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            THE DIARY OBSESSION

          

        

      

    

    
      Three diaries. Two women. One dangerously intimate obsession.

      I’m Captain Charlie Handcock, and my well-charted life of one-night stands nosedived last year when I found a stranger’s diary in my carry-on.

      Its explicit pages steered me to Sophia—the headmistress of an exclusive Parisian house of pleasure—and to her mercurial Spanish lover, Virginia.

      They’re searching for the right man to complete their FFM triangle, and I’m certain that man is me.

      The Diary Obsession is a very high-heat, poly-romance serial told through three uncensored journals. This bundle contains the first five of nine episodes:

      Episode 1: The Transition

      Episode 2: The Adaptation

      Episode 3: The Declaration

      Episode 4: The Orientation

      Episode 5: The Addiction

      (Episodes 6–9 continue the story and are available in a separate bundle.)

      Buckle up for voyeuristic thrills, worldwide temptation, simmering intrigue, and a flawed pilot determined to guide this triangle to the smoothest landing of his life—if obsession doesn’t send them all into a tailspin first.
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        “This is one of the best hot, erotic reads that lets you get to know the characters and feel a connection to them. A great balance of erotic fiction and contemporary storytelling with strong women!”
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        “I am hooked! The adventures of Pilot Charlie and the stewardess are captivating. Love the writing style. Love the steam. Definitely going for more from S.M. Pratt.” 
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        “This is a mystery and a travelogue and an amusing and frisky escapade.”  
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        “Addicted to the series.” 
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        “For me, there was nothing not to like. Still wishing for my own Charlie!” 
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        “The sexy times are so so naughty.” 
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        “Clever and very steamy.”
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        “Each part of this series keep getting better.” 
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        “I am loving every minute of this series. I really love reading about Charlie and his ladies.” 
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        “Mind-blowing, drool-causing, envy-worthy, jealousy-inducing, ABSO- BEEPING-LUTELY FANGASMICALLY GENIUS SERIES!!!”  
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        “WOW! WHAT A TRIPTACULAR ADVENTURE!!! Who knew reading a diary could be so incredibly HOT & awesome & naughtylicious!!” 

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m Charlie, a pilot with one of the largest U.S. airlines. Remember the diary that “fell” into my carry-on last year? I finally tracked down the woman who dropped it.

      Her name? Sophia Andrews Vasquez.

      She’s leveled up from her flight-attendant days; now she runs a velvet-and-champagne maison close in Paris. Plot twist: she’s already tangled with a Spanish painter named Virginia (brush-name Valentina).

      The ladies put out an RSVP for a party of three. Tempting, sure, but I’m flying half-blind: Virginia I’ve tasted; Sophia I’ve only kissed… once… in an airport that suddenly felt short on oxygen.

      I’ve met her friends, spent a year unraveling the mystery of the first diary that somehow ended up in my carry-on, and came away with nothing but a pulse-shattering kiss.

      I drift off smelling jasmine and picturing those kaleidoscope irises—flecks of green, gold, blue, and brown swirling together—plus curves that ought to carry a warning label. Throw in her velvet voice, and this forty-something captain was a rookie on his first solo.

      Sex with Sophia? It’ll either be brain-meltingly epic or the universe’s cruelest anticlimax. But I’m betting on epic—nightly.

      My obsession with Sophia has taken over my life, and it certainly won’t disappear until I’ve had her—and, if physics cooperates, shared a three-point climax with Virginia.

      I hope it happens. Soon.

      Fuel for the mission landed in my lap: two fresh diaries with one Post-it note warning: “Don’t take it personally, Charlie.”

      Point taken. I’ll brace for turbulence. Diaries aren’t written for public consumption. They’re impulsive, unfiltered, and real. That’s what makes them so addictive. Of course, their contents could be misleading, but the words they chose had to be my ladies’ honest truths while they experienced whatever was worthy of a diary entry.

      So, I’ll read their raw words and let whatever hurtful comments slide off my back. I’m already an expert at not caring about what others think.

      I can’t wait to tear into their new diaries, but there’s a language snag. Virginia writes in rapid-fire Spanish. I can order cerveza, but translating her diary takes a brick-thick dictionary and way too much Google Translate.

      Sophia, meanwhile, peppers her pages with French—the very language I need to understand to fill out her maison close’s thick application packet, which will be followed by an all-French, in-person interview. Time to cram verbs if I want to access her château of fleshy delights.

      You must think I’m a fool for getting excited over the prospect of sleeping with other gorgeous women when my goal is to court Virginia and Sophia. To make them both fall head-over-heels in love with me, to be exact.

      Maybe I’m just reckless. Maybe I’m still chasing the thrill of panty-dropping glances the uniform gets me—even though I feel like I’ve matured a bit this past year. But neither woman’s asked for exclusivity, and a pilot flies the routes he’s given.

      Back to my admittedly greedy side quest: Sophia’s the one who handed me the application to her maison close. It would be rude of me to not take her up on it (and no single, heterosexual man on earth would turn down the opportunity I’ve been handed).

      But there’s lots to do before I can make the world’s best threesome with Virginia and Sophia happen. My looks and smarts have gotten me to where I am today, but I’ll have to work on my language skills and learn more about my ladies if I want to reach my goal.

      I’ve loaded my flight bag with their diaries, two dictionaries (Spanish and French), and the inch-thick application for Sophia’s maison close. I’m reading everything straight through—no skimming.

      My plan of attack? Read, translate, and report back. I’ll break the diaries into digestible chunks—where it makes sense based on the events they document—and pass them along to you as episodes.

      Each episode includes three parts:

      Part One: A translated version of Sophia’s diary.

      Part Two: A translated version of Virginia’s diary, which includes charcoal sketches. I’m no artist, so I’ll do my best to describe what she drew instead.

      Part Three: My own diary, tracking my progress as I act on what I learned and try to close the distance between me and the two women who’ve taken over my brain.

      To keep you oriented, I’ll add a quick TL;DR at the top of each episode. (That’s “Too Long; Didn’t Read,” if you’re not up on the lingo.)

      A couple of people from the past are likely to appear in these diaries, so I might as well give you a heads-up.

      Eduardo—aka Lalo—is Virginia’s older brother. Don’t ask me why that’s the nickname. I didn’t get it either. Then again, Dick is short for Richard, so… yeah. Make of that what you will.

      JuanMa will most likely show up too—he’s a Spanish bartender, a guitarist, and Virginia’s longtime on-and-off lover. I don’t know him well, but based on what I’ve read to date, he’s the kind of guy who alternates between being helpful and being a problem.

      And if my pilot buddy makes an appearance in these diaries, I’ll redact his real name and use Bob. That’s been his code name since last year—and we’re sticking with it to protect the innocent. Or the guilty. Who can tell these days?

      Travel schedule? Unknown. I may end up zig-zagging across the Atlantic or settling for midnight video calls. Either way, these diaries will (hopefully?) brief me on the argument I defused last year and give me fresh intel for my approach.

      Just to clarify: Sophia’s and Virginia’s diaries were written about a year before mine. So as you read each episode, remember that their entries are from the past, before I even met them.

      Buckle up: these pages are 18+, non-monogamous, and occasionally illegal in six states. If that offends, deplane now.

      I’m keyed up, strapped in, and already hard thinking about what’s to come.

      

      
        
        Yours at cruising altitude,

      

        

      
        Capt. Charlie

        Undisclosed Airline

        Flight 69
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            10:00 A.M.

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s been three weeks.

      Three long weeks without her voice. Without a single word. I’d bitten my nails down to stubs trying not to cave. I even stopped writing in this diary, hoping it would help me forget.

      But my efforts were all pointless.

      Virginia had carved herself a permanent spot in my mind and in my heart.

      I must’ve brought up her number twenty, thirty times. Why couldn’t I just tap Call?

      Spain was hours ahead of New York, but Virginia was probably still awake most of those times.

      She was probably done with my portrait by now, right? That could’ve been my chance to call without seeming too needy…

      Or maybe not.

      If she wasn’t, I’d look desperate.

      But the fact that she hadn’t kissed me at the airport still haunted me. No matter how many times I asked myself why she hadn’t done it, or how many times I tried to relive the experience from her perspective, the only conclusion I could reach was that she didn’t want to keep the relationship going.

      Relationship… Or whatever she called the thing we were having.

      A fling? Holiday with benefits? Or just a regular series of painting sessions with a new model?

      No matter the name, it was over. And that was a real shame.

      Since she’d made absolutely no effort to stay in contact, her previous statements about how much she despised commitment held true.

      Well, so much for my initial plan of keeping our relationship going.

      The only thing I could do had already been put in motion. Moving to Paris would be a start, and I could travel to Spain regularly if she wanted to see more of me. But my hopes were flickering out, like a dying lightbulb.

      After three weeks of nothing, it was pretty clear where she stood. There was only one solution: I had to forget about her.

      So I went back to writing down my thoughts and recording what was happening in my life, hoping it would somehow exorcise her from my mind and soul.

      Thinking about her while writing those last few pages made my heart race, my cheeks burn, and my core ache with need—but my bodily reactions didn’t change a thing. I simply had to move on and focus on something else.

      Nicholas!

      I looked at the clock to figure out what time it would be for him in Paris. It was acceptable for me to call him now; he should still be in the office unless he had appointments with clients.

      After three of the familiar international ringtones, Amélie’s voice greeted me.

      “Hi, you’ve reached the office of Maître Nicholas Lancelot. How may I help you?”

      “Hi, Amélie. It’s Sophia Andrews Vasquez. Any chance I can speak with Nicholas?”

      “He’s not in right now. Do you want to leave him a message?”

      “Sure. Just ask him to send me some info on getting a work visa. I’m planning my move to Paris.”

      “Ah,” she said, her tone sounding more annoyed than pleased.

      Assuming she was writing something down, I kept quiet during the pause that followed, although I could picture a pinched expression on her pale face.

      She’d never liked me. I’d bet anything on that.

      “Do you know when he’ll be back?” I asked after a delay so long it had me wondering if she’d left the receiver unattended or if the line had stopped working.

      “Tomorrow morning. I don’t expect to see him in the office before I leave today.”

      “Okay then. You enjoy the rest of your day.”

      She hung up, skipping the courtesy of wishing me a good day in return.

      Whatever. I didn’t need Amélie’s approval.

      What I needed was a plan—and a new life that didn’t revolve around waiting for Virginia to call.

      So yeah, Paris.

      It wasn’t about her. Not anymore.

      (Okay, maybe a little.)

      But I’d make something of myself there—with or without her.
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      After meeting with my airline supervisor, I returned to my apartment, dropped my keys on the table, and poured a glass of water.

      The supervisor had looked disappointed, but I didn’t owe him an explanation. I’d stay four more weeks to cover the trips already on my roster while he found a replacement.

      My phone showed three missed calls and a voicemail. Respectable, considering I’d been gone for just over two hours.

      All three calls were from Nicholas. Apparently, our game of phone tag wasn’t finished.

      The voicemail, dense with French legalese, promised a work visa within weeks, right down to a paper employer, which fit the maison close’s gray-zone reality. Right before hanging up, he softened his lawyerly growl into rare enthusiasm:

      “I’m thrilled you’re taking over your aunt’s business. She’d be proud. Start packing! Friends of mine have great flats. I can line one up near the maison close if you want. Can’t wait to see you in Paris.”

      After putting my phone back on the table, I took a breath. Nicholas shared my excitement; few others would.

      I still had to tell Mom.

      Procrastination had proven unhelpful, so the Band-Aid came off after two generous pours of Chardonnay.

      She answered on the first ring.

      “Sophia, sweetie. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      “Come on, I call you⁠—”

      “You leave me guessing for weeks,” she huffed.

      Apologizing was the only way forward. “Okay, you’re right. How about a weekly call? I’ll put it on the calendar.”

      “What’s gotten into you? Everything all right?”

      “Of course.”

      “When Gabriella died, it took you five days to return my call!”

      That wound again. Apologies flowed—yet again—before silence stretched.

      “So what’s going on?” Mom asked.

      I took a deep breath. “Since you mentioned your sister⁠—”

      “Don’t say you’re seeing ghosts…”

      I remembered Gabriella’s last wishes, as recorded on video. She had wanted to keep my mom in the dark regarding her maison close in Paris. “No, nothing paranormal. I just mean Paris. I’m moving to Paris.”

      Her gasp whistled through the line. “Why? Did you transfer airlines?”

      I took a sip of wine to build up my courage. “No. I quit my job today. Well, it takes effect in a few weeks.”

      “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Everything’s fine, Mom.”

      Another long pause filled the airwaves, and I took a sip.

      “First Gabriella. Now you⁠—”

      “I’m not moving to the moon. I already live hours away.”

      “You could still hop on a train and be here within the day.”

      “Only when I’m not flying, if I can catch the Vermonter. Otherwise, it takes a while to get to you. I’ll still be able to hop on a plane and come visit.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “You liking it or not has nothing to do with it. My mind’s made up.”

      “Did you meet a man?”

      Wine almost sprayed from my mouth. “Seriously?”

      “Nobody leaves the country on a whim.”

      “People do it all the time!”

      “Name one.”

      Other than Aunt Gabriella, no example came to mind. I could tell her about digital nomads, but that was too big a can of worms for my mom’s non-techie mind. A subject change felt wiser. “Let’s pause. This is obviously big news. I’ll call you next week.”

      “Promise?”

      “Yes, Mom. I swear.” The sudden intake of wine must have reached my brain and made some weird connections, because the words that came out of my mouth next surprised me. “Tell you what, I’ll spend the weekend with you. Any plans?”

      Soft, shaky sobs answered. “Love you. See you then.”

      The line went dead.

      All things considered, that went better than expected.

      Yet the weekend loomed like a final exam.
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      An irrepressible smile tugged at my lips as I approached the house where I’d spent the final stretch of my childhood.

      I’d lived in several places, many of which I could barely recall, but this narrow two-story detached home in the suburbs had introduced me to some semblance of a stable family life. Sure, it had been that of a single mother raising her child alone, but otherwise normal.

      I parked in the driveway, grabbed my small overnight bag, and then exited my rental car. Mom hadn’t waited inside. True to form, she’d probably been glued to the window for half an hour, peeking through the curtain every two minutes, sipping tea while checking for my arrival.

      “Sophia, darling,” she said, opening her arms to welcome me.

      Her gray hair was pulled back using one of her tortoiseshell plastic clips. As always, no makeup decorated her tired features. She was proud of her age and the fine lines she called her wisdom scars, carved by time and sunlight. In her sixties, she was still a beautiful woman, but she’d never looked for another relationship after what had happened to Dad.

      I stepped into her hug and let her vanilla scent envelop and soothe me, like guilt-free comfort food.

      “How was the drive?” Mom asked when she finally let go of me and looked me in the eye.

      “A bit of construction here and there. Not bad. But I’m really thirsty now. You got anything to drink?”

      “Let’s get you inside, and I’ll make something. Tea? Coffee?”

      “Do you have anything stronger?”

      “At two in the afternoon? Come on, Sophia. I raised you better than that. I’ll make you a glass of lemonade. How does that sound?”

      “Fantastic,” I said, forcing a smile.

      Thirst-quenching was nice, but liquid courage would’ve helped more for the heart-to-heart that was sure to follow.
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      Once I’d unpacked, I splashed cold water on my face to snap out of my drive-induced fatigue. Then I returned downstairs to the living room.

      Mom had placed my lemonade on a lacy doily next to her cup of tea on the coffee table. Condensation was already sliding down the tall glass, inviting me to drink it all in one go, but I knew better—her homemade lemonade was famously tart.

      “So, will you tell me what the true story is behind that Paris nonsense?” She patted the couch beside her.

      I sat at an angle, tucking my sock-covered feet beneath me so I could make eye contact with Mom while speaking. “My decision’s been made. There’s nothing you can say or do to change my mind.”

      She pursed her lips and stared at me for quite a while. Without breaking the silence, she lifted her teacup to her chin with one hand while she held her saucer with the other.

      “How have you been?” I asked, grasping for a better conversation topic.

      She raised her shoulders. “You know…”

      “How’s your health?” I pried.

      After swallowing her sip, she nodded. “All good there.”

      “And your friends?”

      “Suzy’s father has cancer. She’s depressed. Then Bethany’s husband’s Alzheimer’s got worse. They had to send him to a home.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” I tried to remember who Bethany was. Was she the one who made those delicious pies? The one who accompanied her to bingo? Or the one who joined her for trivia nights? I couldn’t place her, but it didn’t matter.

      Mom and I had never been great at opening up to each other. Other than genes, it seemed we didn’t share much. The idea reinforced itself as I scanned her living room furniture and decor. Everything on display clashed with my acquired taste. Her doll collection, her knitted knick-knacks, her pastel tones. I preferred uncluttered, clean, and modern decor in neutral shades of gray or earth tones.

      When my eyes landed on Mom’s wedding photo among a half-dozen images decorating the mantel, I got up and walked toward it. I smiled at the happy memory, my finger gliding down the glass that protected it. Tiny touch-up brushstrokes were now visible. I could only assume the photographer had touched up the image decades ago. Unfortunately, the minuscule paint lines hadn’t faded the same way the photo paper had, turning those strokes into scars around Dad’s neck. Time had permanently tattooed their happiest photo.

      “Can you tell me about Dad again?” I turned to face Mom.

      She shook her head, a kind smile on her lips. “You never tire of hearing about him. He’s the only thing we can talk about, isn’t he?”

      “I don’t have many memories of him. Only what you tell me. I remember his sisters a lot more than him,” I said, my mind flashing back to the years we spent in Argentina. I was just a kid. Mom had kept one photo with all three of us from those days. I looked like I was two or three years old in it.

      “He was a wonderful man. Romantic. Thoughtful. Generous. Chivalrous… Everything I could have asked for.”

      “Tell me about how you met again.”

      “Sophia, I don’t know if I feel up for it.”

      “Please,” I begged, walking back to sit closer to her. I could see sadness mixed with something else in her tired, brown eyes.

      She tilted her head and pursed her lips before answering. “I worry that our love story may have ruined you.”

      “Ruined me?”

      “You can’t expect men to woo you like your dad did. Did our story give you unrealistic expectations in today’s world? The last thing I want is for you to stay single for the rest of your life. You don’t deserve to become an old maid.”

      “What? No,” I said, restraining laughter from escaping my lips. I shook my head. “Don’t worry about that. I’ll be fine, I swear.” I sipped more lemonade, hoping the sourness masked my nerves.

      “Have you met someone?” Her tone sounded rhetorical—but the long pause made me doubt that.

      Of course, thoughts of Virginia pushed their way in before I could stop them. I’d met someone all right, but nothing had come of it. I exhaled loudly, letting my regrets escape along with my breath.

      In a weird way, Virginia not having made a single effort to stay in contact with me after our fabulous holiday/painting retreat was a blessing in disguise. Now, I didn’t have to worry about coming out of the closet.

      “Are you back with that Matt fellow?” she asked, taking me out of my head.

      “Matt?” I had to think for a second. Which Matt was she talking about? Then I remembered. I had bumped into him during one of Mom’s visits to New York. Just a few months before our trip to Ireland. “Hell, no.”

      She frowned at me as she shook her head. I’d once again forgotten she considered hell to be a swear word, but she ignored my slip, which meant she really cared about the lack of a man in my life.

      “I’ve finally accepted the fact that I’ll never be a grandmother,” Mom said. “I’m okay with that. But I couldn’t live knowing that you’re sad and alone.”

      “Let me worry about my love life. I still have time. I’ll be fine—and who knows, maybe you’ll be a grandmother one day,” I said as kindly as I could. “Please tell me the story of how you and Dad met again.”

      “Okay.” She exhaled loudly before returning her empty teacup and saucer to the table. “It was a few years before you were born. I’d been accepted into a language exchange program in the US as part of my senior year. I was busy scribbling notes when the girl beside me slid a folded paper onto my desk. I glared—she’d broken my concentration—but while the teacher wrestled with that clunky slide projector, curiosity won and I opened it.”

      “What did it say?” I asked, knowing full well the answer, but hearing my mom tell the story never got old. But instead of voicing the words I’d memorized, Mom surprised me.

      “You know what?” She stood up and walked out of the living room.

      “What?” I got on my feet and followed her.

      She was heading up the stairs, still silent.

      “Please continue the story,” I begged.

      “Be patient, Sophia. I want to show you something. It’s important.”

      For the first time since she gave life to me, my mom became intriguing beyond belief. What could be so important that she’d interrupt my (and her) favorite story?

      She opened her bedroom door and walked in. “Sit on my bed,” she ordered as she headed toward her closet.

      After sliding the mirrored door open, she pushed her brightly colored clothes to one side of the hanging bar, exposing the back wall. There, as broad as day, a small panel was revealed: four lines in the wall, two small brass hinges on the left, and a tiny piece of darker wood holding the mini-door closed on the right.

      “Wait—when did you get a hidden compartment in your closet?” I asked.

      “It’s always been there. It was there when I bought the house.”

      A series of possibilities flashed in my mind: A safe? Jewelry? Money? Nothing made sense. “What do you keep in there?”

      “You’ll see in a second.”

      She delivered on her promise with a faint smile on her lips as she joined me on the bed, holding an old shoe box.

      Shoes?

      My confusion must have been noticeable, as her smile grew wider. “Hold on. I promise you’ll care about what’s inside. Are you ready?”

      I shrugged, unsure what I should ready myself for.

      But the second she lifted the lid off of the box, I understood. There, complete with a faint old-paper smell, were dozens of yellowed pieces of paper. Some had ripped edges, as though torn from a spiral-bound notebook; others were intricately folded into tiny origami shapes.

      “Dad’s notes?” I asked as water pooled in my eyes.

      “Yes, darling. All of them. I kept them all.”

      Tears streamed down my face. “After all these years?”

      “Yes. I never showed them to you before because I suspected you’d want to read them. Some of them were not appropriate for your young eyes.”

      I giggled. “Young eyes? Come on. Did Dad write you naughty letters?”

      Mom’s cheeks flushed. “Sophia!”

      “We’re both adults here.”

      “Maybe, a few things here and there. But no. I mean he made reference to his fears. He knew someone had been following him—before he vanished and came back broken.”

      “What?” I asked, suddenly transported back to my childhood. Dad’s kidnapping and its horrible consequences. Had it all been avoidable?

      “You were simply too young at the time. His sisters and I never said anything in front of you, but that’s why I stayed in Argentina with them. We were trying to track down whoever had taken him.”

      “Oh, Mom…” Tears welled in her eyes, too.

      I wrapped my arms around her until she pulled away just enough to meet my gaze.

      “But we both know how it turned out. Looking back now, I should have done this a long time ago. I should have let go of those memories. This box here,” she said, pointing to the collection of letters on her bed, “it’s my emotional ball and chain. If I let it go, I’ll finally free myself from him. I could even try to move on and start dating again.”

      “Mom… I know you regret going to Argentina. And then even more so coming back here without him. But you made the right decision. I’m grateful you brought us back to safety. You couldn’t know if the dictatorship would truly end. We had green cards. We had a way out. Even his sisters told you it was the wisest move. The only safe option. No one ever blamed you for leaving a man who no longer recognized you—not his sisters, not me. You were in a country still in turmoil, unstable, and dangerous for both you and me. Stop it already.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that I abandoned the man I’d married and promised to stay with for better or worse until the day I died.”

      “It’s okay,” I told her, wrapping my arms around her once more. “The man who reappeared wasn’t the same man you’d married.”

      “Yes, that’s why I want to give you these letters. I’m ready to stop blaming myself now. But you were his tiny baby,” she said as she sobbed in my ear. “I know that’s how he remembers you, I swear. Whether or not he showed it to you.”

      I believed her after all those years of hearing her say it. He was my only dad, and I would always be his little girl.

      The thought of contacting his sisters and arranging a visit to see him this year sounded possible, especially with the extra money I would make running Gabriella’s business.

      “When did you last talk to anyone down there?” I asked as I pulled away.

      Her face was red and wet with tears. She inhaled deeply before answering. “Months. They’ll probably send me a postcard again soon. There’s nothing to talk about anymore. He hasn’t communicated in years. Not a word.”

      “But why now?” I asked, beginning to worry about whether she’d lied to me about her health.

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m good. I already told you.”

      “But why are you sharing these secrets with me now?”

      “Well… Bethany’s husband got me thinking. And now, with you going away… who knows what could happen? Something could happen to you, or to me. I’d rather get that burden off my chest before time robs me of the chance.”

      I clutched my mother’s forearm. “You’re not losing your mind, Mom. Please don’t think that.”

      “Take the box with you. The memories inside belong to you now. I’ve carried them long enough. What you do with them is your choice—even if that means burning them.”

      “I’m not going to burn Dad’s notes!” I exclaimed.

      She shrugged. “Don’t be so quick to say that. Wait until you’ve read them all. They’re not all sweet memories.”

      “And you’re sure about this?” I asked her.

      “As much as I’ll ever be.”
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      Alone in Mom’s room, her precious shoebox on my lap, I sifted through the contents. Faded photographs of Dad—some of him alone, some with Mom—showed two people who had once been deliriously happy.

      Why hadn’t she added these to the mantel? I didn’t know, so I kept digging and drew out the first note at the edge of the pile:

      
        
        Geneviève, you look lovely today.

      

      

      Mom had told the story a hundred times: the mysterious compliment had slipped across her desk during class, no one willing to claim it.

      The next thing I lifted was a pink ribbon tied around a folded card:

      
        
        Valentine’s Day is in a month. I’ll leave you clues. If you follow along, you’ll discover my identity on February 14th. To retrieve your first clue, find the tallest tree in the southeast corner of the campus and look for a ribbon.

      

      

      I could practically feel Mom’s excitement as the treasure hunt began. My own chest tightened with something like jealousy—envy of the girl she’d been, of the man Dad had once been.

      A wave of nostalgia swamped me. I wanted to devour every scrap in the box, but it was too much. I’d barely known Dad, and in his irreversible vegetative state there was no fixing that now.

      I slid the letters back, closed the lid, and tucked the shoebox into my overnight bag. It would travel with me to Paris—and someday I’d be ready to read the rest.
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      With the weekend behind me, I put the car in reverse with one thought in mind: as much as Mom had tried to discourage me from looking for a courtship like the one she’d experienced decades ago, she’d done the opposite.

      Perhaps we’d watched too many chick flicks together. Maybe it was the nostalgia of spending so much time thinking about my dad. Or perhaps it was just the emotional charge of that shoebox stuffed into the overnight bag sitting on the backseat of my rental car.

      Whether my unrequited feelings for Virginia factored in was debatable, but as I drove away from Mom’s house and headed back to my New York apartment, I realized I’d found a new life purpose:

      I wanted— No.

      I needed to find an incredibly romantic start to my new love story. My own special, magical tale that I would tell everyone about. I’d repeat it to anyone who cared to listen the way Mom had recounted her love story with Dad to me.

      I had to start a new relationship with someone who would grow to care about me. I wanted this future love of my life to be the one, for once and for all. I was going to do everything in my power to make it an irresistible offer.

      If I planned it right, the real love of my life—the person who was truly meant for me—wouldn’t stand a chance. Just like Mom with Dad. They were meant for each other; he just knew it before she did.

      Since no one had ever wooed me that way, maybe it was my turn to flip the script.

      Why couldn’t I be the mysterious pursuer?

      Since Virginia had written me off, I figured someone with male body parts made more sense. Flesh-and-blood dicks definitely beat the man-made kind—at least when they were attached to quality men.

      But who would be the right candidate for me to woo?
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      Back home from the car-rental drop, I rang Alex. She was the only one who could either talk me out of my new scheme or fuel it.

      After I finished retelling how my weekend had unfolded, I asked her, “Do you think I’m crazy to try and find the right guy? Or do you think this guy even exists?”

      A long pause followed.

      “Alex?”

      “Sorry,” she said. “I was shaking my head at you. Didn’t you learn anything from what happened this past year? Why would you backtrack now?”

      “I’m not backtracking,” I said, louder than I intended. “I learned a lot, thanks to you. But I keep going back to wanting—No, I need to add a layer of something else in my life.”

      “Something else? Girl, you need to get laid. How long has it been? Are you still obsessing over that Vanessa girl?”

      “Virginia,” I corrected her. “And nah,” I lied.

      “Have you slept with anyone since you got back from Spain?”

      “No.”

      “My point exactly. You’re not over Virginia. Go and find yourself a man to fuck. That’s what you need right now. Believe me.”

      “I don’t know, Alex. I’m not really in the mood for a one-night stand.”

      “Why would you want a relationship?”

      “Maybe a relationship isn’t what I crave exactly. Could it just be the chase I need?”

      “That’s different. I’m more into instant pleasure, but if dragging things out for a larger payoff floats your boat… You could find a guy, get him all riled up, then have the most amazing sex of your life.”

      And more. But I kept that to myself. “That’s what I want. Will you help me find the right guy?”

      “Sure. Got a list of criteria in mind?”

      “I’ll think about it. Will you meet me for an early coffee at the airport tomorrow?”

      “Sure thing. Gotta go.”

      She hung up before I could thank her.

      Alex would help me find the right man; the chase could start sooner than I’d hoped.
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      “Tell me what your perfect guy looks like on paper,” Alex asked as we made our way to an open table, coffees in hand. Heads—mostly male—swiveled the moment she passed. I knew for a fact that it wasn’t only my friend’s red hair that got them to pay attention. She radiated raw sex appeal, possibly from ultra-potent pheromones that made men (and women) notice her.

      We sat down. Freeing my hands of my cup, I dug into my purse and retrieved the list I’d written the previous night.

      “I still think you’re complicating things for no reason but whatever.” She shook her head as she read my words. Her eyes were round and her brows raised by the time she reached the bottom and looked at me again. “Quite the list you’ve got.”

      “What do you think? Do you know anyone like this?”

      “Romantic, adventurous, curious, well-traveled, ethical, generous, playful, reliable⁠—”

      “I know what I wrote. No need to read it aloud to me,” I interjected, although I wasn’t sure why. Was I embarrassed that people around us could possibly overhear us? Probably not.

      “I can’t recommend anyone based on your list. There’s not even one physical criterion on here,” she said, waving the piece of paper in the air. “I know this is going to sound shallow, but how do you like your men? If you had your pick, among all living and breathing men on earth, what would your perfect guy look like?”

      I thought for a few seconds. “Taller than me, more athletic than chubby… I’ve always had a thing for blond men, but that’s not a deal breaker.”

      “Should he be American?”

      “Maybe, but nah.” If anything, traveling had opened my mind. Everyone wanted to be happy and please those they loved. Everyone cried. Everyone liked to laugh. Well, almost everyone. There were psychopaths in every country too.

      “I know you’re not racist or anything, but if you want to string this chase along for a while, then reducing cultural friction may be the way to go. Wouldn’t you agree?”

      I blew a silent little puff of air through my nose. “My mom’s French Canadian and my dad’s Argentinian, and they made it work. But I get your point.” Maybe they wouldn’t have lasted if Dad hadn’t been kidnapped… But now wasn’t the time to wonder. Alex had already started speaking again.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. Let’s add those plus ‘good looking’ and ‘a great fuck’ to your list too.” Before I could say anything, she’d dug a pen out of her bag and written those items down.

      “Sure. Those things too.”

      When she finished adding them, she looked at me again. “So do we need to find you an American who lives in Paris?”

      “He doesn’t have to.”

      “Do you want a long-distance chase then?”

      I gave the thought some time. “I wouldn’t be opposed to it.”

      “Hmm.” She was frowning at me now. “You’re looking for a pen pal?”

      “No! Of course not!”

      “So, you’re going to keep traveling? Come see him here or wherever?”

      I nodded. “Sure. Or he could come and visit me too.”

      “Do you have an age bracket in mind?” Alex asked.

      “I don’t know. Not too young or too old, though.”

      “Income bracket?”

      “I don’t care about that.”

      “Just trust me—you don’t want to bankroll a gamer in his parents’ basement.”

      I grinned. “Agreed.”

      “So let’s start with a guy in his late thirties or early-to-mid forties, employed, a professional of some sort.”

      I nodded. “Yes. That’s a good start. But I want to make sure he loves to travel. I would die if my special someone wanted to buy a house with a white-picket fence in the suburbs.”

      “Easy enough.”

      “And smart. I want to have interesting conversations with him. Not just great sex.”

      “So a professional man who loves to travel, good-looking, smart, in his late thirties or early-to-mid forties, great fuck⁠—”

      “But I really want him to be curious and adventurous.”

      “Curious?”

      “You know… About life, always wanting to learn more, someone with that spark in his eyes, someone who likes a good mystery.”

      “Sure, but I have no idea how you’d determine if someone’s curious from looking at them.”

      “Valid point. I’ll think of a way⁠—”

      “Hey ladies! You’re here early,” said Kate. Our brunette friend was working the same flight as us today. I was so absorbed in our discussion that it felt as though Kate had materialized in front of us.

      “Hey there,” I said. “We wanted to grab a decent cup of coffee before the flight.”

      “Join us?” Alex offered.

      “Why not,” Kate said. “Let me grab a cappuccino, and I’ll be right back.” Kate left her carry-on next to our table. “Do you mind keeping an eye on my bag for me?”

      “Not at all,” I said before bringing my cup to my lips. I returned my attention to Alex. Maybe it was the expectation of getting to relive my parents’ love story through their written notes, but an idea popped in my head. “I know! I’ve got the perfect experiment in mind.”

      “An experiment?”

      “Yes. I could determine if the guy’s curious. And smart. I’ll find out if he’s romantic.”

      “Will you stop with the romanticism. It’s dead. Gone past the zombie stage. Disappeared into oblivion⁠—”

      And as though the universe had wanted to give me a hand at that very moment, people started clapping near us. I turned to see what the fuss was all about and spotted a couple kissing. In one hand, the man still held a sign that read “Will you marry me, Christina?”

      Alex shook her head at me.

      I had to giggle and shake my head as well. That was a little too much for me too. “I didn’t say I wanted a guy who makes corny, cheesy gestures,” I told her. “I want someone who will cherish me for who I am. I deserve to be loved by a great person.”

      “Don’t we all? But do you have to look for that forever guy? What’s wrong with being loved by a great person right now?”

      “I think there’s a way to have both, if I plan things carefully.”

      She shook her head. “I know you’re stubborn. Go on, tell me your plan.”

      “I don’t want to waste my time, but I don’t want to lure a douchebag either. I want someone similar to me. Someone who’s adventurous⁠—”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. I get that. But how will you find that guy? What’s the experiment you have in mind?” Alex asked as Kate pulled a chair and joined us, a steamy drink in hand.

      “What guy? What experiment?” Kate asked.

      Alex raised her eyebrows at me, as though silently asking for my permission to share what we’d recently discussed.

      “Go ahead. You’re good at summarizing things.”

      “Sophia has decided to find herself a good-looking man in his thirties or forties, professional, well off, someone who loves to travel, interesting, curious, tall, blond, athletic, blah, blah, blah…” She paused as her finger flew down toward the bottom of my list. “And a great fuck.”

      Kate almost choked on her sip of coffee with Alex’s latest words. “Okay,” she said after catching her breath again.

      “Thoughts on how to find such a catch?” Alex asked Kate.

      “Tinder?” Kate replied with a cautious smile.

      “Let’s not go there,” I said. “I gave up on that app a long time ago. You can’t swipe your way to the perfect guy. It’s such a shallow approach.”

      Kate lifted her chin toward a group of people who were walking away from us, heading toward the security area. “How about dating a pilot?” she asked. “Sounds like you described one.”

      “Ah!” And oddly enough, I hadn’t even considered the thought. It made sense, though.

      “And since you’re quitting your job, you’ll no longer have to worry about the consequences,” Alex chimed in before nodding.

      “You’re quitting?” Kate asked, surprised.

      “Yes. She’s abandoning us and moving to France. Can you believe it?”

      “When? Why?” Kate asked.

      “It’s a long story,” I replied. “Maybe I’ll tell you more one day. I still have a few weeks to go before I leave though.”

      “Wow… I had no idea.”

      “It was a sudden decision.”

      “Good luck with whatever you’ll be up to then. Where in France?” Kate asked.

      “Paris.”

      “Lucky you. You could date a pilot who regularly flies to Paris,” Kate suggested. “Wouldn’t that work?”

      I thought about it. “It could.”

      “We have to find you one who’s great in bed,” Alex said.

      “And good-looking,” Kate added.

      And with these criteria top of mind, all three of us began people watching (more-specifically pilot watching). Every male who strolled his way past us got judged.

      “Too fat,” Alex said.

      “Too old,” Kate said, nodding toward another.

      Alex frowned at me. “Too bad I stopped keeping track of them in my little black book. I’m sure I slept with a few good ones in the past.”

      “What about this one?” Kate asked, her chin up, pointing to our left.

      Alex turned to look at the tall brown-haired man in a pilot uniform. “Oh… No. You don’t want that one, belieeeve me.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      “Sloppy oral,” Alex said.

      “Come on,” I replied to her, twisting my mouth. “You can’t judge and discard people for something they can improve on. It’s a skill like any other. People can get better at it.”

      “No, that’s where you’re wrong. There’s a lot more to it. I believe there’s a direct correlation between their cunnilingus ability and generosity. If a guy can’t be bothered to stay down there and lick me ’til I come, then it says a lot about him as a human being.”

      Kate and I stayed silent, staring at each other.

      I thought about the idea some more while watching more people stroll by, their luggage in tow. “Possibly,” I finally said in response to her theory.

      “No, it’s more than possible. It’s a fact. Sure, a guy can learn and improve, but it won’t change whether or not he’s a generous lover.”

      “Hmmm… That reminds me… Good fuck, right?” Kate repeated in a hushed tone.

      “That would be preferable,” I answered.

      “How about Grandcock?” Kate suggested.

      I let out a loud exhalation and looked at Alex. “I’ve heard the stories, but I’ve never met the man.”

      Alex shook her head. “I’ve never fucked him. Don’t know. The guy’s probably butt-ugly.”

      “Oh… You’re so wrong there,” Kate said as a beep emitted from her purse. She looked down toward the sound and dug her hand into her purse.

      “You know him?” I asked.

      “Do I know him?” She twisted her lips in the weirdest smile. “Ladies… The man’s a legend for a good reason.” With a swipe of her finger, she unlocked her phone.

      Alex leaned in closer to Kate. “You’ve met him?”

      “Ooh… The things you don’t know about me. I did way better than that,” Kate said.

      Ten seconds went by during which Alex and I stared at Kate, hoping she’d say more, but she seemed engrossed in reading whatever text message she’d received on her phone.

      “And?” Alex finally prompted.

      “I fucked him. Or I guess I’d be more accurate to say that I let him fuck me. It was an amazing ride,” Kate said, her crooked smile speaking for itself.

      “What?!” Alex and I said in unison as we leaned in toward our colleague.

      “Girl! You slept with a legend, and you didn’t share that interesting tidbit with us? Is he as old as they say?” Alex asked.

      Kate scrunched her face at Alex. “Old? Where did you hear that Grandcock was old?”

      As though searching the confines of her mind, Alex tilted her head and paused before speaking. “I must have assumed he was old because of his reported exploits. You can’t have slept with half the female flight attendants and still be wet behind the ears, right? How old is he?”

      “I didn’t ask him for his ID, but he looked like he was in his early forties. Mid-forties would be as high as I’d go.”

      “Really?!” Alex’s eyes now shone with anticipation. “Guess there’s something I have to fix now. I can’t miss out on him. Good looking?”

      “I’d say so. Tall, blond, clean-shaven, athletic body.”

      “Exactly my type,” I said.

      “Well then…” Alex arched an eyebrow. “We may have to fight over him, Sophia.”

      “How about you let me run my experiment on him first. If I succeed, he’s mine. If I fail, he’s yours.”

      “How long will it take?”

      “I don’t know. My plan isn’t going to unfold immediately. It’ll be more of a slow burn, I think, if he decides to take the bait.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “I’ll tease him with just enough information to hook him—trust me, I’ve got just the thing.”

      Alex’s answering grin was downright feral. This was either the best or stupidest idea I’d had in years—maybe both.
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      The flight to Las Vegas went by fast. Passengers were well-behaved, and our pilots efficient and eager to get us there as quickly as possible.

      Unfortunately, Grandcock wasn’t in our crew, but that was no surprise. We always knew our pilots’ names ahead of time, but I was certainly going to look for him moving forward.

      Too bad my flying days were numbered. I hoped the universe would make our paths cross soon. If not, I’d have to come up with a different plan.

      Then again, would this whole experiment be worth my while? I still couldn’t shake off my feelings for Virginia, so I began doubting myself. Again.

      Should I swallow my pride and call her?

      Or Valentina, the artist?

      Maybe compartmentalizing and thinking of her as Valentina the painter would make it easier for me to call her instead of calling the ex-lover I’d totally fallen for.

      But no matter how I twisted the thoughts in my head, these two women were inseparable.

      I’d fallen for her because she was both Virginia, the woman, and Valentina, the artist. Trying to separate these identities was difficult. Maybe I should call her Vee moving forward.

      Vee, the Spanish artist who’d stolen my heart after warning me of her fear of commitment. I was 100% to blame for my unrequited feelings. I should’ve known better than to get swept up in the thrill of it all.

      I leaned against the galley counter and closed my eyes for a second. I could remember Vee’s citrusy perfume, her delightful whispers in my ears, the flicker of her tongue on my⁠—

      “Sophia,” Alex said, snapping me out of my reverie and making me reopen my eyes. “I’ll grab the newspapers. Are you ready to follow me with the garbage bag?”

      “Sure.” My brain flipped back to work mode.

      In a few minutes more, we’d land in Vegas.
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      “How does dinner followed by a Cirque du Soleil act sound?” Alex asked as we exited the jet bridge and stepped into the airport.

      “Or live music?” Kate suggested. “There’s this hot band I heard about. They’re supposed to—” Kate grabbed our elbows. “Grandcock! Nine o’clock, heading toward us.”

      I’d never turned so fast in my life.

      Past our gate, on our left, a small group of airline employees towed their carry-ons as they walked briskly. Two of them wore pilots’ uniforms.

      A jolt of arousal zipped through me as I eyed the taller of the two. His lips displayed a charismatic smile as he leaned in to speak to a uniformed woman walking beside him. Their light chatter about upcoming weekend plans reached our ears.

      Kate let out a breath that sounded half sigh, half moan as we watched their group continue toward their gate.

      Nice ass.

      “I still dream of that night with him,” Kate said.

      “That good?” Alex asked, incredulous.

      “If only he offered repeat performances…”

      “So, it’s true then?” I asked, hoping she’d divulge more about the blond stud whose legendary tales had been spread and shared among flight attendant trainees years ago, but Kate only smiled and stayed quiet.

      However the spark in her eyes and the way she exhaled told me everything I needed to know.
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      While Kate and I sipped our first drinks in our hotel lobby, Alex spoke up. “We’re in fucking Vegas. Why not enjoy a view over the Strip instead of sitting here, surrounded by gamblers who came here just to forget about their boring lives?”

      “Hmm…” Kate scrunched up her face. “Because fancy places overcharge for their drinks.”

      I sipped through my straw while nodding in agreement with Kate.

      “Girls, come on. Look at us!” Alex exclaimed.

      “What?” I asked. Sure, we were a little overdressed compared to the tourists in T-shirts and jeans who surrounded us. Kate and I wore knee-length black dresses, while Alex wore something that attracted the attention of everyone: a long, bright blue, sleeveless silk dress that exposed one of her shoulders. A side slit extended up to her mid-thigh on her left, but it wasn’t the slit or her exposed shoulder that drew people’s attention to her. It was her nipples pressing through the fabric that turned heads.

      Alex often went braless, and I couldn’t blame her for doing it. But I’d had to drag my gaze away from her chest more than once since we arrived at the hotel. I’d seen her naked before, and those memories… well, they still made me blush.

      “We’re better than this,” Alex said. “Let’s go somewhere else and get ourselves some well-deserved attention. There’ve got to be attractive, wealthy, single men in this town who’d love to buy us drinks. So let’s find them and set ourselves up for a great night of fun. Who’s in?”

      “Hell, yeah!” said Kate, raising her glass and clinking it against Alex’s.

      “Are you in, Sophia?” Alex asked me.

      The idea was perfect. If anything could help me forget about Vee—even just for the night—it was this. And, as Alex had already mentioned, I needed to get myself laid.

      I smiled and nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do it.” I slurped up the rest of my slushy drink.
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      Following the cab driver’s recommendation, we walked into a sleek lounge bound by three walls of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Strip. Describing the view as mesmerizing would have been an understatement. From left to right, among several other tall buildings, the Eiffel Tower, the MGM Grand, and New York-New York populated the panoramic vista.

      Over soft jazz music in the background, the lounge buzzed with energy: young men in their business suits who appeared to be celebrating a business deal, several couples out on the town, dressed to the nines, and various small groups of friends like ours.

      Kate tapped me on the shoulder. “I can’t see any empty tables, but there are three seats at the bar.” She pointed to them.

      “Let’s grab them while we can,” I said, making my way there.

      I sat between Kate and Alex, and the barman brought us a menu. A brief look was enough to see that the establishment’s specialties were creative cocktails and light, Asian-flavored fares. I wasn’t hungry, but I ordered one of their signature martinis. While waiting for my friends to make up their minds on the drinks and then twiddling my thumbs while the bartender prepared them, I tried my best to smile.

      If I were honest with myself, I wasn’t in the mood to be out and about tonight. Not at all. But I’d already spent enough evenings sulking at home or in crappy hotel rooms, alone with my thoughts. I knew I had to get out of my negative spiral. I had to forget about my gorgeous Spanish painter.

      With my friends Alex and Kate always looking for a great time, all I had to do was psych myself up and get ready for a random one-night stand. But that was easier said than done, since the thought of it made my skin crawl.

      Dreams of Vee kept haunting me, so how could hooking up with a stranger even be on the table?

      A long sigh escaped my lips.

      No way was I dragging my friends into my crappy mood. There was only one solution: do my best to impersonate a happy, positive person.

      Fake it till you make it, Sophia.

      My drink arrived just as Kate spotted someone she knew.

      “I’ll be right back,” she said before getting off of her stool and walking toward a small group of people. I spun around on my stool and watched her hug a tall blond man dressed in jeans, a white dress shirt, and a sports coat. He wore dark-framed glasses. Quite handsome, really. Next, he introduced a woman to Kate. That’s when I spotted the wedding ring on his finger (as well as on the finger of the woman he’d wrapped his arm around).

      Taken.

      Alex spoke up, making me look away from the handsome couple and turn to face her. “Ten o’clock. Tall guy with a short friend. He’s looking at us.”

      I knew the rule: no immediate, embarrassing stares. So I waited a few seconds, then casually brought my eyes forward before scanning the room heading their way, taking in the ambiance and the amazing view behind the windows, not looking directly at any of the patrons. When my eyes reached the end of the room, I backtracked slowly, and I spotted the men Alex had mentioned. The tall one looked Hispanic, with a fairly dark complexion and brown, curly hair. Plausibly in his late thirties. His buddy was Caucasian and seemed to be around the same age. He wore a fedora, which meant he was either uncomfortable with his balding head or had some sort of fashion statement to make. Before I looked away, the fedora guy made eye contact and winked at me.

      I looked away. I was so not in the mood for flirting tonight.

      Spinning my stool to face the bar once again, I decided I’d try to figure out the exact ingredients in my drink instead of thinking about those men. But I soon gave up. Whatever the recipe was, the result was delicious. And potent too, thankfully. I was so going to need all the liquid courage I could muster if I wanted to get laid with a stranger tonight.

      Kate suddenly reappeared and sat back down next to me, which relieved me because I had noticed a group eyeing her seat and I was in no mood to fight them over it.

      “Who’s
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