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            social media post

          

          Alejandro García’s Ride has a New Look! [image: eyes]

        

      

    

    
      @LeagueValenciaGirlie Have you seen the state of @AleGarcia9 new Lamborghini? Sports car enthusiasts everywhere are cringing at those key scratches. What do you think?

      @FutbolGuru That ride is jacked. My heart fucking broke. [image: broken heart]

      @SweetPea3 I can’t believe @LuciaCesareForReal did that to @AleGarcia9! That’s messed up.

      @CarrieSins12 Is it? @AleGarcia9 stepped out on her with @ModelPaolaDaSilva!

      @FutbolGuru Have you seen @ModelPaolaDaSilva? [image: face with rolling eyes] The Pope would step out with her.

      @SweetPea3 He didn’t “step out” on her. They weren’t even together. @AleGarcia9 doesn’t do serious relationships…

      @SoccerSux33 [image: eyes] And you would know this…how? Y’all need to get a life. Go Dawgs!

      @FutbolGuru Shocking. Another misinformed American. [image: yawning face]

      @CarSpotterLife Yo! That Lambo got fucked up! Better luck next time, bro.

      @SweetPea3 I’d love to take a ride in anything @AleGarcia9 is driving. [image: fire]

      @SoccerSux33 Desperate much?
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      “Perdona.” The bartender’s voice is low and laced with apology. “La tarjeta de crédito ha sido rechazada otra vez.”

      I stare into the man’s kind eyes. I don’t have to know Spanish to understand that he’s politely telling me my credit card—the third card I passed him—is declined. The meaning is woven into the gentle tone of his voice and obvious in the compassion filling his gaze.

      “I’m so sorry,” I blurt out, digging into my Chanel wallet for cash. I shake the wallet, relieved when a few euro coins roll forward. My heart thumps, the sound echoing in my eardrums, the beat pulsing in my temples, as my anxiety heightens. I fumble with one of the coins, my fingers trembling.

      What if I don’t have enough cash to cover the bill?

      What if I can’t reserve a hotel room for tonight?

      What if I’m forced to call Gerard for help after we broke up only two hours ago?

      “Cóbrate todo, lo mío y lo suyo.” A man steps up beside me at the bar and subtlety slides his credit card across the top. He rests his elbows on the ledge and leans forward, rocking on his feet. Easygoing and unhurried.

      The bartender’s eyes widen, and he jerks his head in a nod, accepting the card and running it.

      I suck in a breath, both grateful for and fearful of the man’s intervention. What if he expects something in return?

      I’m in over my head. Sure, I’ve traveled outside of the United States before, but never alone. And never with a declined credit card, a broken heart, and a bruised ego.

      Gladys has been warning me for years that there’s no such thing as a free lunch.

      But then again, what does Gladys know? Maybe I wouldn’t be in my current predicament—newly single, tipsy at a bar named Corcho, and at the mercy of a stranger—if I didn’t take her advice and fly to Spain to surprise my boyfriend, Gerard. Ex-boyfriend.

      “Thank you. Gracias,” I amend, turning to face him. My words die in my throat as I glimpse the most gorgeous man I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      His green eyes are electric, studying me curiously. Awareness rolls through me at his unwavering attention, and my body tightens in response.

      His pillowy soft lips quirk into half a grin and I sit up straighter, crossing one leg over the other, as my heart rate increases from his proximity alone.

      He has a Roman nose, high cheekbones, and a strong chin. Two thick eyebrows arch as he dips his head, his grin widening into a smile, until a dimple appears in his left cheek. It’s both alluring and teasing, a combination that leaves me breathless.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he replies in English. His English is deliciously accented, and I lean closer on my barstool, desperate to hear him say more. To say anything.

      Clearly, it’s the alcohol. I don’t lust after strangers. I don’t lust after anyone. I’m much too practical, too sensible, to indulge in whims.

      But after the past few hours, I don’t blame myself for enjoying two drinks too many. My time in Spain has been a shitshow of epic proportions since the moment my plane touched down and I powered on my phone.

      First, I received Grandpa’s clipped text messages informing me that, in the eight hours I’d been offline, Prescott Sail lost our biggest client. That alarming update was followed by Gerard’s award-winning performance—fucking a blonde from behind when I entered his hotel suite. The word surprise died on my lips as I wondered how—when—this became my life?

      The stranger accepts the small black book from the bartender and opens it to scrawl his name on the receipt. When he straightens, I notice how tall he is. Imposing and sculpted, like a male model, or a professional athlete, or a figment of my imagination.

      I shake my head to clear it, and the sexy stranger tosses me a smirk. He fists a hand, knocking it on the bar top.

      “Be safe,” he says, giving me a long, knowing look.

      Then, he joins his friends and slips from a side exit, disappearing from the bar.

      I stare after him, mentally repeating his words.

      Be safe.

      Is that a warning? A threat? A common courtesy?

      The fact that I don’t know highlights how little experience I have with men. I’ve been with Gerard since Dad introduced us at a sailing regatta our junior year of college.

      From our first encounter, I was charmed. From our first kiss, I was convinced that Gerard was my future.

      Picking up my empty glass, I suck on the straw until the slurping sound echoes in my eardrums. A tiny drop of tequila hits my tongue, and I close my eyes. I am a shitty judge of character.

      Sighing, I place down the glass, scoop up my cell phone, and move toward the bathroom. I need to pull myself together and sort out my next steps.

      Call the bank. Reserve a hotel room. Book a flight home.

      Locking myself into a stall, I lean my head back and close my eyes. But it’s no use; the scene of Gerard and the blonde is imprinted on my eyelids. I tap my head back against the cool metal door and am relieved when my phone buzzes with an incoming message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Grandpa

      

      
        How long are you staying in Spain for?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        There’s a team owner in Valencia you should connect with.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        José Costa

      

      

      

      
        
          
        He’s in need of an expedited delivery.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We could make it work if you can close the deal.

      

      

      

      

      

      “You in here?” a male voice asks.

      I gasp, slipping my phone into my pocket and standing stock-still. Does he mean me?

      “I can see your sandals,” he says, his tone laced with humor. “I like the pink polish.”

      It’s him! The stranger from the bar. What does he want?

      Tentatively, I unlock the stall door and peek around the side. The stranger with the green eyes is leaning against the wall, his feet crossed at the ankles, smirking at me and holding up my purse. Shit, I must have forgotten it on the bar.

      I roll my eyes, feeling less grateful than I should, as I stride toward him and swipe the purse. “Thanks.”

      “You’re practically begging to be robbed.”

      I shrug. “Apparently my cards are useless.”

      One corner of his mouth tugs upward as if he wants to grin but it falls flat before he completes the movement. “A woman like you”—he tilts his chin in my direction, narrowing his eyes—“dressed in Carolina Herrera, the brand isn’t Spanish, by the way. Many assume it is.”

      “She’s Venezuelan,” I rattle off the fact—fashion trivia instilled in me from a young age by my mom. I pause in front of the mirror, feigning nonchalance, as I swipe on some lip gloss. My eyes dart to him in the reflection.

      He pushes off the wall and continues speaking, “With a Chanel purse and wallet and no working credit cards...”

      “It’s a long story,” I lament.

      He steps beside me at the sink, and I turn toward him.

      He glances at his watch before his eyes latch onto mine. They’re bottomless—cool pools of green shaded with amusement, curiosity, and a flicker of heat. “You can tell me over dinner.”

      My heart leaps into my throat. Is he asking me out? On a date?

      I can’t even remember the last time Gerard took me on a real date.

      Acting cool and collected even as my overactive mind spins millions of scenarios, I turn back toward the mirror. “Does that line ever work?”

      “Only when the woman is actually hungry.”

      And I can’t help it, I snort out a laugh. My eyes flick to his again and in the reflection of the mirror, he gives me a real smile. My knees nearly buckle.

      Because, my God, is it breathtaking. Blinding.

      I clear my throat, reaching for the levelheadedness I’ve always prided myself on. “I thought you left.”

      He holds my gaze, and I note the flecks of gold in his green irises. He’s almost too beautiful to be real. To be human. “Something told me to come back.” His voice is low and husky, and a shiver travels down my spine.

      “I can’t have dinner with you.”

      “Why not?” He leans against the sink, dipping into my space, and even from this angle, I have to crane my neck to look at him. He’s at least three inches taller than Gerard.

      Stop comparing him to your ex-boyfriend! I mentally scold myself.

      Yeah, especially when he’s better, my snarky subconscious tosses back.

      “Well, for starters…” I gesture toward him, flustered by his proximity but not wanting to show it. “I don’t even know your name.”

      His eyes flare slightly, and he dips his head. “Fair enough.” He sticks out a hand. “Ale.”

      “Ale,” I repeat.

      He nods. “And you are?”

      Out of my league. The phrase filters through my mind, but thank God, I don’t voice it. Instead, I clear my throat. “Marlowe.”

      “Marlowe,” he murmurs, as if testing the sound of my name on his tongue.

      He says it sensually and I wonder if he’s doing so on purpose or if it’s a natural byproduct of his accent.

      “Now that I know your name, let me try this again. Would you like to have dinner with me, Marlowe?”

      His voice is even and soothing. An invitation without the expectation of my having to accept. He waits for my response patiently and he’s so different from Gerard that I almost don’t know how to answer.

      Does he have an ulterior motive? Is he going to kidnap me and sell me into sex trafficking like in the Liam Neeson movie, Taken? Gladys made me watch it in an ill-conceived attempt to cheer me up when most of my college friends studied abroad our junior year.

      “I promise it’s just dinner.” His voice cuts through my thoughts as though he understands my fears. As though he can read them swirling in my mind.

      “I’m not normally this indecisive,” I admit, biting my bottom lip. “I need to call my bank and sort things out so I can book my flight home.”

      “Where’s home?”

      “Rhode Island.”

      “America,” he murmurs as my stomach growls. Loudly. I blush but Ale smirks. “And you are hungry.”

      Sighing, I straighten my posture and hook my purse over my shoulder. At this point, what’s the harm in dinner with a sexy stranger in Spain? After tonight, I’ll never see him again.

      “I could eat.”
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      She doesn’t know who I am.

      I’ve searched Marlowe’s expression for clues, noted her body language, and gently probed her for information on our walk from the bar to the bustling restaurant behind me. But she has no idea.

      Considering we’re in my hometown and my reputation often precedes me, it’s an invigorating and heady realization. In fact, it’s causing me to act in ways I normally don’t.

      Sure, I’ll help a woman out and pick up her bar tab. That’s just decent.

      But parting ways with my friends to return to the bar I left? Needing to make sure she has her purse? Taking her to goddamn dinner so I can hear about her depressing day?

      That’s not me. And yet, with Marlowe, my curiosity is piqued.

      “We’re here.” I point to the entrance. “Have you had tapas yet?”

      She shakes her head, pulling her cell phone away from her ear and frowning at it. “No, I just arrived today.” Her eyes flick to mine. “I can’t get through to my bank. It’s one automated message after another.”

      Guilt rolls through me that I didn’t insist she order some snacks at the bar. She must be starving if she hasn’t eaten since her arrival. Gently, I reach out to take her phone and end the call before passing it back to her. “Come on, you should eat. We’ll get this sorted afterwards.” I touch the small of her back to guide her into the restaurant.

      When she presses back against my fingertips—not in a flirty gesture—but as though craving a human connection, surprise mixes with my guilt.

      This girl is going through some things. And after the summer I had—namely being passed over for League Valencia’s captain position, having my new Lamborghini destroyed by a jealous date, and Papá being too disgusted to look me in the eye—I need to steer clear of women with baggage.

      But there’s something about Marlowe that intrigues me. Desperately so, and I’m not sure why.

      Why is she dressed in designer clothing but can’t pay for a margarita? Why does she hold herself with sophisticated grace yet look like she’s two minutes away from sobbing her eyes out? Why doesn’t she recognize me at all?

      And, best of all, why the hell am I ignoring my better judgment to spend time with her? To take her to one of the most popular restaurants in one of the trendiest neighborhoods of Valencia where we’ll certainly be photographed together when I’m supposed to be lying low?

      The restaurant is busy and bursting with life when we enter. Every table is filled with families and friends talking, laughing, and drinking together.

      I step to the hostess stand. While I know for a fact that there are no available tables, I also know they hold two in the back for VIP clients. I don’t even have to say my name before the hostess’s eyes widen in recognition. She smiles and picks up two menus, leading us toward a table.

      I tug gently on Marlowe’s arm. “We’re this way.”

      “Wow,” she whispers as I hold out the chair for her to sit at the cozy, four-top in the back corner. “It’s busy in here.”

      “Always.”

      “And it’s late.” She taps on the face of her watch. “It’s ten p.m. You’re sure the kitchen is still open?”

      I chuckle, amused by her question. “Marlowe, dinner is just starting here. We have the whole night ahead of us. Tell me what you like.” I tap my finger against the menu.

      She stares at me, a little line appearing between her brows. “I’m-I’m not sure. I’ve never had Spanish food.”

      “Okay,” I say slowly, “we’ll get a little bit of everything for you to try.” I scan the menu, mentally clocking the usual tapas—patatas bravas, Ibérico ham and manchego cheese, croquettes, a Spanish omelet called a tortilla.

      Marlowe’s gaze travels around the restaurant, soaking in the energy, the experience, the simplicity. For a moment, I pause to enjoy my city—my home—through her eyes. If I’m honest with myself, it’s one of the reasons why I brought her here. Even if here is begging for trouble.

      As my phone buzzes in my pocket, I know I’m already being tagged in social media posts. Paparazzi will likely be waiting outside of my flat tonight, their cameras poised to snap photos.

      But right now, I’m out to dinner with an American woman who doesn’t know who the hell I am. It’s the perfect scenario to indulge in some freedom and fun after weeks of going without.

      No parties. No women.

      Until tonight. Until her.

      I can’t read Marlowe. I don’t understand why she agreed to dinner with me. But I like that she’s not posturing or fan-girling. Instead, she’s observant, curious, and thoughtful.

      Pure. A woman not from my world.

      Safe. A woman who won’t kick up a media shitshow because by the time she learns my full name, my profession, she’ll be back in Rhode Island, with thousands of kilometers between us.

      Gorgeous. With shoulder-length, light brown hair, big blue eyes, and barely any makeup, Marlowe is a knockout. She’s nothing like my usual type. The women I take home are akin to social media stans. Full glam makeup, sexily and scantily clad, and interested in a good time at a top-Euro club. They’re always desperate to have bragging rights that after some game in some city, they fucked me.

      But Marlowe is fresh-faced and sweet-looking. Her summer dress is flirty and frilly. Her expression is somehow both open and guarded.

      She’s different.

      And after the self-imposed quarantine that was my summer, I want her in ways I haven’t experienced in a long time. With a reckless desperation and a neediness that would be alarming if I wasn’t so intent on getting what I want.

      Just one night with this enigmatic woman. One smile to clear the pain in her soulful eyes. One chance to be Ale, a regular guy out with an American woman, instead of Alejandro García, League Valencia’s center forward and Rubén García’s less-talented son.

      I place an order with the server—an array of tapas, a bottle of water, and a pitcher of Agua de Valencia. Then, I steeple my fingers together and lean forward.

      Marlowe’s eyes widen. “That sounded like a lot of food.”

      “You should try everything while you have the chance.” I smirk. “Why are you having such a terrible time in Spain?”

      Marlowe sighs heavily. “I flew here to surprise my boyfriend. Ex-boyfriend. If I’m being honest, it was Gladys’s fault for urging me to come. I blame my whole Sewing Circle,” she mutters, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.

      “Your sewing—what?”

      “You know, a group of women who gather to sew, or knit…” She trails off, that small line appearing between her brows. “I guess we should consider calling it a knitting circle since Judith recently leaned into Portuguese knitting.”

      “Portuguese knitting?” I question, trying to follow her line of thought. But I love the adorable way her face scrunches up when she thinks. I could sit back and watch the emotions flit across her face, offering me a peek into her mind. Her soul.

      She’s not calculated or cunning the way most women I date are. They start the evening off with an end goal in mind—their actions carefully guided by an ulterior motive.

      Not Marlowe. No, she’s nothing like the women I’m used to.

      She shrugs. “We gather to sew, or knit, and talk. I meet with them once a week.”

      “Your friends?”

      “Yes. Gladys, Dorothy, and Judith.” Marlowe waves a hand in my direction. “They’re going to love this story. I’ll be retelling it for weeks, maybe even months, to come.”

      My heart rate jumps, and I narrow my eyes. Maybe she does know who I am. Maybe she’s been waiting for the right moment to⁠—

      “They’ve been warning me for years about Gerard’s red flags. They want me to get out more, socialize, and have fun.” Marlowe shakes her head, and I lean closer. “They’ll like that I tried tapas.”

      “I’m sure they’ll like that you’re taking their advice, too.”

      “Absolutely!” Marlowe laughs. “They’re a bunch of old mother hens—all of them in their eighties.”

      “Their eighties?” I repeat, making sure I heard her correctly.

      She nods. “But don’t let their age fool you; they’re a lively bunch.”

      I chuckle, amused and charmed and…relaxed. At ease in a way I almost forgot how to feel. “Sounds like my abuela would fit right in. She’s the most energetic woman I know. She’s always baking, going to Zumba, FaceTiming my sister in America.”

      Marlowe perks up. “Your sister lives in the US?”

      I suck in a breath. Am I divulging too much information? But the look in her eyes reassures me that she has no idea who my family is. “Both of them,” I admit. “Carla lives in Chicago and Valentina is in Tennessee.”

      “And you’re here.”

      “Yes, the rest of my family is in Spain.”

      “Do you visit the US often?”

      “A few times a year.” It will be more frequently now that Valentina is married to a professional American football quarterback Avery Callaway, and has no intention of returning to Valencia.

      This information seems to put Marlowe at ease, and she leans back in her chair. Our server appears with the pitcher and pours two glasses of Agua de Valencia.

      “This is a traditional cocktail,” I explain, holding up my glass.

      Marlowe’s eyes spark as she lifts hers delicately, tilting it in my direction.

      “It’s made from the Valencian orange—that’s what we’re known for.”

      “Dorothy requested I fill my suitcase with oranges,” she quips. “What else?”

      I chuckle. “Cava, vodka, and gin.”

      She sucks in a breath, biting her bottom lip. “I’m going to warn you now—I may be truly tipsy after this.”

      I point to the bottle of water. “Pace yourself, it’s still early.”

      She laughs and gestures with her glass in my direction. “You know, officially meeting you in the women’s bathroom has turned an awful afternoon into a bright spot. Now, I can say I tried real Spanish food and drinks with a local Valencian, even if my trip only lasts for twenty-four hours.”

      The words are spoken genuinely. Easily. Like she’s used to sharing her innermost thoughts with strangers without fear of repercussions. Without wondering how they will be twisted and used against her.

      I clear my throat. “I’m glad. Salud.” I clink my glass against hers and take a gulp of my drink.

      “Cheers,” she murmurs, doing the same. She smacks her lips together appreciatively, grinning at me. “This is good. I needed this after today.”

      “So, what happened?” I press, sounding just as nosy as Abuela.

      “I flew to Valencia⁠—”

      “At Gladys’s urging,” I interject.

      Marlowe laughs lightly. “Yes, at Gladys’s urging, to surprise Gerard. He’s here for work and has been putting in long hours. The past few months have been…challenging for us. I wanted to surprise him, to support him.” Her eyes take on a faraway sheen, as if she’s lost in thought. A moment passes before she blinks, clearing the memory and straightening in her seat. Her cheeks heat but her eyes are dry as she admits, “He was in bed with another woman.”

      “Cabrón,” I spit the vulgar word. My anger spikes and I grip my thighs under the table to control the surge of rage I feel on her behalf.

      What a bastard. A man has a woman like Marlowe in his life and he risks that for a one-night stand on a business trip? But I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t experienced worse. Hell, there are married men on my team who have done the same thing to their wives.

      “That’s not even the worst part,” Marlowe whispers before draining her beverage. I refill it but also pour her a glass of water. I want her to tell me every single thing the hijo de puta said to her, but I also don’t want her to not remember doing so tomorrow.

      I arch an eyebrow, encouraging her to continue.

      She fiddles with the edge of her linen napkin and my anger swirls into concern.

      Did he hurt her? Touch her? “Did he lay a hand on you?” I press, my voice deceptively calm.

      As a professional athlete, I’m very aware of the shit guys pull with women and hope to get away with. As a brother with two sisters, I don’t stand for any of it. Ever.

      “What? No, of course not,” Marlowe says quickly.

      “Tell me the truth,” I demand. If he hurt her, I’ll⁠—

      “He didn’t hurt me. Not physically. He just…he spoke to me so cruelly. He’s never been so dismissive, so callous, before.”

      I pull in a breath and relax my hands. “Maybe he’s finally showing you his true colors.”

      She snorts. “We’ve been together nearly five years. What does it say about my judgment if I didn’t pick up on these glaring character flaws sooner?”

      I bite the corner of my mouth. “It’s not your fault.”

      “I know. I just feel…hurt.” She presses a hand to her heart, as if her ex-boyfriend’s actions physically pierced her. “And confused.”

      “About what?”

      “About everything. Life.”

      I offer a small, understanding smile. “I think everyone feels like that sometimes.”

      “Maybe,” she murmurs but she doesn’t look convinced. She looks sad and lonely. Younger than her years even though her eyes hold a gleam of wisdom, of experiences, that speak to her maturity.

      Do you love him? The thought flickers through my mind and I bite down on my tongue to keep from voicing it.

      It’s none of my business whether she loves him. By tomorrow, or a few days at most, she’ll be back in America, and I’ll be a fun memory of a night in Spain.

      A better question would be—do you want to forget all about him? Because if that’s the case, I can help her out.

      My blood heats at the thought, at the idea of escorting Marlowe home, of laying her down in her hotel room, of making her forget the name of the cabrón she once referred to as her boyfriend.

      We could have a night together. One she can recall as the little fling in Valencia. One I can savor as the night a woman trusted me for being Ale, the man, and not Alejandro, the futbolista.

      It can be lighthearted and fun, with just enough emotional connection to take our physical coupling to the next level.

      Marlowe will return to Rhode Island with higher standards than the poor excuse for a man she wasted five years of her life on. And I’ll start my season sated, without the usual distractions and temptations that crop up.

      We can talk and laugh and enjoy each other’s company for one night without the expectation of more. In the morning, we’ll go our separate ways and the gratitude for what we shared will be enough.

      As my fantasy takes shape, I can’t help but smile at the beauty sitting across from me. Dining with her makes me feel a thousand feet tall because she’s confiding in me as just Ale. And that’s enough.

      Determined to enjoy this night, this time, with Marlowe, I take a sip of my drink and listen to every word she shares. She talks about sailing, her passion for the sport evident as her face brightens and her eyes sparkle. She speaks about her family and her Sewing Circle—a tight-knit support system that seems to be entirely comprised of senior citizens. Interesting yet endearing.

      When she leans forward, as if to reach for me, my heart thuds in my eardrums. Before she can grasp my hand, our server appears and sets down the tapas.

      A laugh spills from Marlowe’s lips as she takes in the various plates. “How much did your order?”

      I smirk, feeling more like myself than I have all summer. “Bienvenida a Valencia, Marlowe.”

      Welcome to Valencia.
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      “I can’t crash a stranger’s birthday party!” I exclaim as Ale leads me through cobblestone streets. Full on tapas and Agua de Valencia, with my mind calmer than it’s been since I arrived in Spain—which is miraculous considering I haven’t connected with my bank—I feel giddy and lighthearted.

      Impulsive enough to take Ale up on his offer to go to his friend’s birthday party despite knowing it’s a terrible idea. I don’t know his friend; I hardly know him.

      “Those are the best parties to crash,” he disagrees.

      I stall, fishing for more information. “It’s nearly one o’clock in the morning. What kind of party is this?”

      “A Spanish one. It’s a good friend of mine. He’ll be happy I brought you along.”

      “Are you sure?” I falter, not wanting to head back to Gerard’s hotel and hoping reception has another available room for the night, despite knowing it’s the right thing to do. The practical, sensible, responsible option.

      “I’m certain. If you only have one night here, you should embrace it.” Ale’s tone is resolute. His hands are stuffed into his pockets, his shoulders mid-shrug, as if to say, it’s up to you.

      We stop at a pedestrian red light, and I shift my weight from one foot to the next. The heat of the evening wraps around me. Cars and cyclists whip past. And the city pulses with energy.

      I can practically hear my college bestie, Hazel, cringing as she murmurs, going back to the hotel is the lamest thing I’ve ever heard.

      By the time Hazel returned to campus from her year abroad, I was dating Gerard. But before that…we used to have fun. Late nights out, dancing on bars with Hazel stealing hats from every guy she could swipe one from. Morning brunches, half hungover, sipping strong coffee and indulging in Johnny Cakes.

      Standing on this street corner with Ale, I can feel the excitement buzzing in my eardrums. Adrenaline rushes through my veins. And endless possibilities shimmer before me.

      The same way they did before Gerard. Before Dad’s diagnosis. Before I had to step into the role of de facto COO of Prescott Sail and full-time caretaker.

      Before.

      “Okay, I’m in,” I agree, finally coming to a decision.

      I say it with gusto and my commitment to a night out is a bit of a relief. When I go in, I’m one hundred percent committed. The version of me since walking in on Gerard with the blonde has me feeling out of sorts and I’m desperate for some solid ground.

      Even if it’s dancing at a nightclub. Maybe that’s what I need?

      “Bueno!” Ale wraps an arm around my waist and spins me in a circle, grasping my hand at the last moment to dip me. “Do you dance?”

      I bite my bottom lip, my blood rushing to my head as he pulls me upright. “Yes. Do you?”

      “Marli, I’m Spanish,” he laughs.

      I arch an eyebrow, liking the way he shortened my name. Liking that he gave me a personalized nickname at all when I’ve only known him for a few hours.

      “It’s in my blood. And it was a requirement of my abuela’s. When my sisters started flamenco lessons, she signed me and my cousins Rafa and Sebastien up for Paso Doble lessons.” He wrinkles his nose.

      “What’s that?” I bite my bottom lip to keep from grinning. The more I learn about Ale’s abuela, the more I adore her.

      “It’s like ballroom style but with Spanish flair. It originated from the Spanish bullfights with the man dancing as the matador, the bullfighter, and the woman as the red cape, or sometimes, even the bull.”

      I arch an eyebrow. “I have to see this.”

      Ale chuckles and shakes his head. “It’s very old-fashioned. I don’t even remember the steps, and I’d prefer to dance bachata now.” His eyes spark. “Especially with you.”

      “Okay, you don’t have to break out the ballroom moves. But if I’m coming out, you have to dance with me.” I poke him in the chest, my fingertip meeting solid muscle. “I never go clubbing. And it’s already past my bedtime. I’m breaking all my rules.”

      Ale grasps my finger and tugs me even closer, sliding a hand on my hip. “Te lo prometo,” he murmurs in my ear. A shiver shimmies down my spine, and I practically swoon. “I promise you. Tonight, I will break my rules too.”

      I pull in a breath, the scent of his skin—citrus oranges, clean soap, and salty sea—washing over me like a wave. It drags me under, and I pitch forward on my toes, wanting to be closer to him. His hand tightens on my hip and when his eyes find mine, his gaze holds me hostage. Pinning me to this moment, to this street corner, to the magic of tonight. Around us, the city blurs, dropping into the background.

      Ale’s smile slips and his expression changes from teasing to intense, nearly severe, as he studies me. His nostrils flare as he inhales, his eyelids falling to half-mast.

      I lift my chin slightly, daring him, begging him, to kiss me.

      His eyes flash for a heartbeat before his mouth arcs, so tantalizingly slowly, over mine. When his lips are a whisper away, a passerby whistles loudly, and Ale jerks back, the moment between us snapping.

      And I feel the loss of his heat, the forfeiture of the moment, like a physical ache. It reverberates in my chest—a pang of withered hope.

      Of drowned desire.

      Of stark reality.

      The way I feel in Ale’s presence is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. It’s a delicate and conflicting cocktail of emotions—giddy, anxious, eager, hesitant. Yet, at the forefront, I feel alive and present, with all five senses buzzing, and my heart bursting with the promise of more.

      I don’t remember the last time I felt this way, but if the intensity of this evening is anything to go by, it’s been too long.

      He loosens his grip on my waist but doesn’t remove his hand. Instead, a grin cuts across his gorgeous face. “When we dance, can you keep up?” he teases, navigating our conversation back to shallow, safer waters.

      I snort and roll my eyes, feigning bravado. “Trust me, Ale, I can dance.” And years ago, I could.

      I hope that still holds true. I pray dancing is like riding a bike and after a song or two, I’ll find and hold the rhythm.

      Because while I’ve never been to a club in Spain, I have a feeling it’s not akin to the lame dances I do in Grandpa’s kitchen while washing pots after Sunday night dinner.

      Ale and I walk another half a block before my mouth drops open. “Oh, wow.” There’s a line of people, circling around a building, more than a street length, waiting for access to a nightclub.

      Cava, vodka, and gin thrum through my veins, keeping me warm and relaxed. On some level, I realize how irresponsible I’m being. Dinner with a stranger. Out to a club in the middle of the night.

      Marlowe Claire Prescott doesn’t do rash and spontaneous things.
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