric laughs. He loves to see the good relationship that’s grown between his nephew and me. I sweetly let him kiss me, not showing my feet. I give him a kiss on the lips.

“How’s the water?” he asks.

“Great!” Flyn and I say in unison.

Charmed, he touches his nephew’s wet head.

“Put on a bathing suit if you want to stay in the water,” he tells us as he starts to leave.

“C’mon, darling. Cheer up and get in!”

The Iceman looks at me, and, before disappearing through the door, he answers with a tired look on his face, “I have things to do, Jude.”

As soon as Eric closes the door, we sit down on the edge of the pool. We quickly take our skates off and hide them in the back of the closet.

“That was close,” I murmur, dripping wet.

The boy laughs. I do tooand just like that, we jump back in the pool. When we get out an hour later, Flyn throws his arms around my waist.

“I never want you to leave. Do you promise?”

Thrilled by the affection the boy is showing me, I kiss him on the head.

“I promise.”

That afternoon, Flyn goes to Sonia’s house. He claims he has things to do. Eric is serious. He’s not angry, but the look on his face shows me something is up with him. I try to talk to him, and I finally get him to tell me he’s got a headache. His eyes! Without another word, he goes to our room to rest. I don’t follow him. He wants to be alone.

At around five o’clock in the evening, Susto, evidently bored because Flyn has taken Calamar, asks me in his own way to take him for a walk. Eric has already come out of our room, and he’s in his office. He’s looking better, and he’s smiling. I ask him to come with me, to get some fresh air, but he says no.

Wrapped in my red down coat, wooly cap, gloves, and scarf, I walk outside. It’s not too cold. Susto runs, and I run behind him. When we get past the black fence, I start throwing him snowballs. Evidently enjoying himself, he runs in circles around me.

We walk down the road for a long time. Our neighborhood incorporates a huge area, and I decide to enjoy the evening and keep walking even though it’s getting dark. After a while, I see a car stopped by the curb. Curious, I walk up to it. A man in a suit, about forty years old, is talking on his phone, brow furrowed.

“I’ve been waiting for the fucking tow truck for more than an hour. Send it at once!”

That said, he hangs up and looks over at me.

“Car trouble?” I ask with a smile.

The man in the suit nods. “The lights,” he answers, though he’s clearly not in the mood to talk.

I check out the car. A Mercedes.

“May I take a look?”

“You?”

I don’t like that “you?” or the slight smile of superiority that comes with it, but I sigh.

“Yes, me.” When I see he’s not moving, I insist. “You’ve got nothing to lose, right?”

Surprised, he reluctantly agrees. Susto’s beside me. I ask him to open the hood, and he does so from inside the car. Once it’s open, I take the bar and secure it so it won’t slam shut on me. My father always said the first thing to look for when the lights go out are the fuses. I search for the fuse box in this model of car, and, when I’ve spotted it, I open it. I see a couple of fuses and immediately find the problem.

“You’ve blown a fuse.”

The man gets out of the car and looks at me as if I were explaining rocket science.

“See this?” I say, showing him the blue fuse. The man nods. “If you look closely, you can see it’s blown. Don’t worry, your lights are fine. You just need to change the fuse so the light bulb will work again.”

“Incredible,” the man agrees, looking at me.

I love leaving men openmouthed like this. I’m so grateful my father taught me to be something more than a princess.

“Do you have fuses?” I ask. He’s come closer than he needs to, so I move away from him.

Again, I realize he has no idea what I’m talking about.

“Do you know where the car’s toolbox is?”

The handsome man in the suit opens the rear hatch of the car and hands me what I’m asking for. Under his watchful eyes, I look for the fuse with the correct amperage, and, finding it, I take care of his problem. Two seconds later, the lights on the car are working again.

The look on the guy’s face is incredible. I just blew him away. The fact that a stranger, a woman, just came up to him and fixed his car in a split second has left him totally dumbstruck.

“Thank you very much, miss.”

“You’re welcome.” I smile.

He looks at me with his light-colored eyes.

“My name is Leonard Guztle, and you are?” he says, holding out his hand.

I give him my hand and respond.

“Judith. Judith Flores.”

“Spanish?”

“Yes.” I smile, charmed.

“I love the Spanish, your wines, and potato tortilla.”

I nod and sigh. At least this one didn’t say, “Olé!”

“May I call you Judith?”

“Of course, Leonard.”

I feel his light-colored eyes scrutinizing me for a few seconds.

“I’d like to buy you a drink. After what you’ve done for me, it’s the least I can do to thank you.”

Is he flirting with me?

Wanting to nip this in the bud, I smile and respond, “Thank you, but no. I’m in a bit of a hurry.”

“Perhaps I could take you where you need to go?” he insists.

At that moment, Susto barks and runs toward an approaching car. It’s Eric. Our eyes meet, and he’s pissed. He stops the car, gets out, and grabs me around the waist.

“I was worried. You were taking too long,” he murmurs after kissing me.

He looks at the man watching us and holds out his hand. “Hey, Leo! How’s it going?”

They know each other!

Looking surprised, the man stares at us, and Eric clarifies. “I see you’ve met my girlfriend.”

A tense silence falls over the scene, and I don’t understand what’s going on until Leonard, recovered from bumping into Eric, nods and takes a step back.

“I didn’t know Judith was your girlfriend.” Now both nod. “But I want you to know she just fixed my car all by herself.”

“All I did was change a fuse.”

Leonard smiles as he touches his finger to the frozen tip of his nose.

“You knew how to do something I didn’t, and that, young lady, surprised me.”

Tension. Eric doesn’t smile.

“How’s your mother?” the man asks.

“Fine.”

“And Flyn?”

“Perfect,” Eric answers dryly.

What’s going on? I’m missing something. After an awkward moment, they say goodbye. Leonard starts up his Mercedes, turns on the lights, and drives off. Eric, Susto, and I get in the car.

“What were you doing alone with Leonard?” he asks. The engine’s running but the car’s not moving.

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean ‘nothing’?”

“C’mon . . . his car lights were out, and I changed a fuse. That’s all I did. Don’t get mad.”

“And why did you have to do it?”

I’m dumbstruck by the absurdity of the question. “Well, Eric . . . because it happened that way. My father educated me for that sort of thing. By the way, how do you know him?”

Eric looks at me.

“That dumbass whose car you fixed is Leo, Hannah’s boyfriend when everything happened. He was the one who got rid of Flyn without a second thought.”

What?

That idiot is the one who didn’t want anything more to do with Flyn when Hannah died? If I’d known that, I never would have helped him.

Eric’s eyes spit fire. He’s very angry. Clearly frustrated by the memories this has dragged up, he slams his hands against the steering wheel.

“You seemed very comfortable with him.”

I don’t want to argue, and, trying to keep things calm, I say softly, “Listen, darling, I didn’t know who that man was. I was just being nice and”

“Well, don’t be,” he says, cutting me off. “Someday you’ll realize that here, if you’re so nice to a man, he’ll think you’re flirting.”

That makes me smile.

“Are you jealous?”

Eric doesn’t answer. He just looks at me with those beautiful eyes that drive me crazy. “Should I be?”

I shake my head no while I turn on the car’s CD player, and I’m surprised to find Eric has been listening to my music. Eric protests. I grin as Luis Miguel sings.

Eric’s furrowed brow makes me sigh.

“Is your headache better?”

“Yes.”

I have to do something to snap him out of this.

“Get out of the car,” I say.

“What?” he says, surprised.

I open the door and repeat, “Get out of the car.”

“What for?”

“Get out of the car and you’ll see,” I insist.

He slams the door. That’s so him. Before I get out, I turn the music up as loud as it goes and leave my door open. Susto gets out too. Then I go up to my favorite grouch. “Dance with me,” I say into his pissed-off face and hug him.

“What?”

“Dance with me,” I insist.

“Here?”

“Yes.”

“In the middle of the street?”

“Yes . . . and in the snow. Don’t you think that sounds romantic?”

Eric swears. He’s about to turn around, but I pull on his arm and give him a firm slap on the butt.

“Dance with me!”

Clash of the titans. Germany versus Spain. In the end, when I wrinkle my nose and smile, he gives in.

He hugs me, and it’s a magical, once-in-a-lifetime moment. He dances with me and finally relaxes. I close my eyes in my love’s arms while the music plays.

“There’s something I like about seeing you jealous, darling, but you don’t need to be. You’re my one and only,” I murmur.

We dance in silence until the song ends.

“Feel better?”

He doesn’t answer.

“I love you, Iceman.”

Eric nibbles my lips and murmurs into my mouth, “And I love you, babe.”
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It’s my birthday, March 4. Twenty-six long years. I talk to my family, and they all congratulate me happily. I miss them so much. I want to see them and snuggle with them, and I promise to visit them soon. Sonia, Eric’s mother, makes dinner at her house for my birthday. She’s invited Frida, Andrés, and other friends of ours she knows. I’m happy.

Flyn has given me a pretty glass pendant I wear with pride. This gift was very special. Eric gave me a precious white-gold bracelet engraved with his name and mine, and I can’t get enough of it. It’s wonderful. But what gives me goose bumps is the gift I discover when he tells me to take off the ring he gave me and read the words engraved on the inside: “Tell me what you want, now and forever.”

“When did you put that on there?” I ask.

Eric laughs.

“One night when you were sleeping, I took the ring off you. Norbert took it to a jeweler friend of mine, and when he returned with it a couple of hours later, I put it back on your finger. I knew you wouldn’t take it off and see it.”

I throw my arms around him. His voice hoarse, he kisses me and whispers into my mouth, “Don’t forget, baby, now and forever.”

An hour later, after getting ready, I look at myself in the mirror. I like how I look. I love the black chiffon dress Eric bought me. I decide to leave my hair down because Eric enjoys touching and smelling it, and that turns me on.

The door to the room opens, and the master of my desire appears. He’s so handsome in his dark tuxedo and bow tie.

“What do you think?” I ask.

Eric looks me up and down, and I can feel his thoughts burning into me. Finally, his mouth twists with a dangerous smile.

“Sexy. Exciting. Wonderful.”

I let him take me in his arms. His hands touch my bare back, and I smile when his mouth finds mine. For a few seconds, we enjoy each other, turning each other on, and just when I’m about to rip off his tuxedo, he pulls away from me.

“Let’s go, sweetheart. My mother’s waiting for us.”

I look at the clock. It’s five o’clock.

“We’re going to your mother’s so soon?”

“Better sooner than later, don’t you think?”

Damned Germans, always in a hurry!

“Give me five minutes and I’ll be down.”

Eric nods. He gives me another kiss on the lips and disappears from the room, leaving me alone. With no time to lose, I put on my high heels, look back in the mirror, and touch up my lips. I smile, pick up the little purse that matches my dress, and, ready to have a good time, I exit the room.

When I’m walking down the pretty staircase, Simona comes to meet me.

“You look beautiful, Miss Judith.”

Happy, I smile and give her a hug. Susto and Calamar come to say hello too.

“Mr. Zimmerman and Flyn are waiting in the living room,” she says, while pulling the dogs away.

Delighted by life and with a big smile on my face, I head there. When I open the door, an electric shock runs through my body, and I lift my hand to my mouth and burst into tears.

Standing in front of me are my father, my sister, and my niece.

I can’t say a word. I can’t take a step. All I can do is cry while my father rushes toward me and hugs me.

“Papá! Papá, I’m so happy you’re here!”

“Auntie!”

My niece dashes over to give me a big kiss along with my sister. They all hug me, and for a few minutes, a chaotic mix of laughter, crying, and shrieks of joy takes over the living room. I see Eric’s excitement, but I also notice the serious look on Flyn’s face.

When I pull myself together after the wonderful surprise, I wipe the tears off my cheeks.

“But . . . but when did you get here?”

My father is more excited than I am. “An hour ago. It’s pretty cold in Germany,” he says.

“Ooooh, babe, you look amazing in that dress!”

I make a turn in front of my sister.

“It was a gift from Eric. You really think it looks amazing?”

“Stunning.”

I don’t see my brother-in-law in the living room. “Jesús didn’t come?”

“No . . . Workyou know how it is.”

I nod, and my sister smiles. I give her a kiss. I love her so much. My niece, who’s acting crazy, wraps herself around my waist.

“You wouldn’t believe how cool Uncle Eric’s plane is! The flight attendant gave me candy bars and vanilla milkshakes.”

Eric takes me by the hand and kisses it.

“I talked to your father and sister a couple of days ago, and they were delighted to come spend your birthday with you. Are you happy?”

Like a little girl, I grin from ear to ear.

“Very. This is the greatest gift.”

For a few seconds, we look into each other’s eyes. Love. That’s what Eric gives me. But the moment is shattered.

“I want to go to Sonia’s house!” Flyn demands.

What’s wrong with him? But, when I see his furrowed brow, I understand. He’s jealous. For him, so many strangers all of a sudden are a bad sign. Eric, aware of his nephew’s state, moves away from me and tousles Flyn’s hair in a gesture of comfort.

“We’ll go soon. Don’t worry.”

The kid spins around and sits down on the sofa, turning his back to all of us. Eric sighs, and my sister, to change the subject, butts in. “This house is a beauty.”

Eric smiles.

“Thank you, Raquel,” he says. “Show them the house and their rooms, sweetheart. We’ll have to leave for my mother’s in a couple of hours.”

I smile, and together we go to the kitchen where I introduce them to Simona and Norbert, and to Susto and Calamar. Then we go to the garage, where they whistle when they see our swanky cars.

When we leave the garage, I show them the bathrooms and the offices, and my sister, unsurprisingly, can’t stop letting out little shrieks of satisfaction while she takes it all in. When I open a door and reveal the huge indoor pool, she loses her mind.

“Oh, babe, this is unbelievable!”

“How cool!” yells Luz. “Geez, Auntie, you have a pool and everything!”

The little girl goes to the edge and touches the water. Her grandpa, amused, warns her.

“Luz, my sweetheart . . . get away from the edge. You’ll fall in.”

My father quickly grabs her by the hand, but the girl pulls away, and, standing beside my sister and me, she gets a naughty look on her face.

“Should I throw you both in the pool?”

“Luz!” my sister shouts, looking at my dress.

“As soon as this girl sees a puddle of water, she goes crazy,” my father jokes.

I laugh. If my amazing dress gets wet, it’ll cause some drama, so I look at my niece knowingly.

“If you throw me in with the dress Eric gave me, I’ll get mad. If you don’t throw me in, I promise we’ll spend a long time in the pool tomorrow. Which do you prefer?”

My niece quickly puts her finger in front of mine. It’s our way of agreeing. I put my finger against hers, and we both wink an eye and smile at each other.

“OK, Auntie, but tomorrow we’ll swim, right?”

“I promise, darling.” I smile, delighted.

“Remember, Luz, we’re going home tomorrow afternoon,” my sister insists.

Once we leave the pool area, I take my family up to the second floor. I have to hold back my urge to laugh at the look of admiration on my sister’s face as she takes everything in. She’s flipping over everything, up to and including the wallpaper.

After helping them settle into their rooms, I hurry them along to get dressed. We have to leave in an hour for dinner at Eric’s mother’s house. When I get back to the living room, Eric and Flyn are busy with PlayStation, at max volume as always. Neither of them notices me when I come in.

I hear the boy say, “I don’t like that loudmouthed girl.”

“Flyn . . . that’s enough.”

Not making a sound, I stand still to listen to them as they go on.

“But I don’t want her to”

“Flyn . . .”

The boy sighs while working his PlayStation controller.

“Girls are a drag, Uncle.”

“No, they’re not,” my Iceman responds.

“They’re clumsy, and they’re crybabies. They just want you to say nice things to them and give them kisses. Don’t you see that?”

Unable to hold back my laughter, I cautiously come up to Flyn’s ear and murmur, “Someday you’ll be happy to kiss a girl and say nice things to her, you’ll see!”

Eric bursts out laughing while Flyn drops the PlayStation control and walks out of the living room. Once we’re alone, I turn off the sound on the game, come up to my boyfriend, and sit carefully on his lap so as not to wrinkle my pretty dress.

“I’m going to kiss you.”

“Perfect,” my Iceman agrees.

I run my fingers through his hair.

I put my lips against his mouth and tempt him.

“You made me very happy today, bringing my family to your house.”

“Our house, baby,” he corrects me.

I don’t say another word. I put my hands behind his neck and kiss him. I push my tongue into his mouth possessively. He does the same. And after an incredible, wonderful, tasty, and exciting kiss, I let him go. He looks at me.

“I love your explosive kisses.”

“You’ve never heard that when a Spanish woman kisses you, she kisses you for real?”

Eric laughs.

I love seeing him so happy, and, just when we’re about to kiss again, Flyn appears before us, arms crossed. He looks angry. Behind him, my niece peeks out, wearing a blue velvet dress.

“Why won’t the Chinese boy talk to me?”

Flyn furrows his brow and huffs. Oh, poor thing! I quickly get up from Eric’s lap and scold my niece.

“Luz, his name is Flyn. And he’s German.”

The girl looks at him. Then she looks at Eric, who has gotten up and is standing next to his nephew; then she looks at me, and, finally, with her typical gift of gab, she insists, “But his eyes look Chinese. Don’t you see that, Auntie?”

Oh my God! What an embarrassing situation. In the end, Eric crouches down and looks my niece in the eye.

“Darling, Flyn was born in Germany, and he’s German. His dad was Korean, and his mom is German like me, and”

“But if he’s German, why isn’t he blond like you?” the little treasure continues.

“He just told you, Luz,” I interrupt. “His dad was Korean.”

“Are Koreans Chinese?”

“No, Luz,” I answer while I look at her, trying to get her to shut up.

But no. She’s nosy as ever. “Then why are his eyes like that?”

I’m frozen. Then my father and sister walk into the room in their finest clothes.

My father sees the look on my face screaming “Help!” and quickly figures out that something is going on with my niece. He picks her up and encourages her to look out the window as a distraction, and I breathe a sigh of relief.

Flyn hisses in German, “I don’t like that girl.”

Eric and I swap glances, quietly agreeing to try not to make a big deal out of it. Ten minutes later, we’re all in Eric’s Mitsubishi, driving to Sonia’s house.

When we get there, the house is all lit up, and several cars are parked by the side of the road. My father is surprised by the grandeur of the estate.

“These folks sure know how to throw a party!” he says to me.

That makes me smile, but the smile is cut off when I see the look on Flyn’s face. He’s still very uncomfortable.

Once we’re in the house, Sonia and Marta lovingly greet my family, and they both tell me how great I look in my dress. Flyn walks away, and I see my niece walking off behind him. Ten minutes later, I’m feeling like the happiest woman on the planet, surrounded by the people who love me and matter most to me in the world.

I know the man Sonia is going out with. How about that Trevor! He’s not handsome. Not even attractive. But after five minutes with him, I can feel his magnetism. Even my sister is smiling at him like a fool. Eric, on the other hand, just watches him and draws his own conclusions. He’s obviously not crazy about his mother having a new boyfriend, but he respects the situation.

Frida talks to my sister. They remember each other from when they met at the motocross race. They’re both mothers, and they talk about their kids. I listen to them for a while, and then my sister walks away.

“Soon there’ll be a private party at the Nacht,” Frida whispers in my ear.

“Oh, how interesting!”

“Very . . . very interesting,” Frida jokes, amused.

I smile while the blood rises to my cheeks.

During the party, I can’t stop laughing with my sister. She’s a tireless critic, and her evaluations of certain things are worth hearing. Sonia, delighted to organize this party for me, takes me aside.

“Judith, I’m so glad to be able to celebrate this birthday party in my house with your family.”

“Thank you, Sonia. You’ve been so kind to have us all.”

She smiles and points at Flyn. “Did you like your gift?”

I touch my neck and show her.

“It’s beautiful.”

“I want you to know that the other day, when my grandson called to ask me to take him to a mall and help him buy you a birthday present, I couldn’t believe it. I was so excited he called and asked me for help. It’s the first time he’s done that. And, on the way, he talked to me like he never has before. He even asked me about his mother and if I wanted him to call me ‘Grandma.’”

She’s emotional, and after shaking her head as if to say “I don’t wanna cry!” she goes on. “He also told me how happy he is you’re living with him.”

“Really?”

“Yes, darling. The only reason I didn’t fall on my ass was because I was already sitting down.”

We both laugh.

“I told you as soon as I met you that you’re the best thing that could’ve happened to Eric.”

“And your son is the best thing that could’ve happened to me,” I insist.

Sonia nods her head. She agrees.

“That son of mine, as pigheaded and bossy as he is, was so lucky to find you. And I can’t even tell you about Flyn. You’re perfect for them. By the way, Jurgen tells me you’re a wonderful motocross rider. I’d like to come see you someday. When will you sign up for a race?”

I shrug my shoulders. I still don’t want Eric to find out.

“When I do, I’ll let you know. And thank you for the bike. It’s great!”

“At the risk of the earful I’ll be hearing when Eric finds out and how angry he’ll be with me, I’m happy to know you’re having a great time. I’m sure Hannah is smiling down on seeing her beloved bike given new life and being well looked after in your house.”

My house. Those words sound so good. After the last argument, Eric hasn’t referred to the house as “his house” again, and now Sonia’s doing the same thing. Moved, I give her a kiss.

“You already know, if your son throws me out when he finds out, I’ll be needing a room.”

“You can have the whole house, darling.”

“Thank you. That’s good to know.”

We both laugh, and Eric comes up to us.

“What are the two most important women in my life planning?”

Sonia gives him a kiss on the cheek. “Knowing you, darling, nothing you’d like,” she jokes as she walks away.

Eric looks at her, taken aback; then he lays his striking eyes on me. Shrugging my shoulders, I respond in an angelic voice, “I don’t know what she’s talking about.” To change the subject, I whisper, “Frida told me they’re putting together another private party at the Nacht.”

My love smiles and brings his mouth close to mine. “Yes, baby.”

We walk to the table, and Eric gallantly pulls out a chair for me. He kisses my bare shoulder. He takes a seat across from me, right beside my father and Flyn.

Suddenly, my sister, who is sitting next to me, whispers, “Babe, can I ask you a question?”

“You can ask fifty,” I answer.

Raquel looks surreptitiously to her left and comes close to me. “I’m lost with all these knives and forks and nuisances. The silverware, how do you use it? Outside in or inside out?”

I understand her perfectly. I learned the protocol at business dinners. In our house, like in the vast majority of homes in the world, we just use one knife and one fork for every meal. “Outside in.”

I quickly observe how my sister shows my father, and he nods, relieved. They’re so cute!

“And which is my bread?”

I look at the rolls in front of us.

“The one on the left.”

Raquel smiles again. Eric sees it all happen and gives me a knowing look, and I go cross-eyed. His laughter touches my soul just as the look on my face seems to touch his heart.

Later that night, after a wonderful evening during which they sing “Happy Birthday” and give me lovely gifts, we return home, all of us delighted and exhausted. Sonia is an amazing party organizer, and she made that clear tonight.

Everyone lies down, and Eric and I walk to our room and shut the door. Without turning on the lights, we look at each other. The glow of the streetlamp that comes in through the window is the only light that lets us see each other’s faces. Unable to go another second without touching him, I lovingly wrap my arms around his neck.

“Tell me what you want, now and forever,” I whisper.

Eric kisses me, nods, and repeats, close to my mouth, “Now and forever.”
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After a wonderful morning in the pool, like I promised my niece, my family has to return to Spain. It hurts to see them go, but I’m happy to have spent even a few hours with them.

“Come on, baby, smile,” says Eric, pinching my cheek when we stop at a traffic light.

“I miss them so much,” I murmur.

The light turns green, and Eric peels off. I look out the window, and, suddenly, the music is playing at top volume. Shocked, I look at my guy, and he’s singing “Highway to Hell” by AC/DC at the top of his lungs.

I can only blink.

It’s the first time I’ve seen him sing like that. I laugh, and he exaggerates his rock-star moves. Eric moves his head to the beat of the music, and, with his hand, he encourages me to sing and do the same. Amused, I start singing with him, my voice almost a scream. We look at each other and laugh. Suddenly, he parks the car. We keep singing, and when the song ends, we both laugh again.

“I’ve always liked that song,” Eric says.

“You like AC/DC?”

He turns down the volume.

“Of course. I haven’t always been so serious,” he says.

For a few minutes, he explains his rock-and-roll life as a youngster, and I listen, surprised. Look at the Iceman! But when he finishes his tale, my smile has disappeared. Eric looks at me. He knows I’m thinking about my family again. He sees the pain in my eyes over their departure.

“Get out of the car.”

“What?”

“Get out of the car,” he insists.

I know what he’s about to do. “You Are the Sunshine of My Life” by Stevie Wonder is playing on the radio. Eric turns the volume up as loud as it goes, gets out of the car, and walks toward me.

God, is he going to do it?

Is he going to dance with me in the middle of the street?

“Dance with me,” he says, standing before me with determination.

I throw myself into his arms. This makes me so happy.

“As the song says, you’re the sunshine of my life, and if I see you sad, I can’t be happy,” he whispers in my ear. “I promise, baby, we’ll go to Spain whenever you want, and your family will come to our house whenever they want, but, please, smile; if I don’t see you smile, I can’t be happy.”

His words touch my whole heart. I hug him and nod. I dance with him and enjoy this magical moment. People walk by and look at us, but I don’t care what they think, and I know Eric doesn’t either. When the song ends, I’m happy and full of joy.

“I love you with all my heart, Eric.”

“I’m still waiting for you to decide to marry me.”

“Darling . . . that was an impulse. You didn’t take it seriously, did you?”

“Yes,” he says.

“But, Eric, I’m not about getting married and stuff like that. You know that.”

My crazy love kisses me.

Is he really talking about marriage?

To distract him, I smile and ask cheekily, “Pink Moët and Chandon?”

“Uh-huh!” he says with a grin.

He nibbles at my lips, and, when we’re both satisfied, we get in the car. It’s cold. Suddenly, Eric’s phone dings. He’s received a message.

“Dear, I have to go by the office for a moment. Do you mind?”

Head over heels in love with this man, I shake my head no and smile. Twenty minutes later, we’re at the building. It’s ten o’clock at night, and few people are still in the streets. When we walk into the lobby, the security guards greet us.

When we get to the presidential floor, I see no one there. The office is completely empty. I have to go to the ladies’ room.

“Eric, where are the restrooms here?”

He points to my right, and I hurry toward them.

“I’ll wait for you in my office.”

Once I do what I need to do, I look in the mirror and fix my hair. Dressed in jeans and the red sweater my father gave me, I look younger than I am.

I think about what Eric told me minutes before. A wedding? Should we really get married?

With a radiant smile on my face, I leave the ladies’ room and head toward Eric’s office. When I open the door, my jaw drops, and my smile disappears at the sight of Amanda standing in front of Eric, all dressed up in a sexy, suggestive red dress. That whore!

They don’t see me right away, so I watch how she bends down toward Eric while she shows him some papers. Her breasts are too close to him, and I can tell she wants something more than work. Eric smiles. She touches his shoulder, and he doesn’t say a word. I could kill them both!

I keep watching them for a few minutes. They talk. They look at papers. Amanda then sits on the desk and crosses her legs flirtatiously in front of my Iceman. My jealousy is intense. Too intense. Dangerous. When I can’t take it anymore, I slam the office door, and they both look at me.

My face is no longer that of the sweet young woman in the restroom. This woman and her schemes bring out the worst in me. The look of surprise on Amanda’s face says it all. She wasn’t expecting me here. With determination and a certain cheekiness, I walk up to them both. Eric looks at me with an arched brow.

“Amanda, long time no see!”

She gets down off the desk, straightens her dress, and takes a few steps away from Eric. She touches her immaculately styled blonde hair, fixes her impersonal eyes on me, and responds with a prefabricated smile. “Judith, sweetie, how good to see you.”

Liar.

She walks up to greet me, but I stop her.

“Don’t even think about touching me, understand?”

Eric stands up, but before he can open his mouth, I say, “Shut up, you. I’m talking to Amanda.”

She smiles. She’s enjoying the look of displeasure on Eric’s face. We stare at each other with hate. It’s clear we’ll never be friends.

“You work for Eric. For my boyfriend. Stick to that, and don’t look for anything more.”

“Jude . . . ,” Eric growls.

But, paying him no heed, I continue. “If I see you trying anything else with him, I swear you’ll regret it. It won’t be like the last time we saw each other. Understand?”

Eric takes a step forward. Amanda looks at us.

“I think . . . I think you’ve got it all wrong, sweetie.”

Determined to mark my territory, I put a finger on her prominent cleavage and hiss, “Leave out the ‘sweetie’ and all the other bullshit. Keep away from Eric, you bitch. Understand?”

“Jude . . . ,” Eric scolds me, incredulous.

Amanda, humiliated, picks up her things and leaves, but, before she does, she looks over her shoulder. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” she says.

Eric nods. She leaves, and I seethe.

“If you tell me you didn’t notice how that slut was coming on to you a few seconds ago, I swear I’ll pick up that statue on the desk and split your head open.” He doesn’t respond, so I go on. “That idiot was putting her tits in your face, and you were letting it happen.”

“You’re wrong.”

“No, I’m not wrong. You and Amanda get along so well, you don’t even realize it, do you? Well, great . . . let’s keep it that way! Next time I see Fernando, since we get on so well, regardless of what you think or feel, I’ll sit on his lap when I talk to him, or put my tits in his face. What do you think of that?”

“You’re taking this too far, Jude,” he says, obviously incensed.

“Bullshit!” I shout. “You’re the one who’s taken it too far.”

His pissed-off face says a thousand words. I know I’m exaggerating; I saw Amanda flirting, not Eric, but I can’t stop myself.

“You should have already cut things off with Amanda. I’ve seen how she looks at you, and . . . and . . . if I hadn’t been with you, you would have ended up throwing her down on the desk just like before, wouldn’t you?”

“If I were you, I wouldn’t keep going . . . ,” he cautions coldly.

“Aren’t you curious why she had to call you to the office at this hour?” He doesn’t answer. “Didn’t you see how she was dressed? She was just looking for sex. And you’re such an idiot, you don’t realize that, right?”

Eric still doesn’t answer. My words have clearly upset him. He picks up the papers Amanda left on the desk.

“There is absolutely nothing between Amanda and me. I’m not going to deny she still tries to seduce me, but I don’t pay her any attention and . . .”

“You asshole!” I shout, out of my mind. “You know she’s still trying, but you don’t pay her any attention. Great, Eric! Next time I see that Leonard guy whose car I fixed, even though he’s trying to seduce me, I’ll let him. Sure, no worries, I won’t pay him any attention even though he tries. I’m sure you wouldn’t mind, right?”

That infuriates him. He sticks the papers in his briefcase, and, not looking at me, he walks out of the office. I follow him. We ride the elevator down in silence. I follow him to the car. We get in and drive the whole way home without saying a word. Our jealousy and insecurity are killing us. When we get home and he puts the car in the garage, he goes into his office and I go to my room. I slam the door and sit down on the fluffy rug.

I’m fuming!

I look toward the picture window. All I can see is darkness. I turn on my laptop, look at my email, and talk to my friends on Facebook; the conversation relaxes me.

Hours pass, and we still haven’t spoken. Neither of us thinks about our brief conversation concerning marriage. The clock shows two o’clock in the morning, and each of us still has a sense of wounded pride. Suddenly, my email light blinks. I have a message.

Eric! With my heart beating as fast as it can, I open the email and read:

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: March 6, 2013, 02:11

For: Judith Flores

Subject: I can’t go on without talking to you

Darling, I know you’re right about everything you said, but I would NEVER cheat on you with Amanda or anyone else.

I love you madly and passionately.

Eric. The asshole.

When I read it, a silly little smile settles on my face.

How did he already win me over with an email?

I’m tempted to respond. But no. I won’t. I refuse to give in so easily. Ten minutes later, he sends another email.

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: March 6, 2013, 02:21

For: Judith Flores

Subject: Tell me what you want

Baby, the sincerity and trust between us are essential. The words “Tell me what you want, NOW AND FOREVER” encompass absolutely everything between us.

Think about it.

I love you.

Eric. A tortured asshole.

 

I smile again.

Of course, I can’t deny Eric has become more open and fun over the past few months. I want to answer, but my fingers won’t cooperate. Another email.

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: March 6, 2013, 02:30

For: Judith Flores

Subject: Tell me yes

Do you fancy a glass of pink Moët & Chandon? I’m waiting for you in the kitchen.

Eric. A crazy, passionate, and tortured asshole.

I burst out laughing. I adore him.

More than a half hour passes. I read the emails like a hundred times, and a hundred times I smile. He doesn’t send another. My tummy rumbles. I’m hungry. I go to the kitchen, where I find Eric sitting at the table in front of the bottle of pink Moët & Chandon, along with Susto. The dog comes up to me and says hi. I touch his little bony head, and Eric looks at me. He knows I’ve read the emails and no doubt hopes I’ll take the second step.

I walk toward the fridge. As I’m about to open it, I notice my love’s body behind me. Every hair on my body stands on end. I don’t move. I don’t breathe. His strong hands wrap around my waist, and he holds me against his body. I close my eyes and lean back against his chest, and he murmurs into my ear, “I have no wish to be angry with you.”

“Me neither.”

Eric nibbles on my earlobe.

“I could never fall for Amanda’s games. I love you too much to lose you.”

His words are exactly what I needed to hear. I turn around. He cups my face with his hands and kisses my forehead, my eyes, my cheeks, the tip of my nose, my chin, and then he does what I like best. He sucks on my top lip, then the bottom, lightly bites me, and then dives into my mouth. He puts his hand behind my neck as I stand on tiptoes to reach his height. He takes me in his strong arms and doesn’t let me go.

“Now and forever. Don’t forget that, baby.”

I nod and kiss him again. I want him. That’s all there is to it. In each other’s arms, we head to our room. There, my love closes the latch as I take my clothes off, not looking away from him for a second. We make mad, passionate love for hours that night, sealing our commitment the way we do best.
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We don’t say another word about the wedding. I’m thankful for that. In spite of our love for each other, we are two titans, and when we crash into each other, it scares us both. I know Amanda went back to London because of Eric. The farther away from me she is, the better.

Simona and I continue enjoying Emerald Madness. I’m totally hooked on the soap opera. When Eric finds out, he makes fun of me. He can’t believe I’m addicted to something like this. Neither can I, but I love it nonetheless.

One afternoon, when Eric gets home, I’m working on my motorbike. When I hear the car, I quickly throw the blue tarp over it and leave the garage. I run to my room, but I wash my hands first. He doesn’t notice a thing. You can’t see where the motorbike is hidden, and even though I breathe a sigh of relief, every day it’s harder to hide the secret from him. My conscience tells me I’m doing something wrong. I’m torturing myself, but I don’t know how to tell him.

On Saturday night, Eric and I go to Nacht’s private party. I’m finally going to get to see this well-known swingers’ bar. Eric introduces me to Heidi and Luigi. Frida and Andrés come join us, and, a little later, Björn arrives with a lady friend. Enjoying myself, I’m having a drink when Dexter shows up.

“Goddess, you’re amazing,” he whispers in my ear when I lean down to greet him. “I’m dying to see you held down between two men.”

My stomach twists at the thought.

One drink follows another, and the place fills up. Everyone seems to know each other, and they chat comfortably. Eric asks me to dance. I accept, and we walk into a dark room with a faint purple light.

“I won’t let you go. Don’t worry.”

Michael Bublé is singing “Cry Me a River.” Eric kisses me, and I enjoy his closeness. We dance, almost in the dark. He’s getting turned on. I can feel him getting hard as he kisses my neck. Suddenly, I feel hands behind me. Someone is touching my waist. I can’t see the person’s face, but I quickly figure out who it is.

“Our song is playing, beautiful,” Björn says.

We dance to the beat of the music like we did that day at his house while I let his hands roam over my body. The song is sexy, exciting, and my two men drive me crazy. Eric kisses me and slides his hand under my dress, reaches my thong, and rips it off me.

“You don’t need it here,” he whispers.

I feel lustful. Hot.

At that moment, Björn turns me around, and my breasts are all his. He brushes his mouth along the neckline of my dress and bites my nipples through it. They harden instantly. Then his mouth is on my neck, my cheeks, my nose, but when he reaches the edge of my mouth, he stops.

He doesn’t cross the line; he knows he shouldn’t. Meanwhile, Eric lifts my dress and touches my behind in the darkness. He squeezes me against him. Björn, turned on, does the same. Eric turns me around again, and now it’s Björn who is squeezing my ass.

The dark room is jammed with people. The music changes, and now the voice of Mariah Carey singing “My All” fills the space. Björn’s hands disappear while Eric keeps nibbling on my lips. I can hear moans around us, and imagining what people are doing is turning me on even more.

“You get me so hot, darling. I’m so hard, thinking of how I’m going to make you mine right here,” my Iceman whispers.

Unable to see him through the darkness that surrounds us, I murmur, “I am yours. Do whatever you want with me.”

I hear his chuckle in my ear.

“Careful, baby. Hearing you say that is dangerous. I’m so horny tonight.”

“Me too,” I manage to say as I try to breathe.

“You’re my fantasy, sweetheart.”

Emboldened by his words, I grab his ass, pull him against me, and whisper, eager for what’s coming, “I like being your fantasy. What do you want to try with me today?”

Eric’s dick is rock hard against my middle. He’s still kissing me as we dance to the beat of the music.

“I want to see you with another woman,” he says. “I’ll look at you. I’ll watch you. And when your moans drive me to the edge, I’ll fuck you, and then I’ll have two other guys fuck you while I watch and fuck the other woman. What do you think?”

I gasp . . . and close my eyes.

I’m wet, and as I’m about to answer, I feel hands around Eric’s waist. They’re thin and well taken care of. A woman’s. I touch them, and I notice a big ring that feels like a daisy.

Is this the woman Eric wants to see me with?

In the darkness, I let the stranger rub against my love’s body while he kisses me. It turns him on to have two women around him, and it turns me on when he is, so I enjoy feeling how the stranger touches his erection. I take her hand in mine and make her squeeze his cock. We do it together, and Eric gasps.

We stay that way for a while, but Eric never turns around. He lets her touch him, but he stays, squeezing my ass, focused on my mouth. When the song ends, ignoring the other woman, we leave the dark room and enter another, different from the first.

I see Björn with the girl he came with. He and Dexter make her gasp while they both touch her breasts. Eric takes me to the bar. I look around but don’t see Frida or Andrés. We order drinks, and he pulls up a barstool so I can sit down. My love looks at me with affection and brushes his knuckles against my face as he says, “I love you.”

Soon after, a woman comes up to us, and Eric introduces me. “This is the woman who’s going to play with you. Do you like her?” Eric whispers into my ear.

I run my eyes over her and nod. Suddenly Eric issues an order.

“Open your legs, Jude.”

I do as he says, and the woman touches my legs. Her hand rises over my thighs until she reaches my vagina, where she places her palm.

“I like them shaved,” she says softly.

Eric nods. “She’s totally shaved,” he adds after taking a sip of his drink.

The woman licks her lips, smiles, places her other hand on one of my breasts, and touches it over my dress, squeezing gently.

“You and I are going to have a great time.”

Shockingly turned on, I nod.

“I really, really like women. And I like you,” she goes on.

I open my legs, and the woman slides a finger inside me, not caring that we’re in a room full of people. I lift my chin and move forward on the stool so she has better access.

The other woman takes her hand out from between my legs, sucks the finger that was inside me, and smiles.

I do the same.

“We’ll be waiting for you in the black room.”

Without another word, the woman walks away.

“Ready to play?” Eric asks.

I’m so turned on that my lips quiver when I smile and nod my agreement. Holding hands, we go through a door and down a hallway, and I see Frida and Andrés on the bed in an open room. Frida doesn’t see me; she’s totally wrapped up, enjoying herself as she gives Andrés head and another man penetrates her.

Hot.

Eric and I look at each other, but we keep going. He opens a door, and we’re in the black room. I can’t see a thing.

“Don’t move,” my love says.

Seconds later, the room lights up faintly with a lilac color as a porn film is projected on each of its walls. Curious, I look around. There are a round bed, an armchair, some sort of countertop and, in the back, a glass screen with a shower behind it. Eric takes me in his arms, kisses my ear, and sucks on it while we watch the hot images projected on the walls. Five minutes later, the door opens. In walks the woman who touched me earlier, naked and with a double-ended vibrator in her hands.

“They’re on their way,” she says.

Eric nods. I don’t know who’s on their way, but I don’t care. Eric sits down on the bed.

“Diana, take my girlfriend’s clothes off,” he says.

I don’t move and just let her take over.

The whole situation turns me on.

My love’s eyes cloud over while the woman unbuttons my dress. My dress falls to the floor, and I stand there, wearing just my garter tights, heels, and bra.

The woman runs her hands over my body and tells me to sit down on the countertop on one side of the room. Eric comes over, lays me down, and parts my thighs. Diana’s mouth goes straight to my mound; she slides her tongue inside me.

Eric watches us as she licks me. I look at him and gasp as he gets undressed. He touches his stiff cock, and I scream with pleasure as the woman slides one side of the double-ended vibrator inside me. God!

She moves it with practiced ease while her mouth plays with my clitoris. I close my eyes and enjoy it. I open up to her and move my hips, wanting more. She knows what she’s doing, and I’m liking it a lot. A whole lot.

I open my eyes. Eric’s watching, and, suddenly, Diana jumps up on the countertop, not taking the vibrator out of my body, and sticks the other end inside herself. With skill and technique, she lies on top of me, grabs me by the hips, and starts fucking me. The double-ended vibrator slides in and out of both of us at the same time, and our gasps are synchronized. Her rhythm intensifies while I get closer and closer to coming. She takes my body while I take hers until we’re both arched and our orgasms make us scream.

I look at my love. He doesn’t move, and Diana skillfully pulls the double-ended vibrator out of both of us and gets off the countertop.

“Give me your juice . . . Give it to me.”

She licks me with her desperate mouth. She wants my orgasm. She sucks on me with expertise, and I come again. That’s never happened to me before. I never would have imagined that a woman could make me orgasm twice in less than two minutes, but Diana makes it happen with ease. I give in to it, willing to let her do it a thousand more times. Eric comes closer, and I hold out my hand for him while she enjoys me.

When she’s done and I’m limp, Eric lifts me off the countertop, his hard cock bumping against my legs. He places me on the bed and sits down to one side of me while Diana sits on the other. Four hands run over my body, and I gasp. The door opens, and a naked man walks in. He watches our game while I focus on how his cock grows as he stares.

We stop, and the newcomer introduces himself as Jefrey.

“Did you like Diana?” Eric leans down to ask.

“Yes . . . ,” I say.

He kisses me, and when he pulls away from my mouth, I whisper, “Can I ask you something?”

My love pushes the hair off my forehead and nods. “Whatever you want.”

Worked up, I sit up to the side of the bed and push Eric down. “I want to watch Jefrey jerk you off.”

Jefrey immediately agrees, but Eric doesn’t say a word.

“I’m yours, right?” I say to my love. Eric nods. “And you’re mine, right?”

Eric closes his eyes and seems to think about my proposition; when he opens them, he nods his consent. I kiss him. I know what this means for him, and I like it. I sit to one side and touch his nipples.

“Jefrey, show my boyfriend a good time.”

Not waiting a second, Jefrey kneels on the bed, takes Eric’s cock in his hand, and massages it. He moves up and down, and Eric closes his eyes. Diana sits by my side and touches my breasts. Jefrey touches my love, pulls on him, and puts his entire penis in his mouth. Eric’s body arches, and he gasps. I like seeing that, and I move close to his mouth.

“Open your legs, darling.”

He does as I say. Jefrey moves in between Eric’s legs to lick, suck, and turn on the man I love. I tell the woman who’s touching me to suck his nipples. She does, and I find myself getting off on controlling the situation. Turns out I like giving orders just as much as I like obeying them. With his mouth busy, Jefrey slips his free hands toward my love’s behind, and Eric writhes. He seems to be enjoying the man’s touch.

“Look at me.”

Eric obeys and fixes his blue eyes on me while I feel every hair on his body stand on end thanks to what the man is doing to him. His body arches. The rough pleasure Jefrey is giving him, which he’s never tried before, livens him up. Suddenly, I notice Eric has one of his hands on Jefrey’s head. He pushes him lower on his penis. He wants more. I smile. My love gasps, and, crazy turned on, I push Jefrey away, straddle Eric, and ease him inside me.

He grabs my hips and pulls me against him, desperate for his orgasm, while Jefrey and the woman watch. When my love lets out a moan, I thrust against him and he lets go.

Lying on top of him, I wrap my arms around him and kiss him.

“Good, darling?”

“Yes, baby. You finally did it.”

That makes me laugh. Suddenly, the door opens. Dexter comes in with a naked man. Eric stands up and gets into the shower while I stay on the bed. Diana can’t resist and starts touching me again. Dexter smiles and comes closer, showing me the little chains on his nipples. Without his needing to ask, I move my breasts close to him, and he pinches them with the clamps. Then he pulls on the chains and murmurs, “Goddess . . . turn me on.”

Eric comes back to us and sits down on an armchair. I remember he wants to watch. The woman beside me whispers that she wants my vagina again. I agree and, lying on the bed, open my legs and guide her face toward it. Demandingly, I grab her by her hair while she sucks on me. I’m the one who determines the intensity this time. She grabs the chain between my breasts, and every time she sucks on my clitoris with her lips, she pulls down on the chain, and I cry out.

We are a hot, sexy show for four men, and I love it. Dexter is breathing heavily, and Eric eats me up with his eyes. The men enjoy what they’re seeing between us, and I enjoy being watched.

When my orgasm makes me convulse, Diana greedily sucks me again. Eric calls to her, takes her away from me, and tells her to straddle him. Like a god, all powerful, my master looks at me.

“I want to see how they fuck you.”

I look at the two men who’ve been watching me. They’ve put on condoms, and both climb up on the bed and start touching me while Eric lets himself go with the woman. Dexter comes closer to me, grabs me by the chain, and, pulling on it until he stretches my nipples as far as they’ll go, he hisses, taking it off me.

“Let me make your ass red.”

I turn around and offer it to him. After kissing it, he gives me six lashes. Three on each side. Then he lays his face against each cheek and feels their heat.

“Now, goddess . . . now you’re ready.”

Jefrey lays me down on the bed and sucks my stinging nipples. As strange as it seems, even though they hurt, the tingling I feel from his licks gets me off. The demand in Jefrey’s movements is exciting, and when the time is right, I get on top of him.

“Offer him your breasts,” Eric says.

I lean down over Jefrey, and my breasts go in his mouth. He sucks them, licks them, and gets them hard while the other man touches my waist and bites around my ribs. We stay that way a few minutes, until Jefrey, in my love’s attentive sight, penetrates me. He rocks me at will, and I gasp. Holding on to my waist, he moves me back and forth, and he lunges into me with no mercy. I’m drowning in sensation, and Eric doesn’t take his eyes off me.

Suddenly, I feel the other man give me a slap, spread my buttocks, and fill me with lube. He confidently slides a finger into my anus and starts moving it while Jefrey penetrates me without stopping. I gasp. Eric stands. He gets up on the bed and comes close to me.

“Are you ready, darling?”

Burning hot, I nod, and then the other man puts his cock in my ass and starts pushing into me until he impales me completely. I gasp at the feeling of being filled completely before my love’s eyes. There’s no pain. Only pleasure. Again and again, the men push in and out of me, and I can’t get enough. Diana lies down on the bed, takes Eric’s huge erection, and sticks it in her mouth. She sucks it. She apparently enjoys it.

“That’s right, darling . . . That’s right . . . Arch your back . . . ,” Eric murmurs to me, seemingly entranced by what he sees, until he lets out a manly groan and comes in her mouth.

The men keep pushing deep inside me, and my body accepts them greedily. Dexter tells Jefrey to bite my nipples, and the one behind me to slap me. They do it at the same time as they fuck me. Again . . . and again . . . and again, until I come and they do too.

Afterward, Eric kisses me. He makes the two men pull out of me, takes me by the waist, and carries me in his arms to the shower. The water falls over our bodies, and we don’t speak. My whole body is trembling. It has all been so hot and exciting, I can barely say a word. My Iceman brushes his hand against my face and murmurs, “All right, darling?”

I nod and smile. It’s been amazing.

We find each other with our mouths and eat each other up. Overcome, Eric penetrates me again. He takes me in his arms, and, under the stream of water from the shower, he makes me his. Trapped against the wall, my love pushes deep inside me again and again while my legs wrap around his waist as I crave more and more. We whisper naughty things into each other’s ears, and our desire grows. And when our orgasm makes us scream, we stay leaning against the wall. “You’re going to kill me, baby . . .”

Eric lays me down on the floor, and the water keeps falling over our bodies while we recover. When we eventually get out of the shower and back to the room, I notice that Diana is now in the bed with the other two and Dexter is touching her. I ask Eric, “Is it always like this?”

He nods and draws me close to his body.

“Always. It’s a place to fulfill your fantasies.”

Ten minutes later, Eric and I return fully dressed to the room with the bar. We’re happy and enjoying basking in the afterglow.

After I have drunk a couple of Rum and Cokes, my bladder is about to explode, so I ask him where the ladies’ room is. He shows me, and when I enter, there are two women kissing each other. They look at me, but I just smile and go into a stall, sighing with relief as I pee. I hear more people walk into the restroom, laughing and whispering.

“Oh yeah! Next Friday, I’m having dinner with Raimon Grüher and his parents. I finally got what I wanted. He’s going to ask me to marry him.”

Shrieks of satisfaction. I laugh as another voice says, “Where are you going to dinner with them?”

“The Trattoria da Vincenzo at seven o’clock. The perfect place, right?”

“Wonderful.”

“And exclusive.”

“And so expensive.”

Laughter again.

“But, hey, I thought Raimon wasn’t your type. You like them younger.”

“He’s not, honey, but his money is.” They both laugh, and I gasp. What a gold digger! “He’s not a man who drives me crazy in bed. At his age, what can you expect? But I’ve already solved that with his cousin Alfred and my own friends. In the end, it all stays in the family, right?”

“Oh, Betta! You’re terrible.”

Betta?

Did she say Betta?

My heart starts racing.

“Look who’s talking. You’re no saint, behaving badly in this place without your husband. If Stephen found out, you’d get what’s coming to you.”

I pull down my dress, since I’m not wearing panties because Eric tore them off, and I open the stall door. They all look at me, and I notice Betta is not surprised to see me. From the look on her face, I can tell she already knew I was in here. Before I can do anything, she pushes me, sending me crashing into the wall. But I’m fast. I grab her dress and pull her so she falls flat on the floor. Her friends start shrieking and run in search of help. The two women who were kissing scatter.

When she falls by my side, I look at her hand. I see a ring shaped like a daisy, and, furious, I scream, “You touched him, you bitch? Did you touch Eric?”

She smiles with malice.

“You both liked it at the time, right?”

Her confirmation leaves me without words. I’ll kill her! I give her a slap and then another in front of the horrified face of a woman who’s just going into the stalls. Betta gets up off the floor, and though she’s taller than I am, I’m much quicker and more agile, so when she tries to escape, I throw her against the wall, trapping her against it.

“How dare you touch him?” I scream.

Betta screams when I twist her arm, and, suddenly, Eric grabs me and separates me from her. “For God’s sake, Jude! What are you doing?”

With a ruffled look on her face and reproach in her eyes, Betta shrieks, “Your girlfriend attacked me.”

“You bitch. You attacked me first.”

“Liar!” Looking at Eric, she murmurs, “Darling, don’t believe her. I was in the restroom, and she came in and . . .”

“Shut up, Betta!” Eric exclaims, furious.

“‘Darling’? Did you call him ‘darling’?” I yell, pulling away from Eric’s arms. “Don’t call him ‘darling,’ bitch!”

Eric holds me back again.

“Don’t play her game. Look at me, Jude. Look at me.”

“How dare you touch us? How dare you come close to him? To us?”

“This is a public place, honey. It’s not exclusive to Eric and you.”

“Betta, enough!” shouts Eric, not understanding what we’re talking about.

I’m going to kill her.

A furious Eric tries to calm me down. He pays no attention to Betta until she says, “This is the second time she’s attacked me. What’s wrong with her? Is she an animal?”

That gets Eric’s attention.

“The second time?”

“Yes. At Anita’s store. Marta, your sister, was there, and she attacked me too. The two of them came after me and hit me and . . .”

“You did what?” Eric asks, enraged.

Ashamed to admit it, especially given how he’s looking at me, I answer, “Yes. She deserved it. It was her fault you and I broke up and . . .”

Eric lets go of me and raises his hands to his head.

“For God’s sake, Judith! We’re adults. How could you do something like that?”

Shocked by how he’s taking it, I stare at him and seethe.

“Whoever messes with me gets what they deserve. And this bitch messed with me.”

Alerted to what’s going on, Frida rushes to the restroom. When she sees Betta, she doesn’t think twice. She slaps her.

“Bitch! What are you doing here?” she yells.

Betta looks around. There’s no one to help her.

“I’m going to call the police and report you both.”

“Call them then,” Frida and I say in unison.

That idiot takes out her cell phone and shrieks in frustration, “Why is there no service here?”

Frida and I laugh.

“Get out of here. I’m sure you’ll have service outside. Go on . . . Call the police. It’ll be great for your future in-laws and your little husband to know you were here.”

Andrés comes in, holds on to his wife, and scolds her. Frida protests and leaves the restroom angrily. She can’t stand Betta. Björn, who had been standing to one side of the door, murmurs when he sees his friend so angry.

“This is over. Come on, let’s go back in,” Björn says.

Eric isn’t saying a word when he leaves the restroom. Betta smiles. Incapable of keeping myself in check, I give her a shove that puts her back against the sinks.

“I swear to God this won’t end here.”

Once I stomp angrily out of the restroom, Björn grabs me by the arm and makes me look into his eyes. “That’s not how you fix things, precious,” he says.

“What are you talking about? I don’t want to fix anything with that bitch!”

“Never mind,” he says after I fill him in on what she did to me in Madrid and the split she caused between Eric and me. “Hell, I’m about to walk in there and slap her myself.”

That makes me laugh. When he sees my face, Björn gives me a hug. Eric comes up, fury in his eyes, and hisses, “I’m going home. Are you coming with me, or are you staying with Björn to keep playing?”

Surprised, I stare at him.

“You asshole.”

“Jude . . . ,” Eric says.

“Don’t Jude me. What are you trying to insinuate when you say that?”

Eric doesn’t answer. Björn, amused, pushes me toward Eric.

“C’mon, lovebirds, finish the argument at home in bed!”

We don’t speak in the car.

We’re both irate, but I can’t understand his anger. Betta deserved it. And on top of that, she had the gall to touch him. To touch us.

Damn that woman!

On the way, our phones go off. We’ve received several messages. Neither of us looks at them. I’m sure it’s Frida and Björn making sure we’re all right. When we get home and put the car in the garage, I slam the car door so loud, Eric looks at me. Now in the mood for a fight, I shout, “What’s wrong?”

“Could you not be so rude and close the door more carefully?”

“No.”

He raises an eyebrow, surprised.

“No?”

“No, I don’t want to be careful! I’m so angry with you. First, for shouting at me in front of that bitch, Betta, and second for the bullshit you said about Björn.”

Eric closes his eyes.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Betta?”

“Because I didn’t think it was necessary. It’s between me and her.”

“Between you and her?”

“Exactly. My father taught me not to let myself be pushed around by bad people. That idiot, so as not to call her anything worse, fucked with me. She was a harpy, and she tried to mess up my life. What did you expect? You want me to congratulate her when I see her? You’re crazy!”

Eric rubs his forehead and avoids my gaze.

“I don’t expect you to applaud her. I just expect you to have nothing to do with her. Stay away from Betta and we can live in peace.”

“And what do you have to say about tonight? That . . . that . . . bitch had the gall to come close to us in that dark room. She touched you. She rubbed her dirty hands on your body, and I urged her on without realizing it was her. She touched you in front of me. You think I should forgive her again?”

Eric doesn’t answer. What I just said surprises him.

“She was the woman who . . .”

“Yes, her. That disgusting woman.”

He swears and starts to pace.

“It’s late. Let’s go to bed.”

“Fuck that. I don’t care what time it is. You and I are having an adult conversation, and I’m not going to let you cut it off. I just told you that bitch tricked us again.”

He walks around the garage, cursing.

Suddenly, he notices something. I see my yellow bike helmet. Oh no! I close my eyes and swear. God, not now! Eric walks toward his goal and shouts when he pulls off the blue plastic.

“What’s this motorbike doing here?”

Tonight is going from bad to worse.

“It’s my bike.”

Incredulous, he looks at me, then at the bike, and hisses, “This is Hannah’s bike. What’s it doing here?”

“Your mother gave it to me. She knows I do motocross and . . .”

“This is unbelievable! Unbelievable!”

I know what he’s thinking, and I soften my tone of voice.

“Listen, Eric. Hannah liked the same sport I like, and I don’t have my bike here and . . .”

“You don’t need that bike because you’re not doing motocross. I forbid it!”

That gets to me, and my neck starts to itch.

Who is he to forbid me to do anything?

“You’re wrong, mate,” I say. “I’m going to keep doing motocross. Here, there, and wherever I feel like it. And just so you know, I’ve gone riding with your cousin Jurgen and his friends some mornings. Has anything happened to me? No, nothing has, but you, as always, have to be so dramatic.”

His eyes are blazing. I know I’m digging myself into a hole, but I can’t seem to stop.

“You’ve been hiding it from me?”

“Yes.”

“Why? I think the first thing we asked each other when we got back together was for honesty, right, Judith?”

I don’t answer. I can’t. He’s correct. Suddenly, the garage door opens, and Sonia and Marta walk in.

“You two, we’ve been trying to call you. Why do you even have cell phones if you’re not going to use them?” Sonia says.

I’m surprised to see them here.

“Mom, how could you give this bike to Judith?”

I sigh.

“Son, come on, relax. That bike was just collecting dust, and when Judith told me she did motocross like Hannah, I thought about it and decided to give it to her.”

Eric exhales heavily. “How many times do I have to tell you not to get involved in my life? How many times?”

“Excuse me, Eric. It’s my life!” I clarify, offended.

When she sees her brother’s mood, Marta shouts, pointing at him, “Number one: don’t yell at Mom like that. Number two: Judith is old enough to know what she can or can’t do. Number three: just because you want to live in a glass bubble doesn’t mean we all have to.”

“Shut up, Marta!” Eric shouts.

“You’re not going to shut us up. We’ve been listening to you from inside the house. And I have to tell you, I understand why Judith chose not to say anything about the bike or the other stuff. How could she? It’s impossible to talk to you. You’re Mr. Command and Control. You have to get what you want, or you throw a huge fit.” And, looking at me, she says, “Have you told him about Mom and me?”

I shake my head, and Sonia, raising her hands to her mouth, whispers, “Marta, for God’s sake . . . be quiet.”

Eric looks at us in disbelief. His face grows darker by the second. He takes off his jacket, leaves it on the hood of the car, and puts his hands on his hips.

“What haven’t you told me about my mother and my sister? What other secrets are you hiding?”

“Son, don’t shout at Judith like that. Poor thing.”

I can’t speak. My tongue is stuck to the roof of my mouth.

“Just so you know, Mom and I have been taking a skydiving course for months. There! Now get angry and yell like you always do, brother.”

Eric’s face says a thousand words.

“Skydiving? Have you lost your minds?”

Suddenly, Simona comes in, a look of distress on her face.

“Sir, Flyn is crying. He wants you to come up.”

“What is Flyn doing up at this hour?” He takes a step but then stops short. He looks at his sister and mother, and asks, “What happened? Why are you two here at this hour?”

He doesn’t give them time to answer. He goes off like a shot toward Flyn’s room. Sonia follows him.

“What’s going on?” I ask Marta.

She sighs. “Dear, I’m sorry to tell you my nephew fell on his skateboard and broke his arm.”

When I hear that, my legs buckle. It can’t be true!

“How?”

“We called you on the phone a thousand times, but you didn’t pick up.”

“There was no service where we were. Is he all right?”

“Yes, but he just keeps repeating that Eric’s going to be angry with him.”

As we walk inside the house, my heart beats hard and fast. Eric won’t forgive me for any of this. All the secrets that were tormenting me have come to light at the same time.

When I walk into Flyn’s room, the boy is in a cast. I try to go to him, but Eric blocks me.

“How could you disobey me? I said no skating.”

“I’m sorry, Eric.” My voice is a whisper.

He looks at me scornfully. “Of course you’re sorry.”

I close my eyes.

I knew this would happen someday, but I never thought Eric’s reaction would be so intense. I don’t know what to say. I just see his cold gaze. Moving to one side, I approach the boy and kiss him on the forehead.

“Are you all right?”

The kid nods.

“I’m sorry, Jude. I got bored; I took the skateboard and fell.”

“It’s OK. I’m just sorry you got hurt.”

The boy nods sadly. Eric takes me by the arm and pulls me out of the room along with his mother and sister.

“Go to sleep. I’ll talk to you later. I’m staying with Flyn.”

I don’t know what to do. I sit down on the bed in our room and hang my head. I want to be with Eric and Flyn, but I know Eric won’t let me.
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The next morning, when I go down to the kitchen, Marta, Eric, and Sonia are sitting around the table, arguing. They fall silent as I walk in, and that makes me feel terrible.

Simona caringly makes me a cup of coffee, asking for forgiveness with her eyes.

“How is Flyn?” I ask as I sit at the table.

“Thanks to you, he’s in pain,” he says with a hard gaze I don’t like one bit.

Sonia growls at her son, “Damn it, Eric! It’s not Judith’s fault. Why are you always trying to blame her?”

“Because she knows she wasn’t supposed to teach him to ride a skateboard,” he answers, furious.

I don’t know what to say.

“Are you really this stupid, or are you pretending?” Marta butts in.

“Marta . . . ,” Eric hisses.

“Don’t you see the kid has changed thanks to her? Don’t you see Flyn isn’t the introverted kid he was before she came here?” Eric doesn’t answer, and Marta goes on. “You should thank her every time you see Flyn smile and actually behave like a boy his age. Because you know what, little brother? Kids fall down, but they get back up and learn; apparently, you’ve never figured that out.”

He doesn’t respond. Instead, without even looking at me, he leaves the kitchen. My heart sinks.

“Don’t worry, I’ll talk to him,” I mutter.

“Give him a slap upside the head. That’s what he deserves,” Marta says.

Sonia touches my hand. “Don’t blame yourself for anything, dear. Not for having Hannah’s bike or for going out with Jurgen and his friends either.”

“I should’ve told him about it,” I declare.

“Yes, of course, if only it were so easy to say something to Mr. Grumpy!” Marta protests. “You must love him a lot because otherwise I don’t know why you put up with him. I love him; he’s my brother, but I assure you, I can’t stand him sometimes.”

“Marta,” Sonia whispers, “don’t be so hard on Eric.”

She stands up and lights a cigarette. I ask her for one too.

When I leave the kitchen twenty minutes later, I go down to Eric’s office. I take a deep breath and enter.

“What do you want, Judith?”

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you . . .”

“I don’t need your apologies. You lied.”

“You’re right. I hid things from you but . . .”

“You lied to me this whole time. You hid important things from me when you knew you shouldn’t. Am I such an ogre that you can’t tell me anything?”

I don’t answer. We just look at each other.

“What does ‘now and forever’ really mean to you? What does the commitment of being together mean to you?”

His questions throw me off. I don’t know what to say.

“Look, Judith, I’m pissed off at you and at myself,” he finally says. “It’d be better for you to leave me alone so I can think. I need to calm down so I don’t say or do something I’ll regret.”

His words infuriate me. “Are you already throwing me out of your life like you do every time you get mad?”

He doesn’t answer, so I turn around and walk out.

With tears in my eyes, I go back to my room and shut the door. I know his anger is justified. I know I asked for it, but he has to realize that if I didn’t tell him anything, it was because we all feared his reactions. I regret it. I regret it very much, but there’s nothing I can do now.

Ten minutes later, Marta and Sonia come to say goodbye. They’re worried. I smile and tell them they can go, that there’s no problem.

Once they’ve gone, I sit and think for hours and feel sorry for myself. At one point, I hear a car driving away. I look out the window and see it’s Eric who’s leaving. I look for Simona, but before I can even ask, she explains, “He’s going to see Björn. He said he won’t be long.”

I close my eyes and sigh. I go up to Flyn’s room, and, when he sees me, the boy smiles. He looks better than he did last night. I sit down on his bed and touch his head.

“How are you?”

“Fine.”

“Does your arm hurt?”

The kid nods and smiles.

“Oh my God! Darling, you broke a tooth too!”

I look so alarmed that Flyn murmurs, “Don’t worry. Grandma Sonia says it’s made of milk.” I chuckle at that, and he surprises me with his next words. “I’m sorry my uncle is so mad. I won’t ride the skateboard again. You warned me to never use it if you weren’t there. But I was bored and . . .”

“Don’t worry, Flyn. These things happen sometimes. When I was a little girl, I broke my leg doing a jump on my bike and, years later, my arm too. Things happen because they have to happen. Really, don’t give it another thought.”

“I don’t want you to leave, Judith! I’m all mixed up.”

“Did your uncle say I’m going to leave?”

The kid shakes his head no, but I draw my own conclusions.

I swallow the knot of emotions fighting to push up through my throat. I breathe in.

“Listen, dear. Whether I stay or go, we’ll still be friends, OK?” He nods, and, with pain in my heart, I change the subject. “Would you like to play cards?”

The boy agrees, and I swallow my tears and play with him while I think about what he said. Does Eric want me to leave?

After dinner, Eric comes back and goes straight to his nephew’s room, but I refrain from going in. For hours, I lie back in the living room armchair and watch TV until I can’t do it any longer and go outside with Susto and Calamar. I walk around the neighborhood and take longer than I should, hoping Eric will come looking for me or call my cell. But he doesn’t, and when I get back, Simona tells me the boss has already gone to sleep.

I look at my watch. Eleven thirty.

Saddened because Eric went to bed before I returned, I walk into the house. After giving the pets some water, I cautiously walk up the staircase. I peek into Flyn’s room. The boy’s sleeping. I give him a kiss on the forehead and head to our room. Walking in, I look at the bed.

The darkness doesn’t let me see Eric clearly, but I know the bulge I can vaguely make out is him. In silence, I take my clothes off and get into bed. I want to embrace him, but, when I get close, he turns over.

His scorn hurts me, but I’m determined to talk to him.

“Eric, I’m sorry, darling. Please forgive me.”

I know he’s awake. I know it. Not moving, he finally responds, “You’re forgiven. Go to sleep. It’s late.”

With a broken heart, I curl up and, not touching him, try to fall asleep. I turn over a thousand times and finally succeed.
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I’m alone in bed the next morning, which doesn’t surprise me, but when I go down to the kitchen and Simona tells me the boss has gone to work, I sigh with indignation.

I spend the day with Flyn as best I can. The little boy is irascible. His arm hurts, and his typical good mood with me is nonexistent.

Desperate for a break, I sit down with Simona to watch Emerald Madness.

Eric doesn’t come home for lunch, and when he gets back from the office late in the evening, he greets me with a nod and goes to see his nephew. He eats dinner with him, and, at bedtime, he does the same thing as the night before. He turns over and doesn’t talk to me.

I put up with this for four days. He doesn’t speak to me. He doesn’t look at me. And on Thursday, he surprises me when he comes into my room.

“We need to talk,” he blurts out.

That doesn’t sound good, but I agree.

He tells me to step into his office; he’s going to see his nephew first. I do as he asks, and I wait for him for more than half an hour. He’s provoking me. When he finally comes down to the office, my nerves are frayed. He sits down at his desk, looks at me as if he hasn’t seen me in days, and leans back in his armchair.

“Talk to me.”

I stare at him.

“You want me to talk to you?”

“Yes, talk to me. I know you; I know you must have a lot to say.”

Just like that, I explode. “How can you be so cold? It’s Thursday, and you haven’t spoken to me since Saturday. Oh my God! I’m going crazy. Are you never going to talk to me again? Are you just going to torture me? To nail me to a cross and see how I bleed out in front of you? Cold, that’s what you are. You have no sense of humor. If I’m nice, you think I’m flirting. What world are we living in? How can you be such . . . such . . . an asshole?” I shout. “I’m so sick of it! At times like this, I don’t know what you and I are doing together. We’re fire and ice, and I’m tired of trying to keep you from consuming me with your goddamned coldness.”

He doesn’t respond.

“Your sister Hannah died, and you’re taking care of her son. Do you think she would approve of what you’re doing with him?” Eric gasps, but I don’t slow down. “I didn’t know her, but, based on what I do know about her, I’m sure she would have taught Flyn how to do all the things you’re keeping away from him. Like your sister said the other night, kids learn. They fall down, but they get back up. When are you going to get back up?”

“What are you saying?” he asks, astonished.

“I’m saying you should stop worrying about things that aren’t happening. I’m saying you should let other people live their lives and understand that not everyone likes the same things. I’m saying you should accept that Flyn is a kid and has to learn a hundred things that . . .”

“Enough!”

“Eric, don’t you miss me? Don’t you want me around?”

“Yes.”

“Then why? I’m right here. What do you need to happen before you talk to me and try to forgive me? I’m human, and I make mistakes. I’ll own up to what I did with the bike. I should have told you. But, c’mon, have I forbidden you from Olympic shooting? No, right? And why not, even though I hate guns? It’s easy, Eric. Because I love you, and I respect that you like something I don’t. As far as Flyn is concerned, you’re right. You said no to the skateboard, but the kid needed to learn so he could show the kids who call him a scaredy-cat and a chicken that he can be one of them and ride a goddamned skateboard. Oh! Not to mention that he likes a girl in his class and wants to impress her. Did you know that?” He shakes his head. “As for your mother and sister, they asked me not to say anything, to keep their secret, so I did. When my father kept your secret about buying the house in Jerez, should I have gotten angry with him? C’mon, please . . . I’ve only done what all families do: keep little secrets and try to help each other. And as for Betta, oh God! Every time I think about her touching you in front of me, I see red.”

“I’ve heard enough.”

“You’re just waiting for me to leave, aren’t you?”

I can see my question surprises him. “Why did you tell Flyn I might be leaving? Maybe that’s what you’re going to ask me to do, and you’re already preparing the kid for it?”

“I didn’t say that to Flyn. What are you talking about?”

“I don’t believe you.”

He doesn’t respond right away.

“I don’t know what to do with you, Jude. I love you, but you drive me crazy. I need you, but you exasperate me. I adore you, but . . .”

After so many days of his not speaking to me, I’m a tsunami, and I just keep going.

“You should change your name and call yourself Mr. Perfect. What? You never make mistakes? Oh no! Mr. Zimmerman is God!”

“Do you want to shut up and listen to me? I need to tell you something, and I want to ask you to”

“You want to ask me to leave, right? I just have to break one more rule for you to throw me out of your life again.”

We look at each other like rivals.

Still, I want to kiss him. But now is not the time for that. Then the office door opens, and Björn comes in with a bottle of champagne in his hands. He looks at us, and before he can say a word, I grab him around the neck and kiss him on the lips. I push my tongue into his mouth, and he looks at me in shock.

“I just broke your big rule. From now on, my mouth is not just yours.”

Eric’s expression is indescribable. I know he wasn’t expecting that from me. And Björn is clearly flabbergasted.

“I’ll make it easy for you. You don’t have to throw me out, because now I’m leaving. I’ll collect my things and disappear from your house and your life forever. I’m tired. Tired of having to hide things from you. Tired of your rules. Just plain tired,” I say. “I’m only going to ask you for one last favor: I need your plane to take me, Susto, and my things to Madrid. I don’t want to put Susto in a cage in the cargo hold of a plane and . . .”

“Why won’t you shut up?”

“Because I just don’t feel like it.”

“Kids, please, calm down,” Björn says. “I think you’re both exaggerating things and . . .”

“I’ve been quiet,” I say, ignoring Björn and addressing Eric, “for four days, and you haven’t thought twice about what I might be thinking or feeling. You haven’t cared about my pain, my fury, or my frustration. So, don’t ask me to shut up now because I won’t do it.”

Björn watches us, stunned.

“He’s not leaving, and you’re not either!”

After his outburst, I raise my chin and push my hair out of my face.

“Fine! Don’t help me. Susto can stay with you, and I’ll find a way to take him later. But on Sunday, I’m leaving!”

“Then go, damn it!” he shouts, finally losing control.

Just like that, I leave the office, feeling again like my heart is split in two.

That night, I sleep in my room, and Eric doesn’t come to find me. He’s not worried about me, and that saps the very last of my hope. I’ve achieved his goal. I’ve made it easy, so he doesn’t have to be the one who throws me out of his house and his life. Lying on the fluffy rug next to Susto, I look out the window, aware that my beautiful love story with Eric has finally ended.

When he goes to work the next day like nothing is wrong, I’m shattered. In the kitchen, Simona says hello, unaware of my sorrow. I drink my coffee in silence, then ask her to sit beside me. When I tell her I’m leaving, her face contracts, and, for the first time in all the months I’ve spent here, I see her cry. She hugs me, and I hug her.

For the next few hours, I gather my possessions, put photos, books, and CDs in boxes, and every time I tape one shut, my heart sinks. In the afternoon, I meet up with Marta at Arthur’s bar and tell her I’m leaving.

“Is my brother that much of an idiot?”

Her eloquence makes me grin.

“It’s for the best, Marta. You know your brother and I love each other a lot, but we’re just totally incapable of fixing our problems.”

“No, it’s just my brother!” she insists. “I know that pigheaded man, and if you’re leaving, I’m sure it’s because he hasn’t made things easy for you. But I swear on my mother he’s going to listen to me. I’m really going to lay into him about this.”

Frida shows up a while later and joins us in our lament, and we talk for hours. We console each other while Arthur keeps coming back to bring us fresh drinks. He doesn’t know what’s wrong with us. All he knows is we’re crying one minute and laughing the next.

Suddenly, I remember something. I look at the clock. It’s seven twenty on Friday evening.

“Do you two know where the Trattoria da Vincenzo is?”

“Are you hungry?” Marta asks.

I shake my head no and tell them Betta will be there right now.

“Oh no!” Frida says when she sees the look in my eyes. “Don’t even think about it! If Eric found out, he’d get even angrier and . . .”

“And what?” I ask. “What does that matter now?”

The three of us look at each other, and, like witches, we burst into laughter. We get into Marta’s car, and, twenty minutes later, we’re in front of the restaurant. Laughing, we concoct a plan.

When we walk into the pretty restaurant, I cast my eyes over the place, looking for her. As I imagined, she’s sitting at a table with several people. I watch her for a while. She seems satisfied and happy.

“Judith, if you want, we can leave,” Marta whispers.

I shake my head no. My vengeance is going to be complete. I walk decidedly to the table. When Betta sees the three of us, she turns white. I smile and wink at her.

“Betta, what are you doing here?”

All the dinner guests at the table look at us, and I introduce myself.

“I’m Judith Flores, Spanish like Betta.” They all nod. “Delighted to meet you,” I say, wearing my most charming and angelic smile.

The dinner guests smile back.

“A little bird told me someone was going to ask you an important question today. Is it true they asked to marry you?”

With a dislocated smile, she nods, and her fiancé, a man of more than a few years, happily confirms it.

“Yes, miss, and this precious thing has said yes.” Taking her by the hand, he adds, “In fact, my mother just gave her the family engagement ring, a real gem.”

The guests applaud, and Marta, Frida, and I do too. We all smile when they offer us glasses of champagne, and, thrilled as can be, we accept them and drink. They make room for us. We sit down with them at the table, and Betta watches me.

“Raimon, she really is a gem.”

The man nods proudly. Amused with my two partners in crime, I egg on the guests. “Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!”

Betta looks at me, furious; I clap happily until they finally kiss.

I shake my head, and in my angelic voice, I ask, “And who’s Cousin Alfred?”

A young man about my age raises his hand.

“Have you told Raimon yet you’re sleeping with Betta? I think he deserves to know, even if it all stays in the family.”

Everyone’s face changes. Raimon, the fiancé, stands up.

“What did you say, young lady?”

With sorrow, I nod.

“C’mon, Alfred, tell him!”

Everyone looks at the embarrassed young man.

“Come now, Alfred . . . He’s your cousin,” says Frida. “It’s the least you can do.”

Betta’s face is red. She doesn’t know what to do as the people who were about to become her in-laws demand she return the family ring. I look over at the pallid Raimon.

“I know it’s a hard pill to swallow, but you’ll thank me in the long run, Raimon. That little gem is only marrying you for your money. You don’t do anything for her in bed, and she’s sleeping with half of Germany. And before you ask, yes, I can prove it.”

Losing it, Betta stands up and starts yelling denials while Raimon’s mother tries to get back her ring.

“Lies, they’re all lies! Raimon, don’t listen to her!”

Marta, who has kept quiet until this instant, smiles with malice.

Looking at the guests, she says, “My brother is Eric Zimmerman; he went out with her for a while, but he left her when he caught her romping in bed with his own father. What do you think of that? Nasty, right?”

Shocked, everyone stands up to demand an explanation.

“Oh, Betta, when will you learn!” exclaims Frida.

Raimon is furious, and his parents, along with the other people, can’t believe what they’re hearing. Alfred doesn’t know what to do. Everyone’s yelling. Everyone has an opinion. Betta looks shell-shocked.

“I told you,” I say to her in Spanish. “I told you not to mess with me, bitch! Come close to Eric, his family, his friends, or me ever again, and I promise they’ll throw you out of Germany.”

That said, Frida, Marta, and I march out of the restaurant. My vengeance against that idiot is complete. With adrenaline pumping in our veins, we decide to go dancing at the Guantanamera. I don’t want to go back home.

I don’t want to see Eric, and a little Cuban salsa and azúcar will do me good.
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The next day, with a monumental hangoverthe night before was a true ordeal, and I slept only a few hours at Marta’s houseI get back to Eric’s and he’s there. When he sees me walk in with my sunglasses on, he starts in on me.

“So, where did you sleep last night?”

I raise my hand to stop him. “I can assure you, it wasn’t in the middle of the street.”

He grunts. He swears. He tells me how worried he was, but I pay him no mind. I walk decidedly, sensing his steps behind me. He’s furious, and, when I get to my room, I slam the door in his face. I wait for him to storm in and yell, but he doesn’t. Good! I don’t feel like listening to him growl. Not today.

While I finish packing my things in cardboard boxes, I try to be strong. I’m not going to cry. I’m done crying for the Iceman. If he doesn’t care about me, I have no reason to love him. I have to end this as soon as possible. When I finish taping up a box of books, I decide to go up to the bedroom. I have lots of things there. Luckily, I don’t cross paths with Eric, and I breathe a sigh of relief when I see he’s not there either. I leave a couple of boxes outside the room and go see Flyn.

The boy is happy to see me, but when he realizes I’m saying goodbye, his face changes.

“You promised you wouldn’t go,” he whispers.

“I know, dear. I know I promised, but sometimes things between adults don’t turn out like you planned, and, in the end, they get more complicated than you expected.”

“It’s all my fault,” he says, and his face twists. “If I hadn’t ridden the skateboard, I wouldn’t have fallen, and you and my uncle wouldn’t have argued.”

I hug him, rocking a bit. I never would have imagined he would cry for me, and trying not to let the tears spill out of my eyes, I murmur, “Listen, Flyn. You’re not to blame for anything, darling. Your uncle and I . . .”

“I don’t want you to leave. I have fun with you, and you’re . . . you’re nice to me. Why do you have to go?”

I smile sadly. I’m incapable of explaining yet again the absurd story of why I’m leaving. Finally, I wipe the tears from his eyes.

“Flyn, you’ve always shown me you’re a little man, just as strong as your uncle. Now you have to be that again, OK?” The kid nods, and I go on. “Take good care of Calamar. Remember he’s your superfriend and superpet, and give Susto some love too, all right?”

“I promise.”

His glassy eyes make my heart sink, and I give him a kiss on the cheek.

“Listen, darling. I promise I’ll come and see you in a while, OK? I’ll call Sonia, and she’ll help us see each other. Would you like that?”

The boy nods. He raises his thumb. I raise mine. We put them together and give each other a high five. I hug him; I kiss him; and with an aching heart, I leave the room.

I can’t breathe. I raise my hand to my chest so I can finally inhale. Why does it all have to be so sad? When I go to my bedroom, I open the closet. I look at all the precious things Eric bought me, and, after thinking about it, I decide to take only what I brought from Madrid. When I pick up my black boots, I see a bag, open it, and smile sadly when I notice my naughty-policewoman costume. For one reason or another, I never wore it with Eric. I stick it in one of the boxes, along with my jeans and my T-shirts. Then I go to the bathroom and pick up my makeup and creams. Nothing else is mine.

I open a drawer on the nightstand and see our sex toys. I touch the butt plug with the green stone. The vibrators. The pasties. I don’t want any of it; it’ll just remind me of him. I close the drawer. My eyes fill with tears again when I see the lamp Eric bought months before at the flea market in Madrid. He bought two of them. Finally, I decide to take it. It’s mine.

I turn around, and Eric is watching me from the door. He’s impressive in his low-waisted jeans and black T-shirt. He looks a little gaunt. Worried. But I imagine I look the same way. I don’t know how long he’s been here, but I know his gaze is cold and impersonal. It’s how he looks at the world when he doesn’t want to show what he’s feeling. I don’t want to argue. I don’t have it in me.

“These lamps don’t fit in with your bedroom’s decor. If you don’t mind, I’ll take mine.”

He nods. He walks into the room and touches the matching lamp on his nightstand.

“Take it. It’s yours.”

I bite my lip and put the lamp in a box.

“That’s what’s always drawn me to you, that you’re totally different from everything around me.”

I don’t respond. I can’t.

“Judith, I’m sorry everything’s ending this way,” he says in a calmer tone.

“I’m sorrier, I assure you,” I reproach him.

He’s pacing around the room as if nervous.

“Can we talk for a moment like adults?” he finally asks.

I swallow the knot of emotions in my throat and nod.

We’re each on opposite sides of the bed. Our bed. Where we loved, desired, and kissed each other.

“Listen, Judith, I don’t want you to be unemployed because of me. I’ve spoken to Gerardo, the chief of staff at the Müller branch in Madrid, and you’re going to have the same position you had when we met. Since I don’t know when you’ll want to return to work, I told him you’d get in touch with him within a month to get your spot back.”

I shake my head no. I don’t want to work at his company again.

“Judith, be reasonable. You’ll need a job, and with the unemployment crisis in Spain, it’ll be hard for you to get a decent one. There’s a new boss in that department, and I know you’ll have no problems with him. As far as I’m concerned, don’t worry. You won’t have to see me. I know you’re sick of me.”

Those last words hurt. I know he says them because of what I yelled at him the other night, but I don’t say anything. I suppose he’s right. Being able to rely on a job today is beyond the reach of many people, and I can’t reject the offer. I finally agree.

“All right. I’ll talk to Gerardo.”

Eric nods.

“I hope you get your life back, Judith, because I’m getting mine back. Like you said when you kissed Björn, I’m no longer the owner of your lips, and you’re not the owner of mine.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

With his eyes fixed on me, he says, “Now you can kiss whomever you like.”

“You can too. I hope you play a lot.”

“Don’t doubt that I will,” he says with a cold smile.

We stare at each other. When I can’t take it anymore, I leave the room without saying goodbye. I can’t. The words won’t leave my mouth. I walk down the stairs at full speed and go to my room. I close the door, and then and only then do I let myself curse.

That night, after everything’s packed, I tell Simona a truck will come at six o’clock in the morning to take it all to the airport. Twenty boxes came from Madrid. Twenty will go back. I sadly pick up an envelope to do the last thing I have to do in this house. I write Eric in ink in the middle of the envelope. Then I take a piece of paper, and, after thinking about what to say, I simply write: Goodbye and take care of yourself. Better to keep it impersonal.

When I put down the pen, my hand’s trembling. I take off the precious ring I already gave back to him once, and, shaking, I read what he had engraved on the inside: “Tell me what you want, now and forever.”

I close my eyes.

The “now and forever” was not to be.

I squeeze the ring in my hand, and, finally, with my heart split in two, I place it in the envelope. My phone rings. It’s Sonia. She’s worried, waiting for me at her house. I’ll sleep there on my last night in Munich. I don’t want to sleep under the same roof as Eric. When I pull my bike from the garage, Norbert and Simona come to say goodbye. With an awkward smile, I hug them both and give Simona the envelope with the ring so she can give it to Eric. She sobs, and Norbert tries to console her. They’ve grown as fond of me as I have of them.

“Simona,” I try to joke, “in a few days I’ll call you, and you can tell me how Emerald Madness is going, OK?”

She nods and tries to smile, but she just cries even more. I give her a final kiss and get ready to go, when I raise my eyes and see Eric watching us from the bedroom window. I look up at him. He looks at me. God . . . I love him so much. I raise my hand and wave goodbye. He does the same. Seconds later, with the coldness he’s taught me, I turn around, jump on the bike, and leave without looking back.

I don’t sleep that night. I just look into the emptiness and wait for the alarm clock to go off.
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When I get to Madrid, nobody knows about my arrival. I haven’t called anyone. I hire a van at the airport and pack all my boxes in it. When I get out of the Metro, I try to smile. I’m back in Madrid!

I turn on the radio; I try to sing along, but I’m too exhausted. When I get to my neighborhood, I feel a brief burst of happiness, but, later, when I have to deal with the twenty boxes all by myself, my happiness turns to bitchiness. Did I pack rocks in them?

Once I’m done, I close the door to my apartment and sit on the sofa. I pick up the phone to call my sister, but then I hang up. I don’t feel like giving her any explanations yet, and my sister will be a tough customer. I plug in the refrigerator and walk down to buy some food at the Mercadona. When I get back and put away my purchases, the loneliness starts eating me up.

I have to call my sister and my father.

I decide to start with my sister, and, as expected, ten minutes after I hang up, she’s at the door. When she comes in using her key, I’m sitting on the sofa.

“What happened, darling?”

Seeing my sister, her pregnancy, and the look in her eyes pushes me over the edge, and when she hugs me, I cry, cry, and cry. She rocks me and tells me again and again not to worry about a thing, that whatever I do, I’ll be all right.

“Where’s Luz?” I ask after I finally calm down.

“At her friend’s house. I haven’t told her you’re here or, you know . . .”

That makes me smile.

“Don’t tell her anything. I want to go to Jerez to see Papá tomorrow. When I get back, I’ll visit, OK?”

“OK.”

I rub my hand gingerly over her swollen belly.

“Jesús and I are separating,” she blurts out of nowhere.

Did I hear her right? With a coldness I didn’t know my sister could muster, she explains it all to me. “I told Papá and Eric not to tell you so as not to worry you. But now that you’re here, I think you need to know.”

“Eric?”

“Yes, babe . . . and . . .”

“Eric knew?” I shout, losing my mind.

My sister, who doesn’t understand a thing, holds my hands.

“Yes, darling. But I forbade him from telling you. Don’t get angry with him about that.”

I can’t believe it. I can’t believe it!

He gets angry with me because I hide things from him, and he’s hiding things too. Unbelievable!

I close my eyes and try to calm down and focus on my sister.

“But . . . But what happened?” I ask, trying to forget about Eric and me for now.

“He was cheating on me with half of Madrid,” she goes on, so cool. “I told you a long time ago, but you didn’t believe me.”

The news leaves me totally shocked. I wasn’t expecting that sort of betrayal from my fool of a brother-in-law. But what leaves me totally speechless is my sister. She, who’s always so weepy, is suddenly centered and serene. Is it because of her pregnancy?

“And Luz? How is she taking it?”

She shrugs.

“Fine. She’s taking it fine. She was really upset when I told her, but since Jesús left the house a month and a half ago, she’s been happy, and she shows me this happiness every day when I see her smile.”

We talk for a long time, and I start to see for myself how strong my sister is and, in particular, that she’s all right in spite of her disappointment and her pregnancy.

“Is my car in the parking lot?”

“Yes, dear. It runs beautifully. I’ve been using it for the past few months.”

I nod and push my hair out of my face.

“Don’t tell me what happened with Eric,” she whispers. “I don’t need to know. I just need to know you’re all right.”

I’m thankful she says that.

“I am, Raquel. I’m all right.”

We hug again, and I feel at home. When she leaves that night and I’m alone, I can finally breathe. I’ve cried like I needed to, and I feel much better. But now I’m even angrier with Eric. How could he hide something like that? What a hypocrite!

I decide not to call my father tonight. I’ll surprise him tomorrow instead. At seven o’clock in the morning, I get up and go to the parking lot. I look at my Seat León and smile. It’s so pretty! After getting in, I turn on the engine and head to Jerez. On the way, I have all sorts of little moments. I laugh. I cry. I sing or swear and remember all the things Eric’s done in the past.

In Jerez, I go straight to my father’s workshop. I park the car by the door and see him talking to some friends. When he sees me, he stands stock-still for a moment, then runs over to give me a hug. His embrace is comforting, and when we pull apart, he looks around.

“Where’s Eric?”

I don’t answer. My eyes moisten, and, when he sees my face, he whispers, “Oh, sweetheart! What happened?”

Holding back my tears, I just hug him again.

That night, after dinner, I’m looking at the stars when my father sits down on the couch.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Raquel and Jesús?” I ask him sadly.

“Your sister didn’t want to worry you. She talked to Eric about it and asked him not to tell you.”

“Oh great!” I hiss, wishing I could rip Eric’s head off for being so fake with me.

“Listen, sweetheart, your sister knew if we said anything to you, you’d come to Madrid. I only did what she asked. But don’t worry, she’s all right.”

“I know, Papá. I’ve seen her, and she left me speechless.”

My father nods.

“I’m very sad about what’s happened, but if Jesús didn’t value my little girl like he should, it’s best for him to leave her alone. What a cad!” he whispers. “With any luck, she will find a man who values her, loves her, and above all, makes her smile again.”

I look at him with a feeling of sweetness. Papá is a hopeless romantic.

“And you, are you going to tell me what happened with Eric?”

I sit down beside him and take a sip of the Coca-Cola he’s just handed me.

“We’re incompatible, Papá.”

He shakes his head.

“When I was there for your birthday, I thought you looked good together. You looked happy, and Eric was totally in love with you. Why this change all of a sudden?”

He waits for an explanation, and he won’t stop until he gets one.

“Papá, when Eric and I got back together, we promised each other we would never hide things from each other and we’d be one hundred percent up-front. But I haven’t kept that promise, and now it looks like he hasn’t either.”

“You haven’t kept it?”

“No, Papá . . . I . . .”

I tell him everything: Marta and Sonia’s skydiving classes, the bike, my outings with Jurgen and his friends, teaching Flyn to skateboard and roller skate, the boy’s fall, and how I beat up on an ex-girlfriend of Eric’s who was making our life impossible.

His eyes the size of saucers, my father listens.

“You hit a woman?”

“Yes, Papá. She deserved it.”

“But, my dear, that’s horrible! A young lady like you doesn’t do such things.”

I shake my head. “I just gave her what she deserved for being a bitch.”

“Sweetheart, do you want me to wash your mouth out with soap?”

I laugh when I hear that, and he ends up laughing too. But he has a point, and patting me on the hand, he reminds me, “I didn’t teach you to behave like that.”

“I know, Papá, but she provoked me, and you already know I’m too impulsive.”

Amused, he takes a sip of his beer.

“OK, I understand why you did it, but don’t let it happen again! You’ve never been a troublemaker, and I don’t want you to become one.”

His words make me laugh. I hug him, and he whispers in my ear, “You know the saying, ‘If you love someone, let them go. If he comes back, he’s yours; if not, he was never yours’? Eric will come back. You’ll see, sweetheart.”

I don’t have the strength to respond, or to think about proverbs.

The next morning, I take my bike out and let off steam by jumping like a kamikaze pilot through the fields of Jerez. It’s my best medicine. I keep pushing it; finally, I fall. I feel like I got hit by a log. On the ground, I think about how worried Eric would be about my fall, and, when I get up, I touch my aching behind and curse.

In the afternoon, my phone rings while I’m watching TV. It’s Fernando. His father, Bicharrón, told him I’m in Jerez without Eric, and he was worried about me. Two days later, he shows up. When he sees me, we hug, and he invites me to dinner. We talk. I tell him Eric and I have broken up, and he smiles.

“That German is not going to let you get away.”

Not wanting to talk about it anymore, I ask him about his life, and I’m surprised when he tells me he’s going out with a girl from Valencia. I’m happy for him, and even more so when he tells me he’s completely and utterly head over heels for her. I love that. I want to see him happy.

Days go by, and my mood goes from happy to depressed with the flick of a switch. I miss Eric. He hasn’t gotten in touch with me this time. At night when I’m in bed, I close my eyes, and I can almost feel him next to me while my iPod plays the songs I’ve enjoyed by his side. My degree of masochism increases day by day. I’ve brought one of his T-shirts with me, and I smell it. I love his scent. It’s like I need to smell him to sleep. It’s pathetic, but I don’t care.

After I’ve been in Jerez for a week, I call Sonia in Germany. She seems very happy to get my call, and I’m surprised when she tells me Flyn is with her. Eric’s traveling. I’m tempted to ask if he’s in London, but I decide not to. I’m torturing myself enough. I talk to the boy for a long time. Neither of us mentions his uncle, and when Sonia takes the phone back, she murmurs, “Are you all right, treasure?”

“Yes, I’m with my father in Jerez, and he fusses over me like I need.”

“I know you don’t want to hear it, but I’m going to tell you anyway: Eric doesn’t say anything, but he misses you a lot. I’m his mother, and, even though he doesn’t tell me about it or let me look after him, I know it.”

We talk for a while longer, and before hanging up, I ask her to please not tell Eric I called. I don’t want him to think I want to turn his family against him.

After ten days in Jerez with my father, feeling the warmth of his love, I decide to return to Madrid. He goes with me. He wants to see my sister and make sure we’re both all right. The first thing we do as soon as we arrive is go to see my niece. The little girl hugs me and gives me lots of kisses, but she quickly asks about her uncle Eric.

Luz keeps pestering me about her uncle, so I decide to talk to her about it. I don’t know how she might be affected by her mother’s separation and now my own. Once we’re alone, she also asks me about the boy. I scold her for not calling Flyn by his name, but when she’s not looking at me, I chuckle. That little girl is a menace. When I tell her Eric and I are no longer together, she protests and gets mad. She wants her uncle Eric. I fuss over her and try to make her understand Eric still loves her, and she finally agrees.

“Auntie, why don’t my parents love each other anymore?” she asks all of a sudden.

What a question! What can I tell her?

I answer while I brush her pretty, dark hair. “Your parents will love each other their whole lives. They just realized they’re happier living separately.”

“But if they love each other, why do they fight so much?”

I give her a kiss on the head.

“Luz, people can love each other even though they fight. If I spend a long time around your mommy, we sometimes fight, right?” The little girl nods. “Well, you should never doubt that even though I fight with her, I love her very much. Raquel is my sister, and she’s one of the most important people in my life. It’s just that adults sometimes have different opinions about many things, and so we fight. That’s why your parents separated.”

“Why aren’t you with Uncle Eric? Because of different opinions?”

“You could say that.”

Luz fixes her little eyes on me and asks again, “But you still love him?”

I sigh. Luz and her questions!

“Of course. People don’t stop loving each other from one day to the next.”

“And he still loves you?”

I think, think hard, and, after considering my response, I say, “Yes, I think he does.”

The door opens, and my sister walks in. She looks amazing in her maternity dress. Behind her comes my father.

“Are you ready to go get a snack in the park?”

“Yeah!” Luz and I applaud.

My father picks up the camera.

“Stay like that for a moment. I’m going to take a photo of you. You all look lovely!”
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One morning, after hours of indecision, I call the Müller offices on the phone and talk to Gerardo. Delighted to speak to me, he tells me he was expecting my call. I ask him about Miguel, and he tells me he’s traveling and will be back on Monday. Then we talk about work, and he asks what day I want to come back. It’s Wednesday, so I decide to go in on Monday. He accepts. When I hang up, my heart is beating so fast. I’m returning to the place where it all began.

On Friday, I go to my friend Nacho’s tattoo shop. When he sees me at the door, he opens his arms, and I go running to meet him. We go out for drinks that night, and we don’t stop until the early hours of the morning.

On Sunday night, I can’t sleep. The next day, I am returning to Müller. When the alarm clock goes off, I get up, take a shower, and then get in my car and drive to the office. When I am in the parking lot, my heart starts thumping hard. After stopping by HR, I’m back at my desk, my heart lodged in my throat. I’m so nervous.

Several coworkers come to say hello. They all seem happy to see me again, and I’m thankful for their welcome. When I am alone, thousands of memories rush up. I sit down at my desk, but my eyes fly to my right, to Eric’s office, my crazy, sexy Mr. Zimmerman. I step up, open the door, and look around. Everything is just like it was the day I left. I pass my hand over the desk he touched, and, when I walk into the archive room, I feel like crying. I’ve had so many good, beautiful, hot moments with him here.

When I hear noise in the office next door, I assume my boss has arrived. I carefully step out of the archive room through Eric’s old office and go back to my desk. I straighten out my blue suit jacket, raise my chin, and decide to introduce myself. I knock on the door and walk in, my eyes as big as saucers.

“Miguel!”

Not caring who might see us, I wrap him in a hug. This is one surprise I really didn’t expect. My former coworker, pretty boy Miguel, is my boss! After our effusive greeting, Miguel looks at me.

“Not even in your dreams, sweetheart. I don’t mess around with my secretary,” he says jokingly.

That makes me laugh. I sit down, and he sits beside me.

“Since when are you the boss?” I ask, shocked.

“A couple of months,” answers Miguel.

“Seriously?”

“Yes. After they sacked the old boss and her stupid sister two days later, they called me because I was the only one who knew how to work this department. And when I saw I had them by the balls, I asked for the job, and it seems Mr. Zimmerman approved.”

Eric never told me.

“God, Miguel, you don’t know how glad that makes me. This is great for you.”

My friend brushes his hand against my face.

“I can’t say the same for you. I know you left to live in Munich with Zimmerman.” That surprises me again. There’s no reason anyone should know, and he clarifies. “Don’t worry. I bumped into your sister one day, and she told me. Nobody else knows. But what happened? What are you doing back here?”

“We broke up,” I say, aware I need to give him an explanation.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” he says.

I shrug.

“It didn’t go well. Mr. Zimmerman and I are too different.”

Miguel muses, “I can see that. But, you know, opposites attract.”

That makes me laugh. My father said the same thing.

Ten minutes later, we’re in the cafeteria. Miguel told my crazy friends Raúl and Paco about my return, and all four of us, like months before, spend a while in the cafeteria updating each other. When I’m back in Miguel’s office and dealing with documents, we hear a few knocks on the door. Miguel and I look at each other.

“Miss Judith Flores, please?” says a courier in a red cap.

I nod and stand stock-still while he hands me a bouquet of colorful flowers. I look at Miguel, and he raises his arms in surrender.

“It wasn’t me.”

When I open the card, my heart skips a beat as I read.

Dear Miss Flores:

Welcome to the company.

Eric Zimmerman

I close my eyes. Miguel comes close and reads the card over my shoulder.

“Wow, the big boss man! Considering you broke up with him, he’s right up to date about your return.”

My stomach twists. My heart beats like crazy. What is Eric doing?
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The days go by, and I immerse myself in my job. Working with Miguel is a delight. He doesn’t treat me like a secretary, but like a colleague. In the afternoons, I need to get outside, so I take walks, and sometimes I’m overwhelmed by the sight of so many people. I miss those walks in the snow through my lonely, tree-filled neighborhood in Munich.

“Let me buy you lunch. I want to show you something I’m sure you’ll love,” my boss says to me one day.

We get in his car and park in downtown Madrid. Holding on to his arm as we walk down the street and talk, I see we’re going into a rather greasy burger joint.

“So, you’re a tightwad?” I say, amused.

“Why do you say that?” he asks, grinning.

“You’re really taking me out for a burger?”

Miguel nods, looks at me with a strange smile, and says, “Of course. You’ve always liked them, right?”

I shrug. “Well, I guess you’re right. But today, since you’re buying, I want double cheese and double fries.”

We get in line and chat, and when it’s time for us to order, I’m dumbfounded when I see who’s asking to take my order.

It’s my former boss. That idiot with shiny hair who made my life impossible at Müller. Now she’s the manager at a burger joint. The shock on my face is so clear, she gets instantly annoyed with me.

“If you don’t know what you want, please let the next customer order,” she grouses.

After I pull myself together, Miguel and I place our order.

“C’mon, let’s toss these burgers and go eat somewhere else,” he says, laughing as soon as we get our trays. “That girl is so nasty, she could’ve spit or put rat poison in our food.”

Horrified by the possibility, I laugh too and do as he says. Wow. Life is fair, sometimes, and it is teaching her a much-needed lesson.

Now my days are structured around work, walks, and nights spent thinking about Eric. I haven’t heard from him again. It’s been a month since I came home to Spain, and every day I feel farther from him, but when I masturbate with the vibrator he gave me, I feel like he’s right next to me.

I hang with the same old friends again, and when we go out on the town, I’m out of control. I drink more than I should, and I know I’m doing it to forget.

For the moment, no man draws my attention. No one turns me on. And when one of them tries, I cut him off immediately.

One Sunday morning, after I’ve had a good time out the night before, my doorbell rings. I get up. The bell rings again. It’s not my sister; she would have opened the door herself. When I look through the peephole, I have to blink a few times to see who it is.

“Björn?”

He lets out a good laugh.

“My God, you must’ve had a helluva night last night!”

I open my arms. He steps forward, and we come together in a wholesome and affectionate hug.

“Go on, take a shower,” he mutters. “You need to be a person.”

I run to the bathroom, and when I look in the mirror, I scare even myself. I’m a version of the Wicked Witch of the West. The water brings me back to life and gets my blood flowing again. When I’m done, I return to the living room, wearing my classic jeans, a button-up shirt, and a high ponytail.

“Lovely. You’re a thousand times more tempting like that.”

We both laugh. I invite him to sit down on the couch.

“What are you doing here?”

Björn pushes a strand of hair out of my face and tucks it behind my ear.

“No, my dear. The question is, What are you doing here?”

I don’t understand. I blink.

“You have to go back to Munich.”

“What?”

“You heard me. Eric needs you, and he needs you now!”

I shift positions and clarify.

“I lost everything in Munich, Björn. You saw for yourself what happened that night. Nothing worked between him and me. You saw that . . .”

“What I saw is you kissed me to make him angry. That’s what I saw.”

“Fuck, Björn! Don’t remind me.”

“Was it so terrible?” he jokes. And when I’m about to respond, he laughs again. “But, seriously, darling, what made you want to do that?”

Even more thrown off, I furrow my brow.

“I kissed you because Eric needed one final blow to throw me out of his life. He’d just said he was going to seconds before you came in, and I’m sorry, but I saw you and I had to do it. I kissed you so he’d take the final step and be done with me.”

“But did he actually tell you to go?”

I stop and think.

“Yes.”

“No,” he corrects me. “You were shouting that you were leaving, and in the end, he said you should go if that was what you wanted. But it was you, my dear Judith, who decided to leave.”

“No . . . but . . .”

“He never told you to go.”

Before Björn says another word, I get up from the sofa.

“Look, if you came here to drive me crazy talking about your asshole of a friend, you can go right back out that door, understand?”

Björn smiles and says under his breath, “Wow! . . . Eric’s right. She’s got an attitude!”

I close my eyes. I sigh. I scratch my neck.

“Don’t scratch yourself, woman. It’s bad for your hives.”

I look at him, and he rolls his eyes.

“Listen, Eric’s driving me crazy. He never stops talking about you, and I can’t take it anymore. I know about your hives. What makes you mad. I know you love truffles. Strawberry bubble gum. Please, I can’t stand it anymore!”

That makes my heart flutter, but I don’t know if I can believe anything he says. “He told me he was going to start back up with his games.”

“He really said that?”

“Yes.”

“Well, as far as I know, my dear, I haven’t seen him at any parties. What’s more, I’m starting to think he’s going to become a monk.”

That shuts me up.

“The night he lost you, that stupid, pigheaded friend of mine was going to ask you to marry him.”

“What!”

“Judith,” Björn insists, “why do you think I showed up with a bottle of champagne? Either he explained it badly, or you didn’t want to listen.”

I blink. I shake my head.

Eric was going to ask me to marry him?

That’s crazy!

“When the whole Betta thing happened and he found out about everything, he got really mad. His mother and sister gave him quite a telling-off. He told me that everything that happened wasn’t your fault. That it was his for being how he is. He wasn’t angry with you, darling. He was angry with himself. He couldn’t understand how he could be so thick as to let everyone lie to him and hide things.” I blink, almost not breathing, and Björn continues. “When he came to my house and told me, I said what I’ve always said. His way of saying things, so cutting, intimidates people, and then they don’t tell him anything. It was hard for him to hear, but he understood. He thought about it for days. That’s why he wasn’t talking to you, and when he finally realized that he wanted to make up for it, everything had already gone to shit. You kissed me. He shut everyone out, and you left.”

I’m dumbfounded. Björn snaps his fingers in front of my face.

“Still here?”

I nod.

“You have to come back. He’s so proud that, in spite of knowing he did wrong, he can’t ask you to come back even though he’s dying inside. And so, darling, if you love him, you have to take the first step. Everyone who lives around him will thank you for it.”

My mind is racing.

“I can’t do it, Björn. We hurt each other too much.”

He sighs and stands up.

“How can you both be so pigheaded?”

“It takes practice,” I respond, remembering the answer Eric once gave me.

“You love each other. You miss each other. Why can’t you work it out? You separated the first time because he threw you out. The second time because you left. One of you has to give in this time, right?”

What I’m hearing stuns me.

“I need to get out of here. Let’s go. I’ll buy you a drink.”

We go out that night and talk. He never tries to cross the line with me; he behaves like a true gentleman and a better friend than Eric. After dropping me off at my house at nine o’clock, he leaves. He has to catch a flight back to Munich.

The next day at the office, I’m writing an email when the man who makes me crazy suddenly appears in front of me and, without stopping, slams his hand down on my desk and says, “Miss Flores, step into my office.” And storms right back out.

My heart rises into my throat. Eric, here? I can’t move.

My legs tremble.

I’m hyperventilating.

Three minutes later, the phone rings. An internal call. I pick up.

“Miss Flores, I’m waiting for you,” Eric insists.

I stand up carefully. It’s been so long since I’ve seen him, and suddenly, he’s here, mere feet from me, and demanding my presence. My neck tingles. I close my eyes, breathe in, and walk into the office. The impact of seeing him takes my breath away. He’s let his beard grow.

“Close the door.”

His tone of voice is low and intimidating. I do what he asks.

“What were you doing out with Björn last night?” he asks all of a sudden.

I blink. We haven’t spoken in months, and that’s what he asks me? How could he . . .

When I manage to open my mouth, I answer, “Sir, I . . .”

“Eric . . . I’m Eric, Judith. Stop calling me ‘sir.’”

He’s livid, and his look is cold, but I remember what Björn told me, and I realize I’m holding a trump card.

“Look, Björn is a friend. Why wouldn’t I go out with him in Madrid, or wherever I like?”

Evidently, my answer doesn’t please him.

“Have you ever gone out with him in Munich without my knowing?” he asks through gritted teeth.

I open my mouth, surprised, and I whisper, shaking my head, “What kind of a fool are you?”

Eric rolls his eyes.

“Don’t start, Judith.”

“I’m sorry. But don’t you start,” I say, slamming my hand down on the desk. “What kind of nonsense are you asking me? Björn is the best friend you could have, and you ask me something like that?”

“Do you play with him, Judith?”

How could he think like that? Ill-tempered, I decide to give him a cheeky answer.

“I only do what you do. No more. No less.”

Silence. He finally nods and looks me up and down.

“All right.”

We stare at each other in challenge. I’m about to scream at him that he hid what happened with my sister from me, but in the end, not knowing why, I say, “I’m going to Munich next weekend.”

Eric stands up and leans on the desk, eyes bulging.

“Are you going to Björn’s party?”

I don’t know what party he’s talking about. Björn said nothing about it, and he doesn’t know about my trip. Now also leaning on the desk, I answer slowly and defiantly, “What does it matter to you?”

My phone rings. My salvation! I quickly pick it up.

“Good morning. This is Judith Flores. How may I help you?”

“Hey, babe! How are you, my dear?”

My sister!

My eyes still on Eric, I answer, “Hello, Pablo!”

“Pablo? But babe, it’s me, Raquel.”

“I know, Pablo . . . I know. Let’s have dinner, if you like. At your place? Perfect!”

My sister is so confused, but I talk right over her.

“I’ll call you later. I’m talking to my boss now. Talk to you soon.”

When I hang up, the look on Eric’s face is sinister.

“What’s wrong? Whoever tells you all about my life hasn’t mentioned Pablo?” And, leaning farther across the desk, I hiss into his face. “Well, they left you ill-informed. Björn is a friend, and Pablo clearly is not.”

Leaving it at that, I turn around and walk out of the office. I’m shaking all over.

I know he hasn’t taken his eyes off me, so I pick up my bag and get out of there as fast as I can. In the cafeteria, I order a Coca-Cola with lots of ice. I’m as thirsty as I am furious and hysterical.

What the hell am I doing? And, above all, what the hell is he doing? I open my cell and call Björn.

“Your little friend Eric is here. He came in mad as hell, asking me what you and I were doing yesterday in Madrid.”

“He’s in Madrid?”

At that moment, Eric walks into the cafeteria and looks for me. He sits at the opposite end of the bar, and I keep talking on the phone.

“Yes, and now he’s sitting right in front of me.”

“Fuck Eric!” says Björn with a laugh. “Look, my dear, you already know what I told you. He needs you. If you really love him, don’t be difficult and get back with him. He’s just waiting for you to take the first step. Be nice and sweet.”

Nice and sweet? What I did was declare war. I’m finding myself at the crossroads of my life, and I just can’t help but feel like we need to break this crazy cycle we’re in so we don’t keep hurting each other.

“Next weekend I’m thinking of going to Munich. I mentioned it to him, and he thinks I’m going with you to some party.”

“Wow, darling! That must have pissed him off,” he jokes.

After talking to Björn about my visit to Munich, I say goodbye and close my phone. I drink my Coca-Cola. I pay and leave the cafeteria. I go back to the office, and Eric follows two minutes later. He walks in and glares at me.

God, it turns me on when he looks at me that way.

I’m a goddamned masochist, but that stubborn gaze was part of what made me fall in love with him.

I try to concentrate on my work, but I just can’t. I know what I need. Despite everything, I long for his mouth, his touch, and since I know how to get it, I stand up, walk into Miguel’s officehe’s not inand go from there to the archive room.

Eric doesn’t take long in joining me, and before I have time to breathe, he’s already behind me. He doesn’t touch me. He’s just there. I act like I haven’t noticed his presence, and I turn around and bump into him. Oh my God, I love his scent.

“You need something, Mr. Zimmerman?”

His mouth goes straight to mine.

He thrusts his tongue into my mouth and kisses me. He devours me with longing. His beard and mustache tickle my nose and face, and when his hands hold my head to pull me into the kiss, I fall into it. I need it. I need him. While he kisses me, burning and demanding, my body regains strength. When it’s over, I look at him but don’t wipe my lips.

“Remember, sir, my mouth is not just yours anymore.”

Once I say that, I push him against the filing cabinets and walk out, bursting with energy after getting my kiss. But then I regret it. What am I doing? He needs me to take the next step, but my pride and my fear won’t let me. He doesn’t come near me again for the rest of the day, but he doesn’t stop watching me. Clearly, he wants me as much as I want him.
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The next day, Eric doesn’t show up at the office. I call Björn, and he tells me he’s back in Munich. I feel calmer once I find that out, and the following Friday afternoon when I leave the office, I take my own flight to Germany. Marta comes to pick me up, and even though she’s mad about it, I insist I want to stay in a hotel. I’ve been thinking more about what I want. If Eric and I do make up, I want to have a place to take him. On Saturday morning, I meet up with Frida. She tells me Björn is throwing a party at his house tonight, and Eric thinks I’m going to be there.

I tell her I’m not planning to go. I don’t want to play without him.

In the afternoon, I go to Sonia’s house. She embraces me affectionately, and we have a lovely visit. Surprisingly, Simona shows up at Sonia’s. She gives me a big hug, and, laughing, she tells me what’s happening on Emerald Madness. But one of the best moments is when Flyn comes over. He doesn’t know I’m here, and, when he sees me, he runs into my arms. He’s missed me. After several squeezes and kisses, he shows me his arm. It’s totally mended, and he whispers to me that he and Laura are talking to each other now.

After we eat, when Flyn and I are playing on the Wii, Eric shows up. When he sees me, his face turns cold. He’s shaved, and he’s back to being as handsome as always. When he greets me with two kisses and his cheeks touch mine, I tremble. I close my eyes and enjoy the delicate brush between us. Marta and Sonia take Flyn to the kitchen. They want to leave us alone.

“Have you come for Björn’s little party?”

I don’t answer. I just look at him and smile.

Eric swears, then gets up and leaves. He doesn’t give me a chance to speak. Through the window, I see him climb back in his gray BMW and drive away. I sigh. I shouldn’t have provoked him. When Marta returns, she grabs my shoulders.

“That brother of mine, if he keeps carrying on like this, he’s going to go crazy.”

I’m going to go crazy too . . . I think. At seven o’clock, we go to the hotel. I change clothes, and, contrary to what Eric thinks, I go out to party with Marta. We go to the Guantanamera where Arthur, Anita, Reinaldo, and several other friends are waiting for us.

As soon as I walk in, I call out “Mojitos!” to forget about Eric. After several, I’m grinning and dancing salsa with Reinaldo. These people, my friends for all those months in Germany, welcome me with affection, hugs, and lots of love.

At eleven o’clock, I get a message from Frida: Eric is here.

That throws me off.

Knowing Eric’s at a private party without me makes me angry. Is he playing with other women? At eleven thirty, he calls me, but I don’t pick up. I don’t know what to say to him. After several more calls from him that I don’t answer, Frida calls at midnight. I run to the restroom so I can hear her.

“What’s going on?”

“Judith! Eric’s really pissed off!”

“Why? Because I’m not at the party?”

Frida laughs.

“He’s pissed off because he doesn’t know where you are. God, what a mess, Judith! Knowing you’re in Munich without being able to control you is killing him. Poor thing.”

“Frida, has Eric participated in any games?”

“Of course not, dear. He doesn’t have the stomach for it, although he’s come with other people.”

What other people?

“Why don’t you come? I’m sure if he sees you . . .”

“No.”

“But, Judith, darling, you confessed you wanted him, and we both know he wants you and . . .”

“I know what I said,” I say, still furious to know he’s there with other people. “And please, don’t tell him where I am.”

“Judith, don’t be like that . . .”

“Promise me, Frida. Promise me you won’t tell him anything.”

After getting a real promise out of Frida, I hang up. When I get back to the dance floor, Marta, unaware of what just happened, hands me another mojito. Trying to be happy, willing to have a good time, I scream, “Azúcar!”

I get back to the hotel at seven o’clock in the morning. I’m wrecked and fall on the bed as if I were dead. When I wake up, it’s two o’clock in the afternoon, and my head’s spinning. I drank too much last night. I look at my phone. The battery is dead. I take the charger out of my suitcase and plug it in.

Just when the phone starts to charge, it rings. Eric. I decide to pick up.

“Where are you?” he shouts.

“Right now, in bed. What do you want?”

Silence.

“Alone?”

I look around and turn over on the huge bed.

“What does it matter to you, Eric?”

He sighs.

“Jude, who are you with?”

I sit up in bed and push my hair out of my face. “What do you want?”

“You said you were going to Björn’s party, but you didn’t.”

“I didn’t say that,” I say. “I said I was going to a party, but I didn’t say it was Björn’s. I made it clear to you he’s just a good friend to me.”

Neither of us speaks for a moment.

“I want to see you, please.”

I like that he asked nicely, and I just don’t think I can resist any longer. I want him.

“At four o’clock in the English Garden, by the stand where we bought sandwiches the day we went with Flyn, OK?”

“All right.”

When I hang up, I grin. We have a date. I take a shower. I put on a long skirt, a T-shirt, and my leather jacket. I get a taxi, and when I arrive, he’s waiting for me. My heart beats fast. If he takes me in his arms and asks me to come back with him, I’m not going to be able to tell him no. I want him so much, in spite of how angry I am with him for not telling me about my sister and knowing he went to the party with someone else.

“Well, here I am. What do you want?”

“You look like you didn’t get much sleep.”

Amused by that observation, I look at him and respond, “You don’t look so good yourself.”

“Where were you last night and with whom?”

“Are we talking about that again?”

“Jude . . .”

“OK . . . I’ll answer your question when you tell me who the woman was who went with you to Björn’s little party last night.”

My question surprises him, and he doesn’t answer.

“My plane leaves at seven thirty. So, go ahead and say whatever you have to say to me. I have to go back to the hotel, get my suitcase, and catch my flight.”

He looks at me, confused. “You’re not going to tell me who you were with last night?”

“Have you answered my question?” He doesn’t answer; he just looks at me. “I want you to know I know you lied to me too.”

“What?” he asks, thrown off.

“You hid my sister’s separation from me, and then you had the gall to get angry with me because I was hiding things about your family.”

“It’s not the same,” he defends himself.

“You’re a liar. You’re cold, and to answer your question about who I was with last night, all I’ll tell you is that I’m free to spend the night with whomever I please, just like you. Do you accept my answer?”

He looks at me hard and then finally stands up.

“Goodbye, Judith.”

He walks away. He leaves!

With my adrenaline pumping, I watch as he gets farther and farther away. He would never let me twist his arm. He’s too proud, and I guess I am too. This is not how I thought it would go. Finally, I get a taxi, go to the hotel, pick up my suitcase, and head to the airport. When the plane takes off, I close my eyes.

“Fucking pigheaded man!”
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Ten days later, there’s a Müller convention in Munich, and I have to go. I try to get out of it, but Gerardo and Miguel don’t let me, and I suspect Mr. Zimmerman has something to do with that. When my plane arrives, the memories roll over me. I’m back again in this breathtaking city. Along with Miguel and various other big shots from the Spanish branches, we get to the place where the conference has been organized at eleven o’clock in the morning. Once we’re there, I sit down beside Miguel, and the convention begins. I search for Eric in the crowd of attendees, and I spot him. He’s in the first row, and my heart sinks when I see him next to Amanda. That bitch!

As always, they look as if they work very well together, and when Eric walks up to the podium to speak in front of the more than three thousand attendees, I look at him with pride. I listen to everything he says and notice how handsome, really handsome, he is in that dark gray suit. When his speech is over and Amanda gets up next to him at the podium, I tense up. Eric has his hand around her waist. She’s obviously delighted and waves with victory on her face.

Miguel looks over at me. I gulp, but I try to smile. After that, a few servers start to pass out glasses of champagne and canapés. Sheltered between my Spanish companions, I can see everything. Eric draws closer, along with Amanda. Both greet the attendees, and I want to go running when I see him coming up to my group. With an enchanting but cold smile, he looks at us all. He doesn’t pay me any special attention, and when he greets me, his eyes barely dart across mine. He shakes my hand just like everyone else’s, and then he walks on to keep saying hello to the rest of the guests. Amanda’s gaze meets mine, and I see the mockery in her eyes.

While they greet the others, I watch how Eric puts his hand around Amanda’s waist again and they take photos. At no point does he make a move toward me. It’s as if we’d never met. Without blinking, I watch how he takes photos with other women, and I get goose bumps when I see Eric say something to one of them, looking at her lips. I know what that look means, and what it can lead to. My neck itches. The hives! Jealousy is starting to get the best of me. When I can’t take it anymore, I look for a way out. I have to get out of here one way or another. As I push open a door, someone takes me by the hand. I turn around with my heart accelerating, and I see it’s Miguel. For an instant, I thought it’d be Eric.

“Where are you going?”

“I need some air. It’s really hot in here.”

“I’ll go with you.”

When we finally exit, Miguel gets out a pack of cigarettes, and I ask him for one. After the first few drags, my body starts to calm down.

“Are you all right, Judith?” asks Miguel.

I nod and smile, trying to be the same bubbly girl as always.

“Yes, it’s just so hot.”

Miguel nods. I know he sees through me, but I don’t want to talk about it. After the cigarette, I suggest we go back in. I have to be strong, and I know I have to show my resilience to Eric, Amanda, Miguel, and everyone else.

With steady steps, I go back to the Spanish group and try to participate in their conversations, but I can’t. Every time I turn around, Eric is close, flattering some other woman.

Two hours later, I’m in one of the restrooms when I hear a woman say big-shot Eric Zimmerman told her she’s really cute. I can’t help it; I look over at her. She’s a massive bimbo. An Italian girl with huge breasts, luscious curves, and copper-colored hair. She looks flustered, and I know why. Eric’s saying something like that with his eyes on you is enough to fluster anyone.

When I leave the restroom, I cross paths with Amanda. The harpy looks at me and winks, amused. I feel an unstoppable urge to snatch her by her blonde hair and drag her across the floor, but no. I’m at a convention; I have to be professional, and, above all, I promised my father I wouldn’t behave that way again.

I’m surprised when I find Eric talking to our group. Beside him is a brunette beauty from the Seville branch who’s almost drooling as he talks. Eric, aware of his magnetic effect on women, jokes around with her, and she, like an idiot, touches her hair and moves nervously. I close my eyes. I don’t want to see them. But when I open my eyes, they meet Eric’s.

“Miss Flores can take you to the party. She knows her way around Munich.” I raise my chin, and Eric hands me a card. “I’ll see you all there.” And then he walks away.

Everyone looks at me and asks me how to get to the place the big boss has mentioned. I look at the card, and after I remember where the party venue is, we head toward the bus that will take us to the hotel where we will stay until night falls and it’s time for the event.

Back in my room, I take the opportunity to shower. I’m very tense. I don’t want to go to the party, but I can’t blow it off. And Eric has already made sure I won’t. After drying my hair, I hear some slapping sounds and some gasping. I listen closely, and after a minute, I smile. The next room is Miguel’s; from what I can hear, he’s having a good time.

I hit the wall a few times, and the gasping stops. I don’t want to hear them! I put on a black dress with rhinestones around the waist. I slip into some high heels and pull my hair back into a high bun. When I look at myself in the mirror, I smile. I know I’m sexy. Surely Eric won’t look at me, but my looks will draw the eyes of other men.

At least that’ll lift my spirits, right?

At nine o’clock, after having dinner in the hotel, we all meet up in the lobby. As I expected, everyone is looking for me to take them to the spot the big boss mentioned. After talking to the bus driver, we plunge into Munich traffic, and I smile as we pass by the English Garden. I look fondly at the places where I used to take walks with Eric, where I was happy during a lovely time in my life, but I’m snapped out of my memories when the bus reaches its destination and we have to get off.

The venue is huge, and, as expected, Mr. Zimmerman has prepared a colossal party. Everyone claps. Miguel is amused.

“Good evening.”

When I raise my eyes, they meet Eric’s. He’s stunning in his black tuxedo and bow tie. Oh my God, I’ve always wanted to make love to him while he’s wearing just that bow tie. So hot! I quickly shoo the idea out of my head. His coldness is extreme. My heart flutters, and my stomach contracts until I see the person by his side is the Italian redhead from the restroom. Goddamn it!

Without changing the look on my face, I say hello, and he carries on with her. I don’t want him to see what his presence is doing to me, but the truth is he totally crushes me. It’s clear Eric has moved on with his life, and I have to accept it.

I walk over to the bar and order a drink. I’m thirsty. For an hour, Miguel is by my side. We laugh and comment on things until the music starts. They’ve hired a swing band. I love it! People start dancing, and Miguel decides to take Hurricane Patricia out on the floor.

I’m left alone, and while I sip my drink, I look around. I haven’t seen Eric again, but suddenly I spot him dancing with the Italian girl. That bothers me. Song after song, I witness how all the women want to dance with him, and he accepts, delighted.

Since when is he such a dancer?

I’m supposed to be the crazy dancer, and here I am, clinging to the bar. Shit! It’s when I see him dance with Amanda that I really get mad. I can’t stand the look on her face and how she holds him possessively around the neck while she moves her fingers and strokes his hair.

I turn around. I can’t keep watching. I go to the ladies’ room, freshen up, and return to the party.

I run into Xavi Dumas, from the Barcelona branch, and he asks me to dance. I accept. Then several other men ask me, and my self-esteem returns. Suddenly, Eric is beside me, and he asks my companion for permission to dance with me. My companion concurs. Me, not so much. When he puts his hand on my waist and I put my arms around his neck, the band plays “Blue Moon.” I gulp and dance.

“Are you having a good time, Miss Flores?”

“Yes, sir,” I say flatly.

His hands burn on my back. My body reacts to his touch, his closeness, and his scent.

“How’s life?” he asks again in an impersonal tone.

“Fine,” I manage to say, “lots of work. And yours?”

Eric smiles, but his expression is twisted as he leans in close to my ear.

“Excellent. I’ve started playing again, and I must say, it’s much better than I remember. By the way, Dexter gave me some souvenirs for you the other day, for his hot goddess.”

I try to pull away from his arms, but he doesn’t let me. He squeezes me against him.

“Finish dancing with me, Miss Flores. Then you can do whatever you like. Be professional.”

Everything itches, but I don’t scratch.

I endure being pulled around, looking into his surly expression, and when the song ends, he gives me a cold and gallant kiss on the hand.

“As always, it’s been a pleasure to see you again. I wish you the best.”

His nearness, his words, and his coldness have wounded my soul.

I go to the bar and order a Rum and Coke. I need it. After that, I drink another, and I try to be as professional and cold as he is. I’ve had the best teacher. Eric Zimmerman won’t get the best of me.

I watch him, incensed, while he enjoys himself with the women. They all fall at his feet, and I know who he’s leaving with tonight. Not with the Italian. With Amanda. Their eyes show it.

I hate them!

At one o’clock in the morning, I decide to ditch the party. I can’t take it anymore! Miguel has left with his own sexual hurricane, and some other guy is bothering me.

Out on the street, I take a deep breath. I catch sight of a taxi and flag it down. I give the address and, in silence, I return to my hotel. I walk up to my room and take off my shoes. I hear gasping in the room next door. Miguel and his hurricane.

I sigh. They’re going to give me quite a night.

I sit in bed and cover my eyes, and the tears finally come. What the hell am I doing here? The panting from the room next door gets louder. Ugh! Finally, pissed off, I slap the wall twice. The gasping stops, and I shake my head.

Seconds later, they knock on my door, and I feel my chest get warm. I’m such a party pooper! It must be Miguel coming to apologize. I smile, and, when I open the door, I look into Eric’s scowling face. My expression changes.

“Well, well . . . I see I’m not who you were expecting, Miss Flores.”

Without asking permission, he walks into the room, and I close the door. I don’t move. I don’t know what he’s doing here. Eric turns around in the sitting area, and, after making sure I’m alone, he looks at me.

“What do you want?”

The Iceman looks at melooks at me hard.

“I didn’t see you leave the party, and I wanted to make sure you were all right,” he says indifferently.

“If you came here to see who I’m playing with at the hotel, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t play with people from the company or when people from the company are nearby. I’m discreet. And as far as whether I’m all right, don’t worry, sir. I know how to take care of myself all on my own. So now that you know, you can leave.”

When I say I play at other times, it stirs him up. I see it in his face. But before he can say anything that could make me even angrier, I take charge of the situation.

“Get out of my room right now, Mr. Zimmerman.”

He doesn’t move.

“You have no right to come in here uninvited. Run along; I’m sure Amanda or one of your other women is eager to be the center of your attention.”

Tension. Lots of tension.

He moves toward me, and I move quickly away. I’m not willing to fall into his game, as much as my body needs it and screams for it.

He swears and then, not looking at me, walks away in a rage.

I’m left alone in the room. My heart is racing. I don’t know what Eric wants. What I do know is that when I’m alone with him, I’m not in charge of my own body.

The night I get back from the convention in Munich, I decide I need to reclaim control of my life. I need to forget about Eric once and for all and find another job. I need to be myself again because, if things continue in this way, I don’t know what will become of me.

When I get to the office the next day, I talk to Miguel. He doesn’t understand why I want to leave. He tries to convince me to stay, but he senses that what was going on between the big boss and me isn’t settled. He walks with me to Gerardo’s office, and, once there, I arrange my resignation.

When I leave the office that afternoon, I grin. It’s the first day of the rest of my life.
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It’s seven o’clock in the morning, and I’m still in bed when my phone rings. I look at the screen and don’t recognize the number. I pick up.

“What have you done?”

“What?” I ask, still dozy, not understanding a word.

“Why did you resign, Judith?”

Eric!

Gerardo must have told him, and he’s livid.

“For God’s sake, baby, you need the job! What are you trying to do? Where are you going to work? You want to be a server again?”

Stunned by these questions, and especially by his calling me “baby,” I hiss, “I’m not your baby; never call me that again in your life.”

“Jude . . .”

“Forget I exist.”

I hang up.

Eric calls again. I hang up.

I finally turn off my cell, and, before he can call my home number, I unplug the phone. Angry, I turn over and try to go back to sleep.

Of course I can’t, so I get up, get dressed, and go out. I don’t want to be home. I call Nacho and go over to his workshop. For hours, I watch him draw tattoos while we talk. When it’s closing time, we call some friends and go out on the town. I need to celebrate the fact that I no longer work for Müller.

When I get home, it’s three o’clock in the morning, and I’m terribly drunk. I go straight to bed.

At ten o’clock the next morning, someone knocks on my door. With a gloomy look on my face, I get up to open it. It’s a courier with a precious bouquet of long-stemmed red roses. I know whom they’re from, and I try to refuse them, but the courier is hesitant. Finally, I accept them, but they go straight into the trash. Eventually the busybody in me looks for the little note that came with them, and my heart speeds up when I read it.

Like I told you a long time ago, I always have you on my mind.

I love you, baby.

Eric Zimmerman

Incredulous, I reread the note.

I close my eyes.

From that moment on, I can’t turn on my cell phone without getting a call from Eric. Exhausted, I decide to disappear. I know him, and within hours he’ll be standing outside my door. Over the internet, I rent a little country house in Llanes for a short stay.

I call my father, but I don’t tell him where I am. I don’t trust him not to tell Eric should he call him. They get along too well. I assure him I’m fine, and he demands I call him every day so he’ll know I’m in good shape, and that I let him know when I get back to Madrid. He says we need to have a serious talk.

For a week, I walk through the pretty little town; I sleep and I think. I have to decide what I’m going to do with myself after Eric. But Eric is so present in my mind, in my heart, and in my life that I can barely think at all.

Eric is persistent.

He fills my voice mail with messages, and when he sees I’m paying him no mind, he starts sending me emails that I read at night in my room at the precious house I’ve rented.

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 25, 2013, 09:17

For: Judith Flores

Subject: Forgive me

I’m worried, darling.

I was wrong. I accused you of hiding things from me when I knew about your sister and didn’t tell you. I’m an idiot. I’m going crazy. Please, call me.

I love you.

Eric

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 25, 2013, 22:32

For: Judith Flores

Subject: Jude . . . please

Just tell me you’re all right. Please . . . baby.

I love you.

Eric

Reading his emails excites me. I know he loves me. I know. But we can’t be together. We are fire and ice. Why try it again?

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 26, 2013, 07:02

For: Judith Flores

Subject: Message received

I know you’re angry with me. I deserve it. I’ve been an idiot (and an asshole besides that). I’ve behaved terribly, and I feel bad. I was counting the days to see you at the convention in Munich, and when I had you in front of me, instead of saying how much I love you, I behaved like a wild animal. I’m sorry, darling. I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.

I love you.

Eric

I’m happy to know he wanted to see me at the convention, but he tried to make me jealous and it worked. He didn’t account for the results, and now I’m just too angry with him.

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 27, 2013, 02:45

For: Judith Flores

Subject: I miss you

I hear our songs.

I think of you.

Will you ever forgive me?

I love you.

Eric

I also hear our songs with a heavy heart. Today, while I was eating at a little trattoria in Llanes, “You Are the Sunshine of My Life” by Stevie Wonder came on, and I remembered when he ordered me to get out of the car to dance with him in the middle of the street in Munich. I love him, but I’m afraid. I’m afraid I’ll never stop suffering.

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 27, 2013, 20:55

For: Judith Flores

Subject: You’re incredible

Flyn just told me about the Coca-Cola and your fall in the snow. Why didn’t you tell me?

If I loved you before, now I love you more.

Eric

I’m glad Flyn has finally opened up to his uncle. Way to go, kiddo!

And Eric . . . I love him even more. Why is this happening to me?

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 28, 2013, 09:35

For: Judith Flores

Subject: Hello, darling

I’m at the office, and I can’t concentrate.

I can’t stop thinking about you. I want you to know I haven’t played this whole time. I lied to you, baby. Like I said, you are my ONLY fantasy.

I love you, now and forever.

Eric

Now and forever. What pretty words when he used to say them looking into my eyes. He’s my fantasy too. But we need to forget each other. What do I have to do to make us forget?

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 28, 2013, 16:19

For: Judith Flores

Subject: I order you

Damn it, Jude! I demand you tell me where you are.

Pick up the damned phone and call me right now, or send me an email. Do it!

Eric

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 29, 2013, 23:11

For: Judith Flores

Subject: Good night, baby

Forgive me for my last email. My desperation over your absence got the best of me.

Today was a big day for Flyn. Laura invited him to her birthday, and he wants to tell you about it.

Aren’t you going to call him either?

I miss you and I love you.

Eric

My desperation is getting the best of me too. Oh God! What am I going to do without him?

I cry tears of happiness when I find out Flyn got the invitation. My little grump is starting to live life.

I love you too, Eric, and I miss you.

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 30, 2013, 15:30

For: Judith Flores

Subject: I don’t know what to do

What do I have to do to make you answer my messages?

I know you’re getting them.

I know from your father that you’re well. Why don’t you call me?

My patience is breaking down day by day. But I’m willing to do whatever it takes for you.

I love you, baby.

Eric (the asshole)

When I close my laptop after the most recent email, I sigh. I suspected my father would keep him up to date.

The tables have turned. Now he’s the one who writes, and I’m the one who doesn’t answer. Now I understand what he was feeling back then. I try to forget him like he tried to forget me, and I know he won’t let me do it, just like I didn’t let him.
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The day I get back to Madrid after my week in Llanes, my heart is split even farther in two. Knowing Eric is looking for me makes me unsure of even the very air I breathe. Time has not healed the pain but rather has raised it to levels I never thought existed.

I call my father, and we have a long talk.

“Papá, Eric makes me so mad and . . .”

“You’re no saint yourself, darling. You’re pigheaded and challenging. You’ve always been that way, and you’ve finally met your match.”

“Papá!”

My father laughs.

“C’mon, sweetheart! Don’t you remember what your mother used to say?”

“No.”

“She would always say, ‘The man who falls in love with Raquel will have a peaceful life, but the man who falls in love with Judith, poor thing! He’s gonna be in a ruckus day in and day out.’”

I grin at the memory.

“And she was right, sweetheart. Raquel is how she is, and you’re like your mother, a warrior! And to put up with a warrior, there are only two options: either you find some fool who never opens his mouth, or you find another warrior like Eric.”

“And what are you, Papá, a fool or a warrior?”

My father laughs again.

“I’m a warrior like Eric. How do you think I could have put up with your mother any other way? And even if God took her from my life too soon, no other woman has touched my heart, because your mother set the bar very, very high. And that’s what’s happening to Eric, my treasure. After meeting you, he knows he won’t find anyone like you.”

“Yeah, anyone as dumb as me,” I joke.

“No, darling. He won’t find anyone as smart. As bright. As fun. As funny. As grumpy. As aggressive. As wonderful. As beautiful. He won’t find anyone like you at all, sweetheart . . . at all.”

“Papá . . .”

“Just as I suspected, Eric belongs to you, and you belong to him. I know it.”

I can’t help laughing. “Oh, Papá, you’d make a priceless soap-opera writer!” As always, talking to my father relaxes me. He wants the best for me, and he thinks the best thing for me is that German, even though I’m still not sure.

That night, when I open my laptop, I have a new message from Eric.

From: Eric Zimmerman

Date: May 31, 2013, 14:23

For: Judith Flores

Subject: Don’t leave me

I know you love me even though you won’t answer. I saw it in your eyes the last night at the hotel. You threw me out, but you love me as much as I love you. Think about it, darling. You and I, now and forever.

I love you. I want you. I miss you. I need you.

Eric

Why is he so romantic?

When I turn off the light in my room, I think again about the only thing I’ve thought about lately. Eric. Eric Zimmerman. I smell his T-shirt.

I wake up with a start at six o’clock in the morning. I dreamed about Eric. I can’t get him out of my mind even in dreams.

He’s going to be the death of me!

Angry, I can’t get back to sleep, so I get up. Needing an outlet for all this rage, I decide to clean the whole apartment. That’ll calm me down. I get down to it, and by ten o’clock in the morning, I’ve created such chaos, I don’t know how to put the place back together.

I’m a wreck. My heart is beating like crazy, so I decide to get out of the apartment and go running. Raising my heart rate a little will do me a world of good. I’ll work out the adrenaline. I pull my hair back into a high ponytail and put on some black crop pants, running shoes, and a T-shirt.

Suddenly, the doorbell rings. Opening the door without looking first, I’m dumbfounded when I see Eric. He’s more handsome than ever, dressed in a white shirt and jeans. Surprised, I try to close the door, but he doesn’t let me. He sticks one foot over the threshold.

“Darling, please, listen to me.”

“I’m not your darling, or your baby, or your sweetheart, or anything. Get away from me.”

“God, Jude! You’re breaking my foot.”

“Pull it out and I won’t break it,” I respond while trying to close the door with all my strength.

But he doesn’t move.

“You are my love, my darling, my baby, my sweetheart, and besides that, you’re my woman, my girl, my whole life, and a thousand other things. And that’s why I want to ask you to come home with me. I miss you. I need you, and I can’t live without you.”

“Go away, Eric,” I growl while I uselessly battle with the door.

“I’ve been an idiot, darling.”

“Oh yes,” I say.

“An idiot in every sense of the word for letting the best thing that ever happened to me get away. But idiots like me recognize their mistakes and try to make things right. Give me another chance and . . .”

“I can’t,” I shout.

“Darling . . . I’ve tried to give you your space. To give myself space. But my life without you doesn’t make sense. I can’t sleep. You’re on my mind twenty-four hours a day. I’m not living. How am I supposed to live without you?”

“Buy yourself a monkey,” I snap.

“Look, I was wrong. I hid what I knew about your sister, and I had the audacity to get angry with you for doing the same thing.”

“It’s too late . . . I don’t want to hear it now,” I insist, about to cry.

“Let me in.”

“No.”

“Please, Jude. I’m an asshole. The biggest asshole in the world, and I’ll let you tell me so every single day of my life, because I deserve it.”

My strength gives out. Listening to everything he tells me is starting to get the best of me, and when I stop pushing against the door, Eric opens it completely.

“Listen to me, baby . . .” He looks around. “You started cleaning the whole apartment? Wow, you really are pissed!”

“And before you go on spouting pretty words,” I spit, furious, “I want you to know I’m never going to put my life on the line again for everything to turn out wrong. I don’t want to stop doing the things I like because you want to keep me in a glass cage. I refuse!”

“I love you, Miss Flores.”

“Sure you do.”

And, taking us both by surprise, I slam the door in his face. My chest rises and drops. Eric has done it once again. He’s told me the prettiest things a man can say to a woman, and I, like a fool, have listened to him.

I’m an idiot.

All of a sudden, I hear a voice. Is that Simona? I open the door, and, openmouthed, I see Norbert and his wife.

“Miss, since you left the house, nothing has been the same. If you come back, I promise I’ll help you fix up your motorcycle whenever you want.”

I raise my eyebrows, and Simona, after giving me a hug, kisses me on the cheek. Taking me by the hands, she whispers, “Judith, I miss you, and if you don’t come back, the boss will torture us for the rest of our days. Is that what you want for us?” I shake my head no, and she goes on. “Anyway, watching Emerald Madness alone isn’t the same as when we watched it together. By the way, the other day, Luis Alfredo Quiñones asked Esmeralda Mendoza to marry him. I recorded it so we could watch it, you and I.”

“Oh, Simona . . . !” I sigh and put my hands over my mouth.

Suddenly, Susto and Calamar run into my apartment and start barking.

“Susto!” I shout when I see him.

The dog leaps up, and I give him a hug. I’ve missed him so much . . . Then I stroke Calamar.

“You’ve gotten so big, you little runt.”

The animals jump around me, obviously delighted. They haven’t forgotten about me. Leaning against the wall, Eric is looking at me when Sonia walks in with an enchanting smile and kisses me.

“My darling, if you don’t come with us after what Eric has put together, you’re as pigheaded as he is. This son of mine loves you so much.”

I’m just staring at her in shock when my father walks in.

“Yes, sweetheart, this boy loves you very much, and I told you he’d come back to you! Now here he is. He’s your warrior, and you’re his.”

“Papá . . . ,” I sob, putting my hands over my mouth.

My father gives me a kiss.

“Be happy, my love.”

Two heavy tears fall down my face. “Babe!” my sister yells, excited. “Please forgive Eric for not telling you about my separation. I threatened to beat him to a pulp if he did. He got us all together to ask you to forgive him. How romantic! What a wonderful way to show he loves you! I need a man like that, not some brute.”

I look at Eric. He’s still leaning against the wall, and he’s not taking his eyes off me. At that moment, Marta walks in and winks at me.

“If you say no to my idiot of a brother, I swear I’m bringing everyone from the Guantanamera to convince you while we take shots and yell, ‘Azúcar!’” I laugh. “Think about what it meant to him to ask us all for help. Go on, love him as much as he loves you.”

I laugh. Eric laughs too, and my niece yells out, “Auntie! Uncle Eric promised I can go with you this summer for three months’ vacation at your pool, and as far as the boFlyn, he’s really cool. Wicked! You wouldn’t believe how he plays Mario Kart. He’s amazing!”

This is like the Metro at rush hour. My living room is full of people while Eric looks at me with his precious blue eyes but doesn’t step into the apartment. Suddenly, Flyn arrives. As soon as he sees me, he throws his arms around my neck. He hugs and kisses me. I love his kisses. When he lets go, he runs out the door, and I laugh when I see him dragging in the red tree. That makes me laugh. I look at Eric, and he shrugs his shoulders.

“Auntie Jude,” says Flyn, “we still haven’t read our wishes, and I’ve changed mine. The ones I wrote weren’t very nice. Anyway, I told Uncle Eric I was hiding secrets too. I told him I was the one who shook up the Coca-Cola that day so it would explode in your face, and it was my fault you fell in the snow and got that ugly cut on your chin.”

“Why did you tell him that?”

“I had to tell him. You’ve always been nice to me, and he had to know.”

“Oh! By the way, darling,” says Sonia, “after this year, we’ll always have the holidays together. We’re done celebrating apart.”

“Yay!” yells Flyn, and I smile.

“And we’ll be there too,” adds my father, excited.

“Yay!” Luz applauds, and Eric laughs with his hands in his pockets. Our eyes meet, and just when I think no one else is coming, Björn, Frida, and Andrés walk in with little Glen. The two men don’t say a word. They just look at me, hug me, and smile. And Frida, hugging me too, murmurs into my ear, “Punish him when you forgive him. He deserves it.”

We both laugh, and I put my hands over my face. I can’t believe it. My apartment is full of people who love me, and Eric put it all together. They all look at me, waiting for me to say something. Eric is the only one still outside. Decidedly, he walks up to the door.

“I love you, baby,” he declares. “I’ll say it alone, in front of our families, and in front of whoever else it takes. You’re right. After Hannah, I was trapped in a loop that did neither me nor my family any favors. I was wrong, especially about Flyn. But you came into my life, our lives, and everything changed for the better. Believe me, love, you are the center of my existence.”

A fluffy “Ooooooh!” escapes from my sister’s mouth.

“I know I did a lot of things wrong. I have a bad temper, and I can be cold, boring, and impossible. I’ll try to fix it. I won’t make any promises, because I don’t want to fail you, but I’m going to try. If you agree to give me another chance, we’ll go back to Munich with your motorcycle, and I promise to be the one who claps and screams for you loudest when you compete at motocross. If you want, I’ll even go with you on Hannah’s motorcycle through the fields by the house.” And, fixing his eyes on mine, he whispers, “Please, baby, give me another chance.”

You could hear a pin drop.

My heart pumps at a frantic pace.

I love him . . . I love him and I adore him. This is the romantic Eric who drives me crazy.

I walk out of my apartment, approach Eric, and, standing on my tiptoes, I draw my mouth close to his, suck on his top lip and then his bottom lip, and, after biting him with the tips of my teeth, I declare, “You’re not boring. I like your bad temper and your face when you’re in a bad mood, and I’m not going to let you change.”

“Agreed, darling.” He nods with a big smile.

“I love you, Iceman,” I finally say. “And I’m sorry too.”

Eric closes his eyes and hugs me. He squeezes me against his body, and everyone claps. We kiss, and I melt into his arms, wishing I could never let go.

We stay like that for a few minutes, until he pulls away from me. Everyone falls silent. “Baby, you’ve given me your ring back twice, but I hope the third time’s the charm.”

I smile. Surprising me again, he kneels, and, showing me the diamond ring, he blows me away.

“I know you were the one who asked me to marry you last time on impulse, but this time I want to be the one who asks, and most of all, I want it to be official and in front of our families. Miss Flores, will you marry me?”

My neck itches. The hives!

I scratch. A wedding!

Eric looks at me and smiles. He stands up, puts his mouth against my neck, and blows sweetly. At that very instant, I accept he’s my warrior, and I’m his, and, holding his face in my hands, I look him straight in the eyes and answer, “Yes, Mr. Zimmerman, I want to marry you.”

Inside the apartment, everyone jumps for joy.

Eric and I hold each other and look into each other’s eyes. I grab the door handle and close it behind us. My lover and I are standing on the landing, alone.

“You organized all this for me?”

“That’s right, baby! I had to call in the artillery in case you didn’t want to hear me, or see me, or kiss me, or give me a chance,” he whispers, kissing my neck.

I could eat him up!

“I’ve missed something,” I say, happy as a clam as I accept his sweet kisses on my neck. “What’s that?” he asks, looking at me.

“The little bottle of pink, strawberry-flavored stickers.”

Eric lets out a laugh and gives me a flirty smack on the behind.

“That and everything else you want is waiting for us in the fridge at our new house.”

“Wonderful!”

I arch against him and hold him close. I wrap my legs around his waist, and he presses me up against the wall.

He kisses me; I kiss him back. God, I want him.

“Wait, baby,” he warns me, seeming amused to see me so excited. “The house is full of people, and we’re in the hallway of your building.”

“I’m just showing you what’s going to happen once we’re alone. Because I want you to know I’m going to punish you.”

Eric perks up. My punishments tend to be drastic. I bite his lip.

“I’m going to punish you by forcing you to make all our fantasies come true.” My lover smiles and pushes his hard erection against me. Oh yes!

After we pull ourselves together, we go back inside. After more hugs and laughing, everyone leaves while we tell them goodbye.

When we’re alone again, silence surrounds us. Eric turns to me.

“Your punishment is starting. Go to the bed and take your clothes off.”

“Baby . . .”

“Go to the bed . . . ,” I demand.

He raises his eyebrows, then his hands, and disappears down the hallway. My heart racing, I look at the boxes I still haven’t unpacked. I look at the tags. When I find what I want, I take it out, and, amused, I run to the bathroom.

When I walk into the bedroom, Eric looks at me, amazed. I’m dressed up in my naughty-policewoman costume. I finally get to try it out on him!

I make a turn, showing him the views the costume has to offer while I put on the hat and glasses. Eric eats me up with his eyes. I cheekily walk to my sound system and put in a CD. Suddenly, the hard-hitting guitars of AC/DC burst through the silence of the apartment. The chords to “Highway to Hell,” a song I know he likes, ring out.

He smiles, and I approach him like a tigress. I take out the nightstick I’m wearing on my belt, and I stand before the love of my life.

“You’ve been very bad, Iceman.”

“I can tell, Officer.”

I smack the nightstick twice against my hand. “You know what I want as your punishment.”

Eric laughs, and before I can say or do anything more, my lover, my crazy German lover, has me under his body, and, with a sensuality that drives me crazy, he whispers, “First fantasy. Open your legs, baby.”



  EPILOGUE


  Munich . . . two months later


  “Run, Judith! Emerald Madness is starting!” yells Simona.


  When I hear her, I look at Eric, my niece, and Flyn. We’re in the pool.


  “I’ll be back in half an hour.”


  “Auntie, don’t go!” whines my niece.


  “Auntie Jude . . .”


  I dry myself off with a towel.


  “I’ll be right back, troublemakers.”


  Eric grabs me. He doesn’t want me to go either. Since I’ve been back, he can’t get enough of me.


  “C’mon, stay with us, dear.”


  “Darling,” I murmur, kissing him, “I can’t miss it. Today Esmeralda Mendoza is going to find out who her real mother is, and the series is ending. How can I miss it?”


  My German lets out a laugh and gives me a kiss.


  “Go on then.”


  With a smile on my lips, I leave my three loves in the pool and run to Simona. She’s already waiting for me in the kitchen. When I get there, I sit next to her, and she gives me a tissue. Emerald Madness starts. Simona and I are full of emotion, and, just when we think the series is over, we see across the screen: “To be continued.”


  “To be continued!” we both scream, our eyes wide.


  We look at each other and laugh. Emerald Madness will go on, and we’re sure to go on with it every single day.


  Simona goes to make dinner, and I’m on my way back to the pool when I bump into the kids with Eric in the living room, playing Mortal Kombat on the Wii.


  “Uncle Eric, you wanna smash the girls?”


  I grin. I sit down next to my love, and, when I see the look on my niece’s face after hearing what Flyn said, we put our thumbs together and give each other a high five.


  “Let’s go, Luz. Let’s show these Germans how the Spanish play.”


  After more than an hour of games, my niece and I stand up and start singing Queen’s “We Are the Champions” in front of them.


  Flyn looks at us with a furrowed brow. He doesn’t like to lose. Eric looks at me and smiles. He enjoys my liveliness. I jump on top of him and kiss him.


  “You owe me a rematch.”


  “Just say when, Iceman.”


  “Gross, Auntie! Why do you two always have to kiss?”


  “Yeah, how gross!” agrees Flyn.


  “Run along. Go to the kitchen and get a Coca-Cola,” Eric says to get them off our backs.


  At the mention of soda, the kids hurry off right away. Once we’re alone, Eric lays me down on the sofa.


  “We have a minute, two max. Come on, get naked!”


  I start laughing. Eric tickles me, sticking his hands under my shirt, when suddenly we hear “Babe! Babe!”


  Eric and I quickly sit up. My sister is standing in the doorway, a look of panic on her face, and shouts, “Oh God! Oh God! I think my water broke.”


  Eric and I run to her side.


  “It can’t be. I can’t be giving birth. I still have a month and a half. I don’t want to have this baby! No. It’s not time!”


  “Calm down, Raquel,” Eric murmurs while he makes a call.


  But my sister is my sister.


  “I can’t give birth here. The baby has to be born in Madrid. All her things are there and . . . and . . . Where’s Papá? We have to go to Madrid. Where’s Papá?”


  “Raquel . . . please, calm down,” I say. “Papá’s with Norbert. He’ll be back in a few hours.”


  “I don’t have a few hours! Call him and tell him to get here now! Oh God! I can’t be giving birth! First comes your wedding, then I go back to Madrid, and then, finally, I have my little girl. That’s the order of things, and nothing can go wrong!”


  I try to hold her hands, but she’s so anxious, she slaps me away.


  “We have to take her to the hospital,” I tell Eric.


  “Don’t worry, darling,” Eric whispers. “I’ve called Marta, and she’s waiting for us at her hospital.”


  “What hospital?” my sister howls, losing her mind. “I don’t trust German health care. My daughter has to be born in the Doce de Octubre, not here!”


  “Well, Raquel,” I sigh, “I think the little girl’s going to be German.”


  “No!” Grabbing Eric around the neck, she pulls on him and demands, “Call your plane. Have it pick us up and take us to Madrid. I have to give birth there.”


  Eric blinks. He looks at me, and I start laughing.


  “Babe, please don’t laugh!”


  “Raquel . . . look at me,” I say. “Number one: relax. Number two: if the baby has to be born here, she’ll be born in the best hospital because Eric’s going to take care of it. And number three: don’t you worry about my wedding; we have time, darling.”


  Eric is now looking as flustered as can be. He tells Simona to stay with the kids. Then, paying no heed to my sister’s protests, he takes her in his arms and puts her in the car. In twenty minutes, we’re at the hospital where Marta works. She’s waiting for us. But my sister sticks to her guns. The baby can’t be born here.


  Still, nature takes its course, and, five hours later, a precious little girl weighing almost six and a half pounds is born in Germany. After getting through the ordeal of childbirth with my sister, who refuses to be alone in a delivery room with only strangers she doesn’t understand, I walk out, looking disheveled, and search for Eric and my father. They both look so serious.


  “God, that was horrible!” I say.


  “Darling,” says Eric, concerned, “are you all right?”


  “It was terrible, Eric . . . Terrible. Look at all the hives on my neck!”


  I pick up a magazine from the table and fan myself. It’s so hot!


  “Sweetheart,” my father growls, “stop with the silliness and tell me how your sister’s doing.”


  “Oh, Papá! I’m sorry,” I sigh. “Raquel and the baby are great. She weighs almost six and a half pounds. Raquel cried when she saw her, and I laughed. It’s wonderful!”


  Eric smiles, my father too, and they hug. Eric congratulates him. But I’m still in shock.


  “The baby is precious . . . but I . . . I’m dizzy.”


  Frightened, Eric holds on to me. My father takes away my magazine and fans me.


  “Eric.”


  “Yes, darling.”


  I look at him, my eyes wide.


  “Please, darling. Don’t let me go through that.”


  Eric doesn’t seem to know what to say.


  Then the dizzy spell passes, and I’m myself again.


  “Another girl. Why am I always surrounded by women?” my father asks. “When will I have a little grandson?”


  Both men look at me. I blink.


  “Don’t look at me. After what I’ve seen, I don’t want to have kids, no way!”


  An hour later, Raquel is in a lovely room, and the three of us go to visit her. Little Lucía is precious, and Eric drools over her.


  I look at him. Since when does he like babies so much? After asking my sister’s permission, I delicately pick up the little one.


  In the evening, my father says he’ll stay with my sister and baby niece at the hospital. I call him Daddy Duck when I say goodbye to him, and he laughs. Eric and I get in the car to go home. I’m exhausted. Eric drives in silence while a German song plays on the radio and I look out the window in a trance. Suddenly, when we get to our neighborhood, he stops the car on the right side of the road.


  “Get out of the car.”


  I blink and laugh.


  “C’mon, Eric. Now?”


  “Get out of the car, baby.”


  Amused, I do as he says. I know what he’s going to do. Then “Black and White” by Malú comes on, and Eric turns the volume up as loud as it goes. He stands in front of me.


  “Would you dance with me?”


  I smile and put my hands around his neck. Eric pulls me close to his body as the music plays.


  “You know what, darling?”


  “What, big boy?”


  “Today, when I saw baby Lucía, it made me think . . .”


  “No . . . Don’t even think about it!”


  Shit! I just remembered what my sister went through. Horrible! Eric smiles, then hugs me even closer against him.


  “Wouldn’t you like to have a little girl to teach motocross to?”


  I laugh.


  “No.”


  “Or a little boy to teach how to skateboard?”


  “No.”


  We keep dancing.


  “We’ve never talked about it, baby. But don’t you want us to have kids?”


  God Almighty! What are we doing talking about this?


  “Oh God, Eric!” I whisper. “If you’d seen what I’ve seen, you would understand why I don’t want to have any. It gets so . . . huge . . . huuuuuuuuuge, and it has to hurt like hell. No. I don’t want to have kids. If you want to call off the wedding, I’ll understand. But don’t ask me to think about having kids right now, because I don’t want to even imagine it.”


  Eric gives me a kiss on the forehead.


  “You’re going to be an amazing mother. You just have to see how you treat Luz, Flyn, Susto, and Calamar, and how you look at little Lucía.”


  I don’t answer. I can’t. Eric keeps me dancing.


  “I’m not canceling any wedding. Now close your eyes, relax, and dance with me to our song.”


  I close my eyes. I relax, and I dance with him. I enjoy it.


  Four days later, they let my sister out of the hospital, and two days after that, baby Lucía is out too. Even though she was born prematurely, the little girl is as strong as an oak and absolutely darling. My father won’t stop saying she looks just like me, and, it’s true, she has dark hair, my mouth, and my nose. She’s cute as can be. Every time Eric picks up the baby, he looks at me with eyes as sweet as honey. I shake my head no, and he bursts out laughing. I don’t think it’s funny.


  Days pass, and it’s time for the wedding.


  On the morning of the big day, I’m freaking out. What am I doing dressed up as a bride? My sister’s a nuisance, and my niece is a troublemaker, so finally it’s my father who has to keep order between us. I’m so nervous about the wedding, I even think about running away. When I tell him, my father calms me. But when, wearing my beautiful off-the-shoulder wedding dress, I walk into the crowded San Cayetano church on the arm of my excited father and I see my Iceman waiting for me, more handsome than ever in that morning coat, I know I’m not going to have one kid; I’m going to have a bazillion.


  The ceremony is short; Eric and I wanted it that way. When we exit, our friends and family cover us in rice and white rose petals.


  We hold the reception in a beautiful room in Munich. The food, half of it German, the other half Spanish, is delicious, and everyone seems to like it.


  Eric has spared no expense. He doesn’t want my father, my sister, and me to feel lonely, and he’s brought my good friend Nacho; Bicharrón and Lucena with her girls from Jerez; Lola; Pepi from the grocery store; Pachuca; and Fernando with his Valencian girlfriend. According to them, the Frankfurter got in touch and invited them all, all expenses paid. Eric even invited the Maxwell Warriors. How crazy is that!


  It’s wonderful, and I could eat my husband up with kisses.


  From Müller, he invited Miguel with his hurricane of a girlfriend, Gerardo and his wife, and Raúl and Paco who, when they see me, clap with excitement.


  We toast with pink Moët & Chandon. Eric and I intertwine our glasses and drink happily in front of the crowd. The cake is chocolate truffle and strawberry, on express request of the groom, and when I see it, I can’t tell you how much I blush.


  When the dancing starts, my husband surprises me again. Eric has hired Malú herself, and she sings our song, “Black and White,” live and in person. What a moment! In his arms, I enjoy the song while we gaze at each other. God, I love him so much!


  After that, a band livens up the place. Sonia, my father, and my sister seem to be bursting with happiness. Marta and Arthur applaud. Flyn and Luz, having fun, run around the room, and Simona and Norbert can’t stop smiling. Everything is romantic. Everything is wonderful, and we enjoy our special day.


  Beaming, I dance with Reinaldo and Anita while we scream, “Azúcar!” Eric says I am his happiness.


  With Sonia, Björn, Frida, and Andrés, we let our hair down and dance to “September.” When the song is over, Dexter grabs the microphone and, a cappella, sings a Mexican bolero dedicated to Eric and me. I smile and clap.


  I have some great friends in and out of the bedroom. They’re people like me who like to get turned on and play hot games behind closed doors but who, outside those rooms, are thoughtful, caring, courteous, and really fun. All of them make me grateful and happy.


  The reception lasts for hours, finally ending at four o’clock in the morning. My father and sister take the kids and Flyn to sleep at Sonia’s house. They want to leave us the whole house to ourselves.


  Once there, Eric picks me up in his arms to carry me over the threshold. Thrilled, I let him. Inside, he sets me down.


  “Welcome home, Mrs. Zimmerman.”


  Delighted, I taste my husband, and I want him.


  Not saying a word, I take off his morning coat, his bow tie, his shirt, his trousers, and his underwear.


  “Put on your bow tie, Iceman.”


  Amused, he does as I say. My fantasy is my German naked but for his bow tie. I pull him by the arm, and when we get to the door of his office, I look at him and whisper, “I want you to tear off my thong.”


  “Are you sure, darling?” my love asks, laughing.


  “Positive.”


  Clearly aroused, Eric starts raising fabric, and more fabric . . . and more fabric. The skirt on my dress is endless. I finally stop him as I laugh.


  “C’mon . . . sit in your big chair.”


  He does what I say and looks up at me.


  Turned on, I unfasten the skirt of my beautiful wedding dress, and it falls to my feet. Wearing only the bodice and a thong, I sit down on my husband’s desk.


  “Now tear it off!”


  Eric rips the white thong, and when he passes his hands over my tattooed and always waxed mound, he murmurs in a gravelly voice, “Tell me what you want.”


  It all started between us when he said those words to me that day in the archive room. I smile when I remember my face the first time he took me to Moroccio, and when I saw that recording in the hotel, and when I put the strawberry bubble gum in his mouth. Memories. Hot, sexy, and funny memories pass through my mind while my crazy, passionate husband touches me. And, wanting to forever seal what started that day, I kiss him, grab his hard cock with my hand, guide it toward my wet slit, and slide it in. When my love gasps, I look at those wonderful blue eyes that have always driven me crazy and crazy in love.


  “Mr. Zimmerman,” I say, “tell me what you want, now and forever.”
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