

Three women bound by one truth: they love each other passionately. Like earth, moon, and sun, they orbit in intimate relation - shaping one another, influencing one another - yet in the end each must find herself.

Ama comes from a troubled family background. Never truly accepted by her parents, she sought freedom in excess and earned herself the reputation of an easy lover. When she meets the successful Miranda, she sees it as her chance to change - to reform, to step into the role of the devoted fiancée. But then Teri enters her life, and Ama falls head over heels in love. She tries to suppress it, determined not to fall back into old patterns. Yet it soon becomes clear that she can no longer uphold the façade. When she meets Yale, she is forced to question her entire life and every relationship she has ever known - traveling back in time in order to find herself.

Tierra is still grieving her first love, who died in a sailing accident. Having never confessed her feelings, she must live with the weight of that unspoken love. Since then, Teri has committed herself to living entirely in the present, savoring every second. She opens a successful bakery and perfects her craft. When she meets Ama, a seasonal worker, she forgets her grief for the first time. But when Ama suddenly disappears, her fear of loss resurfaces. Teri joins Yale on a journey to a remote region in southern France. Realizing that she cannot imagine life without either of the two women, she ultimately chooses to travel to Portugal alone - to heal her wounds and finally learn how to stand on her own.

Yale is privileged. After completing her studies, she longs for simplicity and travels the world with her friends. Yet she yearns for stability - for a place to call home. When an earthquake damages her great-auntʼs house, she takes it as a sign to leave her relationship behind and help rebuild. Shortly thereafter, she inherits a fortune. Yale struggles with what to do with it. Her deep empathy makes her more attuned to the needs of others than to her own. On impulse, she sets off for France with Tierra to celebrate with friends. When Ama joins them, Yale must - for the first time - discover what she truly wants, independent of anyone elseʼs expectations.
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Teri

The first time I saw Ama was among the lemon trees. At dawn, she stretched upward and pulled one of the branches down toward her. The ground was thick with mist. She stood right in the middle of it. It must have rained during the night, though I canʼt remember it. In fact, I canʼt remember any night before that morning.

In the distance, there was a strip of golden sea, the sun sketching its first lines across the surface. The light caught in the droplets on the leaves, in the buckets filled with rainwater, along the edges of the gutters. I remember that amber, luminous gold so clearly because it stood out so intensely against the dark silhouettes of the lemon trees.

She drew the branch close to her face and held a lemon between her fingers. She smelled it, turned it slowly, studied it as though she were in love. Then she released it back into the canopy. Fine droplets rained down from the branches. Her wide, frayed hat shielded her face. The water trickled into the mist around her ankles.

It was the most perfect scene I have ever witnessed. I canʼt remember what I did afterward, whether I had just arrived or was about to leave. All the other minutes of that day had become meaningless.




Ama

The first time I saw her, she looked tired and happy. When Teri stepped out of the driverʼs cab of her van, my arms went weak and the crate of olives suddenly felt frighteningly heavy. The sun was slowly rising over the roof of the warehouse. At the very moment I caught sight of her, I had to set the olives down to keep from spilling them across the ground.

From behind the tower of wooden crates, I couldnʼt stop watching her. I felt slightly ashamed, like the way you feel when you canʼt look away from a couple sharing an intimate moment in public.

She leaned against the van, her pale cheeks bathed in the orange glow of sunrise. Almost as if floating, she walked up the stone steps. At the top, on the veranda, she paused and surveyed the land. Her white hair shimmered like a veil.

Even though she wore dust-stained overalls, there was something magical about her, something sacred, an energy that didnʼt seem as though it could belong to my world.




Chapter 1

The Taste of Lemons

September, Sorrento, Italy


Ama

Iʼm late. On my very first day. The journey took longer than planned. The flight was delayed, and I had to catch the last train from Rome to Naples. The sun wonʼt rise for another few hours, and my suitcase feels impossibly heavy. I couldnʼt pick up the rental car at this hour, so I took a taxi from Naples to Sorrento. But the driver refused to drive up the rocky path to the lemon plantation. I assured him the road was manageable, yet he insisted that the car he earns his living with was worth more to him than the few extra euros I offered. After unloading my suitcase at the bottom of the hill, he drove away. Within moments, the taillights vanished behind the lemon trees.

So I drag my luggage through the dark. There is always something wondrous about this place. Crickets chirp between the shadows of the heavily laden lemon trees. With every step, their silhouettes grow sharper against the sky fading from blue to black. Stones I canʼt see wedge themselves again and again between the suitcase wheels. My palms burn from gripping the handle.

At last, I reach the gate. Twenty minutes late, wearing a sweaty, dusty shirt and tangled curls, I arrive at my workplace for the coming weeks. Thankfully, in the dim morning light, no one can see how breathless I am.

❖

I worked here a few years ago. Two months spent picking lemons while I was still studying. During the holidays I earned some extra money and got to know this stretch of the Italian coast better.

This year, the job matters more. I intend to stay for good. I have two months to find an apartment - thatʼs the deadline my fiancée and I set. Early mornings will belong to plantation work; the rest of the day to apartment viewings and job interviews. Then Miranda will join me. Her studies will be finished by then. She already has a position lined up at a prestigious law firm in Naples.

Our relationship feels like something out of a film. We met during our studies in Rome. Me pursuing a masterʼs in Sustainable Coastal and Ocean Engineering, she, five years younger, finishing her law degree. Miranda is brilliant, beautiful, grounded. From the beginning, she knew exactly what she wanted. Two years ago, she made it clear that she wanted to be closer to me. We shared friends and talked easily, despite our very different fields.

Because of my wild nights, I had a reputation. The untamable one, impossible to hold in a relationship. Miranda set clear boundaries. I learned from her what adult love looks like. And most importantly, when my mother and I have our rare phone calls, she asks about Miranda and sends her regards.

With her composure, she tamed my wildness. It felt like an American high-school romance. I should be completely content. And yet I canʼt deny the silent pressure. To match her success, to “make itˮ the way she does. Itʼs my responsibility to find work, to build a foundation for us here while she completes her final exams. In theory, it should be less stressful than her study schedule.

For now, I stay in the workersʼ accommodation. I haul my suitcase up the stone steps to the veranda. No one seems to be around. I call out hello into the warmly lit building. Cobwebs cling to the corners like spun sugar. Moths circle the lamps.

A man appears. He seems friendly - or at least not angry about my lateness. He shakes my hand.

“Good morning, Iʼm Ama,ˮ I say.

After a brief greeting, he tells me to leave the suitcase on the terrace. At six, someone will come to take me to the house. He shows me the break room and the toilets. Soon Iʼm outfitted with thick gloves against the thorns and a straw hat against the sun. My first task: carry crates of fresh olives to the gate, ready for market pickup. Then the lemons. The ones that arenʼt visually perfect go to the front. Theyʼll be delivered to the local baker.

I think of freshly baked lemon cake as I begin work just before four in the morning.


Teri

I brush the flour from my hands. When I slap them against my apron, dry clouds rise and settle on the surfaces, softening the large room. As I remove my work clothes, I cast one last assessing glance around the bakery. My apprentice works at the mixer; the oven glows red. Loaves rest patiently on the counter while two employees wipe it down.

I pull on my jacket. The air outside is still cool at this hour. The sun inches toward the horizon as I leave through the back door. I climb into the driverʼs seat and maneuver the small delivery van out of the courtyard and onto the street.

The city still flickers with the remnants of night. Lonely figures wear glowing wristbands. Cigarettes burn on balconies. Strings of lights are switched off one by one - or left shining, forgotten in the haze of the night. Rhythmic drumming drifts from rooms and bars. The air tastes of salt and skin. My own skin tastes of flour.

Before heading inland, I weave through the narrow streets. Minutes later, I turn onto a dusty path. Lemon trees line both sides of the driveway, sleeping. I let them brush past like old acquaintances Iʼd gladly welcome back into my life.

At the top of the hill, I park the rusty van in front of the massive building with pale stone walls. I climb the steps to the terrace. For a moment my gaze lingers on the horizon glimpsed through the trees. Then I force myself inside.

The hall is crowded with crates of lemons, olives, oranges; sorted by type, size, color, quality. Machines hum in the back. And the scent- the scent is overwhelming. The abundance of bitter citrus nearly steals your breath. A blunt freshness seeps from broken branches and leaves. You love it. And yet you cannot endure it for long.

“Good morning!ˮ I call, lifting a crate from the stack.

Heavy footsteps approach. The farmer appears.

“Good morning, Tierra! Wait, Iʼll help.ˮ

We carry the crates of less-than-perfect lemons down the steps, the same way I came, loading them into the van. Up and down we go until the last crate is secured.

“A new seasonal worker arrived this morning. Could you take her down?ˮ he asks.

“Of course. Is that her suitcase?ˮ I nod toward the dusty trolley standing in the hall.

“Yes.ˮ

“All right, but we need to hurry.ˮ

“Good. Iʼll load the suitcase. Ama is behind the trees. You can call her.ˮ

After checking the crates one last time, I close the back and head into the dawn to find her.


Ama

Now I sit beside her in her rusty van. The sun blazes through the windshield; the steering wheel is coated in white dust. Dry particles drift through the air, making the interior look almost cloudlike. But thatʼs not why I can hardly breathe, why I feel electrified. Itʼs her. And the feeling of embarrassment still crawls at the back of my neck.

Up close, she looks even more unreal than she did on the plantation. The shining hair brushing her cheeks, the delicate freckles across her nose, she seems almost elfin. I try to suppress the thought with the last of my strength. I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror and nervously tuck stray damp curls beneath my hat.

“By the way, Iʼm Teri,ˮ she says suddenly, eyes fixed on the bumpy road. Her eyes gleam in the early light. Her soft smile fades into her flushed cheeks. Her skin is pale, almost as pale as her white hair.

For a fraction of a second, she glances at me. I realize I havenʼt responded. I must seem strange.

“I… Iʼm Ama,ˮ I clear my throat. I feel ridiculous, shifting in my seat, resting my arm against the open window.

Teri smiles, her eyes narrowing slightly. Sheʼs noticed my unease. I pull my arm back to my lap.

“Okay, Ama. Weʼre here.ˮ

We turn into the guesthouse parking lot. I drag my suitcase from the back while she walks ahead. She unlocks the door. Inside, itʼs dark, the shutters still closed.

“I think youʼll be alone here for a while. Maybe in a few days youʼll have company,ˮ she says, hanging the key on a hook.

As I carry the suitcase through the doorway, I pass closer to her than I can bear. Do I smell unpleasant? She steps aside and disappears into the kitchen. Light floods in. I try to gauge whether Iʼm sweating.

Teri opens the shutters with the ease of someone who has done it a thousand times, then checks the refrigerator.

“You donʼt have any food yet. I could bring you something at lunch.ˮ

Again, I miss the moment when a response is expected. I simply stand in the doorway, watching her.

“Only if you want to, of course.ˮ

I close my eyes and press my cold hands over them, gathering myself.

“Iʼm sorry. I think Iʼm just exhausted. Yes - please. Iʼm hungry.ˮ Without another thought, I accept her offer.


Teri

Itʼs so hot I can hardly breathe. I try to focus on driving, but now sheʼs sitting beside me, making me nervous. The van rattles down the path. Sunlight filters through the dusty window. I steal glances at her from the corner of my eye. Dark curls dance beneath the brim of her hat. She brushes them aside slowly and rests her slender arm against the open window. Her white shirt flutters in the cool wind. Sheʼs tired from the journey and the early work. Her eyes are heavy, her gaze sensitive.

I donʼt want to disturb her quiet, yet I feel compelled to speak, to get to know her. I introduce myself too quickly, too softly, too nervously, because I canʼt think of any small talk. She doesnʼt answer immediately. She looks at me first. Her eyes are black as night, and the sun lends them a golden sheen.

“Iʼm Ama.ˮ

Ama.

The van bumps along the rocky road. I fix my eyes on the destination ahead. The few remaining meters feel like miles. Something about her robs me of words.

At last we arrive. I step out, take a long breath, try to calm myself, try to seem like a normal person. I unlock the house while she rolls her suitcase up the driveway. Inside, itʼs much colder than outside, shutters still tightly closed. A shock of temperature.

Because sheʼs arrived so late in the season and there are fewer workers than usual, the house is hers alone for now. I hold the heavy door for her. The hallway is almost too narrow for the two of us and her suitcase. She comes so close I can smell her sweet perfume and feel the magnetic warmth of her body. I savor the moment in secret.

Before I lose myself, I retreat to the kitchen. I open the large window, needing something to do, something to hide behind. I breathe in the fresh air and sort through my racing thoughts.

Thereʼs a beautiful woman with an unusual presence standing just behind me. I want to know her. I have to make sure this wonʼt be our last meeting.

So I look into the refrigerator, though I already know itʼs empty.


Ama

My days in Sorrento pass more or less as planned. In the early afternoon, I regularly set off for Naples. I work my way through a list of landlords, agents, and job openings. On a second list are all the criteria for a suitable apartment. Some of them are mine (clean, central, high ceilings), most of them Mirandaʼs (at least eighty square meters, bright, balcony or garden, open kitchen, automatic window shutters, a study with space for a desk).

I drive, and almost always end up in traffic. Still, I enjoy the stretches of road that run directly along the sea. The sea has always held a magnetic pull over me. I love the movement of the waves, the roar of the tide. My mother is from Portugal, perhaps itʼs in my genes. But I grew up in Helsinki, where my father is from. I never truly understood that choice of residence. Snow instead of sun. Darkness during the daytime.

My last appointment in Naples usually ends around seven in the evening. Afterward, I choose a café or restaurant for a small meal and call Miranda to report in detail on every offer. She takes notes, sometimes sends me additional listings sheʼs found. It has to be perfect. She has asked how my day was only twice. I resent her a little for that. But every day unfolds much the same, and it would probably bore her.

By the time I return home, itʼs already nine. My thoughts are with the new life that will soon begin. I lie awake or sit for hours at the window, staring at the stars that are so much clearer here in the darkness than in Rome. And sometimes, when I fail to stop it, Teri drifts into my imagination. I push her face from my mind and replace it with Mirandaʼs. I replace it with everything that is coming: Miranda at the firm, our large modern apartment in Naples, the successful job I havenʼt yet found, holidays in Helsinki spent like a real family.

These perfect shoes feel a size too big. But donʼt they always?

I sleep as best I can. Then I wake at three in the morning in my bed, which stands in the largest room of the guesthouse. Two weeks have passed and I am still living here alone. After a large cup of coffee and a slice of lemon cake, I prepare for the day.

My commute leads up the steep hill. I could take the rental car, but after the past years in Rome I missed the roughness of natural paths. Iʼm fit now and manage the climb to the lemon fields in just a few minutes. Work begins with cleaning and preparing the machines and tools. I arrange crates and buckets, sort and stack the fruit harvested the previous day by quality and size so the six oʼclock pickup runs smoothly. From six to nine I help harvest and irrigate. The job is incredibly demanding and drains my physical reserves. But I enjoy the sun on my skin, the scent of citrus, the first sip of fresh water after finishing. The motions are simple, yet by the end of the day I feel fulfilled.

Everything is going according to plan.

Almost everything.


Teri

Dusty, with dried dough beneath my nails, I return home. The apartment is already warm with morning light. The old floorboards creak and my canary sings sleepily. The light filters through the fogged window, bathing the room in orange. I pause, watching the beams contrast perfectly with the birdʼs acid-green feathers. The pottery wheel in the corner looks like an ancient sculpture in this light. Above it, shelves hold a row of simple vases drying in the air.

I approach them and inspect their different stages of dryness. Some are still dark with moisture; others have already lightened and hardened. I roll them carefully in my hands, thinking about how I will paint them later. I fill the watering can and tend to my countless plants. Then I turn to myself, take a cool shower, wash my face and hands. I comb my hair more carefully than usual and slip into one of my favorite dresses.

I am aware that I am making an effort for the new plantation worker. The thought of her makes my cheeks flush, fills me with a youthful excitement. After powdering my skin, I get back into the car.

❖

It is the third time we meet. I ring the bell and footsteps echo inside. The first time I brought her lemon cake at midday and filled her refrigerator with essentials. We talked in the sun about where she came from and about her studies. She wants to research waves in Naples. It suits her. With her pull, she could set entire oceans in motion.

Ama opens the door. Instantly, excitement rises within me. She wears, as always, a loose white shirt and blue linen trousers. A crescent-shaped pendant gleams at her neck, and her smile is radiant. We greet each other with a polite nod and walk through the cool house. With all the windows open, the rooms seem alive. I let her go first and follow behind. The air near her is always thin; it steals my breath.

We sit by the pool in the garden. She has taken out the cobalt-blue glasses with engraved patterns and prepared lemon water. We settle onto the loungers, and she pours.

“Itʼs so warm today,ˮ she says, leaning back with her glass. The cool color suits her.

“How warm is it in Helsinki?ˮ I ask.

“About eleven degrees.ˮ She tilts her face toward the sun. “Thatʼs what my body is used to. But Iʼm made for this.ˮ

Her cheeks glow golden, like her eyes on the first day.

“I brought the city map.ˮ

On the low glass table, I unfold the brochure and take the pen I always carry. Ama leans in; our heads almost touch.

“Hereʼs the harbor.ˮ I mark it. “Over there is the Georges Vallet Museum - you can look out over Naples from there. And right here,ˮ I draw a line up the street, “you can buy lemon cake.ˮ

“Made by you personally?ˮ she asks as I place small crosses.

“Personally.ˮ

She smiles, satisfied.

“The Correale di Terranova Museum is here. A private collection. They have a painting by Artemisia Gentileschi.ˮ

I mark the beaches as well. My favorite receives a small star.

“You know about art?ˮ

We sit upright again.

“No, Iʼm no professional.ˮ

“Do you paint?ˮ

I laugh. “No, thatʼs not my strength.ˮ I lift my glass. “But I work with ceramics.ˮ

“So - pottery!ˮ

“Yes. And bread.ˮ

She leans forward again. “What do you make?ˮ Her gaze is direct, and I sense something tender in it.

“Mostly vases and small bowls.ˮ

“And where can I buy one? Iʼd like one, for lemons.ˮ

We return to the map. I mark another spot. “Here. Thereʼs a small art workshop. I sell them there.ˮ

When I lift my head, she does the same. Suddenly we are closer than ever before. I feel the shift in the air around her. At first it is cool and clean, the purest air imaginable. But the closer you come, the more it turns into a vacuum, a skin-close, breath-stealing pull that makes you weightless. Like her dark gaze when it meets mine.

I nearly brush the tip of her nose. As if burned, I lean back onto the lounger. She remains leaning forward for a fraction longer, then drinks quickly from her glass. She looks at me. I pretend nothing has happened and tie my hair back.


Ama

The last time we met was in that small café whose name Iʼve forgotten. But I remember her face. Her lips tasting the cake. Her warm laughter as we talked about my time in Rome. I mostly told her about the years before Miranda. About nights in clubs and fleeting affairs. As if there were nothing shameful in it. Teri seemed amused, not uncomfortable in the slightest. On the contrary, she asked questions, and so I told more. When Miranda entered the story, I stopped. I wanted to be closer to Teri, not drive her away.

Today we met so she could explain Sorrento to me using a map. Iʼm excited to visit her favorite places with her. And now she is already about to leave. But I feel almost addicted to her presence. I feel more myself than I have in a long time. It is partly the place, but mostly it is her.

“If you know a little about art,ˮ I say quickly, “could you tell me what the wall in my living room represents before you go?ˮ

Her presence grounds me gently. When we are close, my cheeks grow hot. I donʼt just enjoy her beauty. When she speaks, I am attentive, engaged.

“I can try.ˮ

Our glasses are empty. I lead her inside. I would like to slow down, to lessen the distance between us. In the living room, the brown leather sofa and the old-fashioned television seem ordinary, but the opposite wall is striking. From top to bottom it is covered in dark-blue patterned tiles. Lemons arc along the edges.

Teri studies it closely, pacing slowly. Her long beige dress moves in the draft.

“This is a historic building,ˮ she explains. “Spanish tiles. They were rediscovered during renovations a few years ago.ˮ

Her fingers brush over the blue geometric patterns on white. She touches them as though they are fragile. I wonder how her hands feel.

“Theyʼre glazed ceramic tiles,ˮ she continues, “and in some places art students restored and completed the image.ˮ

Her words pull me under. I see the cracks now, too. Her finger traces one of them - until the crack ends, and we realize how close we are. Closer than we should be. My heart begins to race again. I hope hers does too.

For the first time I look directly into her eyes, turquoise green, in perfect contrast to the peach tone of her lips. I think I have to touch her.


Teri

I wonʼt succeed in concentrating on the history of the artwork. I know it. Matte azulejos in antique style decorate the wall. Mediterranean lemons were later added in acrylic, framing the tiles. They match the water glasses in her cupboard - and her. I donʼt say that.

My sentences are short. I try to focus on the cracks, but Ama is too close. And still I want her closer. I can smell her perfume, her skin. The more I explain, the nearer she moves. I no longer want to stop it, even if I might suffocate in her atmosphere.

When the crack my finger traces ends, so do my words. Only my breath remains between us. When I turn my head toward her, it is already too late. Her gaze catches mine and we are magnetic.

Kiss me? Do I whisper it - or only think it?

Her hand is at my neck, warm and demanding, and our lips meet. I think I pull her to me, or she pulls me. A perfect kiss. Her lips are so soft, her body stronger than I imagined. Her curls brush my forehead. Dizziness sets in at once, but she holds me. I feel the Spanish tiles cold against my back.

A perfect touch that sets all oceans in motion.

The water glasses tremble.


Ama

She smells like the sea and tastes like lemons. Her cheeks are hot, her mouth moves with restrained hunger. The way her hands draw me to her betrays her. I feel every fingertip beneath my shirt. I wish her lips would admit it too.

My knees are weak. She yields as well, seeking hold in me. I press her against the wall. Cold tiles frame us as if we belong to the artwork itself. Her restraint falls away. Her lips open wider; I feel her in my chest, in my stomach, and still I want her closer. I wish we could paint ourselves into the wall and remain there forever.

The Spanish tiles vibrate.

❖

“I heard there was an earthquake?ˮ Miranda asks, alarmed yet composed, through the phone. The drink in my hand trembles. I empty it in one gulp and set the glass on the bar.

“Everythingʼs fine. No one was hurt.ˮ

After the words leave my mouth, I feel as though Iʼm lying. On the screen in the corner, a reporter speaks of cracked walls and flowerpots fallen into the street. Miranda is still at the office, even during exams. I have her on speaker; her already brisk voice sounds metallic.

“I hope you werenʼt at the plantation. Something could have collapsed in that old building.ˮ

The whole earth collapsed onto me, I think. I want to shout it. I feel buried beneath it.

“Do you think itʼs safe there? Is it the right place for us?ˮ she asks clearly.

“Donʼt you?ˮ

Itʼs the first time she has voiced even the faintest doubt, and I grow cold. After a beat of silence, she says, “Nonsense.ˮ Her tone regains composure. “What about the apartment today?ˮ

“I like it. The bathroom might be a little small, but - ˮ

“Yes, the layout isnʼt ideal. Iʼll send you another listing that just came in.ˮ

I should have said it was flawless. I want so badly to satisfy her.

“Maybe you can arrange a viewing? The numberʼs in the email.ˮ I hear her typing rapidly. I order another drink.


Teri

Everything in my apartment is as it was. None of the vases are broken; all the flowerpots stand undisturbed. The canary shifts on its perch. Only I have lost my balance.

I let my keys fall into the bowl beside the door with a metallic clatter, remove my shoes, sink to the floor. I stretch out my limbs and try to breathe deeply. To steady myself. But my skin remembers where her hands were. I still smell her. Goosebumps rise at the thought of that kiss.

Restless, I rise and go to the pottery wheel. I take the first dried bowl and study its shape. I choose colors instinctively - black, mixed with a hint of mahogany brown. I paint the entire interior dark, so that little light will reflect inside. At the base, I place a single white dot, like a distant light source. Along the rim, a delicate orange line. It reminds me of Amaʼs dark, gold-gleaming eyes.

The realization makes my heart skip. I stand, go to the phone, dial.

“Bastiano, are you home?ˮ

“Yes. Whatʼs wrong?ˮ

“Do you feel like getting a drink?ˮ

❖

Half an hour later we sit in a quiet bar.

“Did you feel the earthquake? It was crazy,ˮ Bastiano says.

“It was shaking,ˮ I reply.

He laughs. “Shaking? An earthquake? Is that a joke?ˮ

I sink back into the bench. “Bastiano, do you remember Inéz?ˮ

“The one with the diving accident?ˮ

I nod.

“That was awful,ˮ he says. “What about her?ˮ

My throat tightens as always. I take a long drink before answering.

“Nothing. I just thought of her recently.ˮ

Iʼm lying. She appears often in my thoughts and dreams. She had outshone everything I knew - wild, untamed. I loved her. I planned to tell her when she returned after summer. I thought there would be time.

There wasnʼt.

After she died, I refused to waste time again. The parties were wild; the women were many. In each one I searched for a piece of Inéz. Like an archaeologist, I tried to uncover traits that resembled hers. The relationships were brief, secret, fading. They never filled the longing.

Then came work. I discovered how calming it is to create something, to succeed. I became a master baker. Years later I took over the third-largest bakery in the city. I would be lying if I said pottery pays my bills. In truth, it fills the hours that would otherwise be empty. For months now Iʼve felt how much I miss breathing.

I rushed through everything, searching for a love like the one I felt for Inéz.

In Ama, I see nothing of Inéz.

I didnʼt even look for her.

And yet, I have found everything.


Ama

I want to go out, I write, and press send. Then I throw myself back onto my back and stare at the walls of the room. Itʼs late September, and the full moon pours in through my window. Everything looks cobalt blue. Even as I send the message, I wonder if Iʼm slipping back into old patterns. But I canʼt help it. Since the earthquake I havenʼt seen Teri, and still I think about her constantly. I think of the way she studies small things so closely; the crack in the tiles, the sketches of houses on the city map. I picture her letting her hands glide over soft clay, utterly focused, utterly absorbed.

I canʼt sleep. The deeper the thought of Teri takes hold of me, the harder I try to shake it off. In the end I donʼt succeed. I look at my phone and feel, on the one hand, relieved that she isnʼt replying - and on the other, tormented by my desire for her. I havenʼt been dancing in months, because Miranda doesnʼt like to see me so casual, so unrestrained. Above all, she doesnʼt like the looks she imagines people throwing my way. But to make up for it, she takes me out to dinner regularly. I love eating with her, savoring things. Trying new restaurants, new cuisines, new dishes fills me with passion and happiness. She knows it, and she loves it when my pleasure happens only in front of her eyes.

But tonight isnʼt a night for propriety.

My phone vibrates. Teri sends me her location - and the emoji of the dancer in the red dress. A jolt shoots through me and I spring out of bed. I pull on my trousers and a dark blue linen shirt, because it matches the color of the moon perfectly, I think. I feel guilty. I go anyway.

❖

Teri is wearing an ankle-length wine-red linen dress. Her shoulders are bare; her silvery hair is twisted up wildly. I sit behind the steering wheel, watching her stand beneath the streetlamp outside the hidden club, sipping her drink. I take a deep breath, but the air is still too warm to cool me from the inside. After checking my curls in the rearview mirror several times, making sure they look neat, I get out of the car.

I walk toward Teri. When she recognizes me in the darkness she lifts her soft gaze to mine. Her mouth opens into a smile. I can see her hesitation - she doesnʼt seem to know how weʼre going to greet each other. I step up onto the curb. She steps back, then bobs toward me again.

“Hey,ˮ I say, and I hug her.

The touch feels completely natural. Electrifying, close and familiar. Teri feels good. So good that the embrace lasts a beat too long. My heart is pounding so hard I can barely think. Saying anything rational feels difficult.

“Hey. How are you? Shall we go in?ˮ

I nod, wordless, astonished by her calm. She takes my hand. I let her lead me through the dark. Neon tubes blink in every color; LEDs glitter across the ceiling. There are only women here. We order at the bar.


Teri

Just before eleven, my phone vibrates, and by chance I glance down at the screen. Amaʼs name appears in the chat and my heart stops for a moment. Iʼm already a little drunk. The air is warm, and the club is stifling. Bastiano disappeared into the city crowd early tonight. When that happens I always come here, where itʼs mostly women.

Iʼm unsure how to word my reply, so I send Ama my location. I push my way through the dancers to the bathroom and claim one of the small mirrors above the sink. I tug my dress into place, fix my hair, dab balm onto my lips. I havenʼt been able to think about anything else these last few days but her. Even now my knees go soft, and I press my empty glass against my cheek.

A woman beside me washes her hands. She wears a loose tank top over a muscular torso; I can see the top line of her breasts. She catches me looking, but she doesnʼt seem bothered. Instead she meets my eyes in the mirror. She dries her hands with paper from the dispenser. Her skin gleams, her teeth are white and straight, and she winks at me before turning fully toward me and sliding her hands into her trouser pockets with easy confidence.

“Hey. Want to dance?ˮ

Her smile sharpens to a point as she sways slowly from side to side. I feel drawn to her. As always, I think, my desire is never really only for one woman. In my wilder years I learned that my feelings, too, donʼt always stay contained within one person. Iʼve accepted it. Because no sensation is ever the same, and theyʼre rarely comparable.

Still, I refuse her. Tonight I want to focus only on Ama. With the womanʼs gaze following me, I leave the bathroom. At the bar I order another drink and wait outside for Amaʼs car.

When she comes toward me from across the street after a short wait, heat rushes through me. Itʼs a full moon, and the night is blue. Ama suits the atmosphere - as if sheʼs stepped into her element. I realize I donʼt know how she feels about our kiss, what sheʼs feeling, what she expects from tonight. Maybe she simply wants to see the city at night.

And yet - how naturally her arms slide around me, pulling me close. Her chin fits into the crook of my shoulder as if it belongs there, her breath warm against my neck. I take her hand and lead her inside.


Ama

I donʼt know how many hours Iʼve been dancing. I canʼt tell what time it is, or which drink Iʼm on. One thing is clear: Iʼm back in an old
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