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The Miami sun’s relentless golden orb beat down on Veronica Meneses’ cherry-red SUV. A Florida native, she’d navigated enough sweltering afternoons like this one to know that patience was a virtue best practiced in air-conditioned comfort, not gridlocked on I-95 as she’d spent the past twenty minutes. Now that traffic was moving again, she cranked up the reggaeton station on the radio, hoping the infectious beat would drown out the traffic anxieties of her daily commute home.

A black Mercedes, sleek and imposing, cut abruptly into her lane without a signal, forcing Veronica to slam on her brakes. The half-decaf lowfat café americano with triple sugar free vanilla syrup sloshed in its cup holder, spreading sticky warmth across her pristine console.

“¡Qué coño!” she exclaimed, a flash of righteous anger momentarily eclipsing her calm. She leaned on her horn, a long, indignant blast.

The Mercedes, rather than accelerating, slowed. Veronica, fuming, swerved around it, catching a glimpse of the driver: a Caucasian man in his late forties, perhaps early fifties, with cinnamon-colored hair that blanched to shocks of silver dusting his temples and an aristocratic nose, glaring at her as she passed. He was handsome, in a stern, CEO-type way, but his current expression exuded pure venom.

He sped up, tailgating her dangerously close. Veronica gripped the steering wheel, knuckles blanching. This wasn't just aggressive driving; this felt personal and threatening. She tried ignoring him, focusing on the road ahead, but she couldn’t empty her rear-view mirror of his manic, accusing eyes, not even after three lane changes.

He soon pulled alongside her, rolling down his window. Veronica, against her better judgment, did likewise.

“You got a problem there, sweetheart?” he barked with an entitled sneer.

“I have a problem?!” Veronica retorted, her voice shaking slightly despite her efforts to appear composed. “You almost wrecked us both, you lunatic!”

He scoffed, a dismissive sound that grated on her nerves. “Maybe you should learn how to drive. Either that or put the training wheels back on that thing.”

That did it. The accumulated stress of the day, the hellish traffic, the casual misogyny in his tone – it all coalesced into a fiery surge of defiance. “Maybe you should learn how to use your blinker, abuelo!” she shot back, feeling a surge of defiant twenty-four-year-old’s satisfaction as she reproached him.

His face contorted, a mask of shock and fury. He sped up, then slowed, doubtless trying to intimidate her. Veronica, fueled by adrenaline, refused to back down. For the next few exits, it was a cat-and-mouse game, a dangerous tango of braking and accelerating, lane changes and glares. Other drivers honked at them, in either frustration or bewildered amusement.

Finally, at a particularly long red light, the Mercedes screeched to a halt beside her. Veronica braced herself. He threw his car into park, and before she could react, he was out, striding toward her window.

Her heart scrabbled into her throat. This was no longer just about road rage; this felt genuinely threatening. She fumbled for her phone, contemplating calling the police, but her fingers felt clumsy, unresponsive.

He yanked open her door. “What the hell is your problem, lady?!” he bellowed, his face flushed.

Veronica, trapped and terrified, stared up at him. He was taller than she’d realized, his hair slightly disheveled. His expensive suit jacket now rumpled yet taut at his wide shoulders and chest betrayed an impressively solid frame likely owed to a youth filled with athletic achievements. Up close, his eyes, a startling shade of blue, seethed with raw, barely contained anger roughened around the edges by the five o’clock shadow stubbling his cheeks and chin. He looked like the kind of model you’d find enveloped in a cable-knit sweater or a sport coat in a Fall menswear catalogue.

“You’re the one who started this!” she cried, her voice thin. “You cut me off!”

“I didn’t see you!” he practically roared. “You were in my blind spot!”

“That’s why you use your blinker!” she countered, a flicker of her earlier defiance returning, even amidst her fear.

Just then, a chorus of impatient horns erupted behind them. The light had turned green. The sudden audience seemed to fluster the man. He glared at Veronica one last time, a look that promised retribution, before stomping back to his car.

Veronica, trembling, quickly pulled away, her dark eyes glued to her rearview mirror. He followed for a few blocks, then, to her immense relief, turned off onto a side street. She let out a shaky breath she hadn't realized she was holding. Her hands were clammy. Her chest ached.

The incident replayed again and again in her mind for the remainder of the drive, a discordant symphony of honks, shouts, and terrifying glares. Veronica spent the evening trying to shake off the unsettling encounter, but the man’s furious face was seared into her memory. She kept analyzing her own reactions, wondering if she could have handled it differently. But deep down, she knew she wouldn't have. His entitlement had sparked something primal in her, a refusal to be dismissed or disrespected.

That evening, from the sanctuary of her tiny one bedroom apartment as the sun had begun its descent, she recounted the story by phone to her bestie Sofia, a psychology student and fellow intern who listened with a mix of concern and amusement.

“You really called him ‘abuelo’?” Sofia chuckled, then added, “Seriously though, that’s terrifying. Some people are just unhinged.”

They’d talked for another twenty minutes or so before hanging up. No sooner did she end their call, than a frenzied pounding at her front door startled her off her sofa before she even realized she had moved. It was the kind of knock that demanded restitution. It pissed her off to such a degree that against her better judgment, Veronica stormed over to fling open the door in confrontation, knowing it to be a terrible plan for a young woman living alone to enact in this day and age, but unable to stop herself.

She found herself glaring up into the face of the man who drove the black Mercedes.

His first words to her were, "You should have yielded.” He delivered them with an accusing finger leveled at her nose.

Momentarily too shocked to remain fearful, she sputtered, “How the hell did you find out where I live?! Are you stalking me, you damn psycho? And yield to what? A reckless maniac with a death wish?"

"To a careful driver who was following the rules of the road," he insisted in a flinty, irritated timbre as he brushed her easily aside, admitting himself to her apartment as if to continue their argument without disturbing neighbors.

"Rules that don't apply to you, I'm sure," she retorted. 

"You're a menace," he said, shaking his head, “Pure and simple”.

"And you're a self-righteous narcissist," she snapped back, before falling silent, finally, privately recognizing the fact that this stranger had all but forced his way into her home.

As that reality and all of its perilous implications solidified in her mind, she saw the flicker of surprise in his eyes over her refusal to back down; a fleeting fracture in his carefully constructed intimidation campaign. She noticed the barely perceptible tremor in his hands. He was as shaken by all this as she was. The anger between them was a mask for something else that smoldered between them. It occurred to her once again that this man was five different kinds of attractive, and that under better circumstances, she could be easily persuaded to let him hit.

She retreated to her kitchen momentarily, returning with a tiny paring knife that she brandished at the intruder, ordering him to leave her apartment. When he didn’t move quickly enough, she slashed at him with it, missing him entirely before going in for a second ill-advised strike. This time, he caught her wrist in his hand, easily disarming her and tossing the knife across the apartment into her living room.

“I didn’t come here to hurt you,” he said as she struggled against him, “But you’ve got to understand. Keep driving like that, you’re going to kill somebody.”

“You, if you don’t get out! Now! Get out of my house!”

The stranger drew her close against him, seeking to restrain her, to pin her arms to her sides. And damn him, it was working. Veronica couldn’t move. She couldn’t escape. She felt her feet leave the floor as he hoisted her with what had to have been minimal effort, and deposited her seated onto her kitchen countertop. She gained no advantage from the change in vantage point, still unable to extricate herself. They went on wrestling, with her shouting , unable to hear him anymore as he admonished her to calm down and stop fighting. She imagined their contest stretching into infinity, a repetitive loop as without point as it was without end, achieving nothing but to leave them both exhausted and more resentful. Either that, or it would go on until he finally lost patience with her and struck her with a closed fist, potentially concluding their conflict with her grievous injury or her demise.

A desperate, irrational impulse took hold. Seeing no other way to end it, to break the cycle, she leaned forward, grasping the lapels of his suit jacket. Before he could react, she pulled him closer and pressed her lips against his. 

He froze, his stormy eyes widening in confusion.

It was an act of desperation, a clumsy, frantic Hail Mary born of exasperation and an inexplicable need to silence him. To win by whatever means she could, since she had already lost any contest of physical dominance. His lips were firm and slightly chapped, and for a moment, he was as still as a statue. Then, with a low groan, he responded as if thawing. His arms tightened around her, securing her against his chest. The kiss deepened, infusing them both with a surge of heat and a dizzying rush of that thing she had refused to acknowledge.

When they finally broke apart, both were breathless. The tension that had been crackling between them since their eyes first met this afternoon had finally broken. He looked at her, his eyes no longer stormy. Veronica’s senses swam an ocean of both relief and terror. 

Profound was the
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