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      You know the feeling when you have a crush on someone, but it’s super inappropriate, and you figure you’ll just grow out of it with age?

      Well, it’s my nineteenth birthday.

      I’m all alone, and when he calls, my heart still skips a beat.

      The picture of him on my phone is cropped from a family day at the beach, his body glistening with salt water. The sun highlights his toned body, his salt and pepper chest hair, his blue eyes glittering as he looks towards the camera—at me.

      He’s not family. Not in the blood sense, but he might as well be. He and my dad have been best friends since high school, and I can’t remember a time when he wasn’t in my life. Uncle Albert is how I’ve always known him.

      He and my dad started their own business together, but it’s strange to see him calling me.

      After all, my dad told me they were in meetings all day, and he wouldn’t be home until late. Hence my aching loneliness, and the urgent mix of feelings when I answer the phone.

      “Uncle Albert? Is dad okay?”

      I don’t think he heard me, because he’s singing me a song for my birthday in his deep baritone voice. It’s been a tradition since I can’t remember when, and it instantly fills me with joy. Besides, if he’s singing, it means there wasn’t an accident. He must have just stepped out of the meetings to wish me a happy birthday.

      I politely wait for him to finish his song, grinning all the while as I twirl my blonde hair. It’s a nervous twitch. Or an excited one. I just always do it when I’m vibrating with feelings.

      “You get better at that every year,” I teased.

      “Ah, well, I keep raising the bar, and for my favourite little girl, I always intend to exceed expectations.” He always took on a larger-than-life persona with me, and it was impossible not to get caught up in it. Talking to him was like being in our own two-person show.

      “Is the entire board room staring in awe, then?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Your audience! Or, I suppose you’re out in the hall?”

      “Honey, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m at home, just starting to cook dinner.”

      “Dad said you were in meetings all day?”

      There was a long, awkward pause. I heard some metal being placed down on a hard surface in the background. He was definitely cooking, which means my dad had lied to me, and I had already suspected it wasn’t the first time. There were some telltale signs he was dating someone and was not ready to tell me.

      “He’s on a date, isn’t he?”

      Uncle Albert let out a long sigh.

      “That’s not my place to say, Abi.”

      “He’s an adult, and he can do what he wants. But it’s my birthday. I came all the way home from college to celebrate with him, and he ditches me for a date?”

      My voice trembles with hurt, and I clutch the phone tighter in my hand. I’m not twirling my hair anymore.

      “Isn’t your party tomorrow?”

      “Yea, like, that was when we were all gonna get together, but today is my actual birthday and I’ll be spending it all alone!”

      “You will not,” he sternly rebuked. “I just got started on dinner, and it’s not too late to make it for two. Here’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to send Luke over with the car, and you’re going to go upstairs and get dressed in something that makes you feel like a princess. Then you’re going to get in your chauffeured car, and let me spoil you for the entire night. How’s that sound?”

      I never grew out of that crush, and his commanding tone took it to new heights. Suddenly I didn’t mind my dad abandoning me at all, because this birthday was turning into one I’d never forget.
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      Uncle Albert didn’t live far. He was a few blocks away in a tasteful manse in the hills. He was a lifelong bachelor, too busy with work for women, he said, but he had a good eye for talent. I still remember when he was building his home, and he explained that beautiful things often appeared to be unassuming to the untrained eye.

      I had accused him of saying that because I was in my ugly duckling phase, and he’d shaken his head and taken my hand.

      “No, Abi. You are the most splendid and precious human I’ve ever known. You just need the right talent to help you shine.”

      As I walked up the steps to his front door, I hoped that he’d think I was shining tonight. My blonde hair framed my face with loose, bouncy waves, and my makeup was subtle shades of pink and gold. I’d never had the opportunity to wear the rose gown with golden thread embroidery since it always seemed too over the top, but it definitely gave princess vibes.

      I didn’t even have time to knock before the door swung open.

      “Beautiful birthday, princess!” He beamed down at me, but then his eyes widened as if struck by awe.

      He was well-dressed in a bespoke suit that fit his tall, broad-shouldered physique so well. No man knew how to dress so well as my uncle Albert. He reached out,with his giant mitt of a hand, offering it to me.

      “My lord. How have you gotten so stunning, in so little time?”

      His fingers closed around mine, grasping my dainty hand.

      I never felt beautiful. Not really.

      Not around anyone.

      Except for him.

      He was always a lousy liar, and every time he complimented me, he meant it with his entire core.

      It made me blush and look down, scuffing my high heel against the smooth stone stairs.

      “You almost make me forget how mad I am at my dad.”

      He smiled at me, looking about ready to laugh.

      “Now, now. I am not here to be PR manager for your dad.”

      He squeezed my hand and slid his other arm in behind me, his fingertips grazing my lower back.

      “Let’s forget the old brute for now,” he said playfully. Guiding me through his well-appointed home, we entered the dining room. In the centre was a lavishly prepared dining table, upon which glittered so many lovely candles.

      Most people would have to spend days getting everything looking so fairytale perfect, and he had, like, an hour. He really was the most amazing person I knew. No wonder no other man could compare to him.

      “Tonight, after all, is all about you, my lovely little niece,” he said to me with a charming smile.

      My eyes settled upon the cake in the middle of the table, and I honestly couldn’t believe it! “How did you get a cake in time for this?”

      “I’d love to say I am just that good of a baker, but money talks. There’s an amazing bakery I know of that was willing to go the extra mile.” He guided me to a seat and pulled it out for me. A proper gentleman in every way. “They assured me… it’s your favourite kind. You were in luck.”

      “I didn’t think there was anywhere in town to get torta con crema pasticcera, let alone in a hurry,” I laughed, looking at it with unhidden desire. The cake lived rent free in my mind ever since that summer vacation to the Italian coast for my eighteenth birthday.

      “Okay, so I may have put in a special order a month ago. It was supposed to be a surprise for tomorrow, but we can let your dad scramble to make it up to you at your party.”

      He winked, and I giggled excitedly.

      I gathered the skirt of my dress beneath my bottom as I took the offered seat, catching a scent of his subtle cologne. It always filled me with such a warmth, like the best memories of every holiday wrapped into one.

      “Thank you. This helps my wounded ego a little. I just can’t believe he’d do that to me on my birthday. Is sex really that good that it’s worth missing your little girl’s big day? Well… not so little girl anymore, I guess. Am I overreacting? I mean, I am nineteen now. Maybe I should just grow up.”

      He helped slide my seat in before going to the bottle of champagne. The authentic kind. He popped it open, pouring some glasses before he sat down beside me.

      “Oh, sweetie.” He sighed, sliding a hand over to rest
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