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I was on my break-up vacation. I knew it sounded weird, but it was definitely a thing. I needed time to get over Cory and didn’t want yet another person to show me sympathy because he’d cheated on me with his ex. 

Everyone saw it. He took her to a New York Giants game, and the camera caught them kissing live on T.V. I was mortified. Imagine being cheated on as a woman who had posted about her boyfriend everywhere for the last two years in pictures, videos, and social events. Now, imagine being cheated on national television. It was awful that he cheated. It was more awful that everyone knew he cheated. 

My Instagram had been flooded with sympathy comments within a few hours of the game. Every picture had comments: Ava I’m sorry for you, Ava he didn’t deserve you, lots of love for you babe, you’ll get over him, and so on. One person even sent me a video saying, Did you see this? Of course, I saw it. Most of New York watched the game. I guess that’s what I get for being an Instagram Influencer. My profile was public, with the commenting on. I was drenched with so many sympathy notes. 

I packed my bags immediately and took the next flight to Santa Barbara, California. A place no one would find me, on the other side of the country. The flight was a peaceful eight hours that my phone was on airplane mode—no calls, no texts, and no social media. I rented an Airbnb on the less populated side of the town with access to the beach within five minutes. 

For the first three days, I just enjoyed the solitude and let the reality sink in that I was single and so not ready to mingle. 

The place was just what I needed to get over Cory. I walked to the beach several times a day. I sat there and cried. The rushing sounds of the ocean told me I’d be okay. I stepped into the frigid Pacific water and felt the pain, exhaustion, and anxiety being removed from my body. I wasn’t ready to face everyone again. 

Every day I’d told myself I’d get back online. I could open the app, but then I’d freeze up. Finally, I convinced myself this was my bread and butter. That I had to get back online because my career depended on it. I had made more money being an influencer than I ever had by walking the ramp during fashion week as a model. But I closed out the app again and let the tears roll out of my eyes. I couldn’t do it. I failed. Maybe tomorrow. I’d try again. 

The next day, I went for my walk on the beach again. In front of me, the ocean spread vast and wide. To my side, a ginormous mountain dotted with beautiful houses loomed. I took a picture capturing the ocean, a part of the mountain, and a gorgeous house with lots of trees and flowers. I opened the app and posted it on my Instagram with the caption A harmonious way to live! I didn’t look at anything else. I had over a thousand messages from people, brands, and even friends. But I didn’t open a single one. I closed out the app and shut my phone. Interactions were for another day. I was proud of myself for posting something today. 

Uber Eats was tired of me. Except for takeout delivery boys, I hadn’t met anyone. The best part about the beach town was that no one recognized me. At least not yet. I liked being anonymous. People were friendly but stayed far away from gossip.

I took a trip to the courthouse to explore my anonymity and sat on the lawn there. It was a tall white building with a clock tower on one side and a fountain on the other. It had a large curved entryway through which you could walk to the back. The back of the courthouse had large trees, several bushes, lots of unique flowers, and a freshly manicured lawn. The space was enormous, in that it could accommodate at least a few thousand people. There were steps for people to sit on and a large place for children to play. They listed this place as one of the top three places to visit in Santa Barbara. It was beautiful. 

There were two weddings in the three hours I stayed. The first one was a proper wedding with chairs and bouquets. I got to see the entire wedding without even knowing anything about the bride and the groom. They smiled and exchanged glances with me. Another couple exchanged their vows under a beautiful tree covered with a vine of purple flowers. They had two witnesses and the judge. I helped take their wedding group photos as the bride eagerly handed me her phone. I felt like I was part of the wedding. I had never experienced weddings so closely before, not even the ones they had invited me to in the past. 

I took a picture of myself in front of the vine of purple flowers running up the wall of the building. I made sure the building was unidentifiable. I posted it on my Instagram. This was my second post. I was becoming more confident day by day. 

I received an in-app message on Instagram. Was I ready to open the messages? I talked myself into opening it. There were lots and lots of messages asking why I’d been offline, where had I been hiding, etc. Then, there was a private message from someone I didn’t recognize. I’m not sure why I opened this particular message to others, but I did. 

Thank you for featuring my house.

It hit me I had taken a picture of his house on the mountain from the beach yesterday. He had a beautiful house. I looked through his profile, but there was nothing except a few pictures of plants and trees and maybe two of his selfies. His name was Amit. 

Amit was Indian. At least, his skin complexion and name made it seem that way. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a nice physique. He had a fit body but not one that belongs to a model. I was curious. I zoomed at his pictures. He had beautiful, big, black eyes with curved eyelashes. He had thick black hair with waves and the perfect amount of volume in his hair. He would look better if he brushed his hair a bit. He seemed like a person who didn’t care about his messy hair. 

I decided to respond to his message. 

Most welcome Amit. I didn’t know it was your house. It’s beautiful. 

I kept scrolling through his profile. I hadn’t responded to anyone else, but somehow felt compelled to message him back. I could have ignored him entirely, but I didn’t, maybe because from his profile, he didn’t seem like one who cared about gossip. Something about him made me feel safe. I received another message from him.

Enjoy your stay here. This is the season in which Wisterias bloom. Make sure you check out the gigantic fig tree at the Old Mission. 

He knew where I was, probably from my latest post with the vine full of purple flowers. At least now I know they’re called Wisteria. I googled wisteria and found a bunch of pictures. They matched what I was looking at in front of me. I wondered how he knew I was planning to visit the Old Mission next. Probably because everyone went there. I went into panic mode again. What if he posted something and everyone would know that I was hiding in Santa Barbara? I messaged him back.

I’ll check it out. I would really appreciate it if you don’t post or comment on anything regarding the location. I’m trying to stay anonymous.

 I waited for a few minutes for him to see the message and respond to me. It showed that he was typing something. Then, he wasn’t. A minute later, he was typing something again. I felt the heat through my body. I took a deep breath to calm myself down. 

Don’t worry Ava. Your secret is safe with me. If you ever want to see my house in person, let me know. I’m happy to show you ‘A harmonious way to live.’ 

A sense of relief rushed through me when I read his message. The heat gradually escaped from my body. I was calm. I got up to visit Old Mission next. I compulsively flipped through photos on his profile. He only had two photos of himself, but I liked looking at him. He was a very attractive man and had a perfect jawline. Would it be weird if I asked him to have lunch with me? I hated eating alone. He was interesting, and I wanted to know more about him.

Amit, I don’t know much about you, but I feel I can trust you. If you’re not busy, can we please meet up for lunch? I’m tired of eating alone. My treat. Ava. 

I hoped this message didn’t sound like a desperate plea. I wanted to see him in real life. His two photos were captivating. 

About 20 minutes later, I received a message from him. 

Lunch sounds good, but I’m home right now. I doubt I would be able to make it there on time. 

So he agreed to the lunch but didn’t think it could happen today. I’m going to text.

If you want, I can come to you. I’m not very busy. 

Oh crap, I can’t believe I sent that. It sounds like I’m way too eager to see him. Almost instantly, he sent me his address. 

See you in 10-15 min, I replied to him. I figured that it wouldn’t take me long to get there, considering I could look up at his house from the beach the other day. I didn’t bother looking it up on maps. 
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I made it to his home. It took almost forty-five minutes. I couldn’t believe he lived so far away. It looked like he lived on the mountain next door, but getting up the mountain was a whole different thing. Now that I was here already, I might as well meet him. His house was beautiful. It was a two-story home, aesthetically appealing. It had banana trees in the front of the house, next to the door. They were tall and had a few green banana rings on them. The entrance of the house was bordered with flowers. His front yard was full of amazing trees and bushes and a giant cactus to the side. I barely knew the name of any of these plants. So he liked nature and trees, and he had money, looking at the neighborhood in which he lived. 

The anxiety seeped into me. I had no information about this man. I didn’t even know if he was single or not. What if he was married with kids? His house was beautiful, but it was far from a bachelor’s pad. 

Oh god, what if he was married? Which bachelor would live forty-five minutes away from town? 

I slowly made it to his front door, but I hesitated to ring his doorbell. Was this a good idea or not? My Uber had turned around and left after dropping me off. A voice came from I didn’t know where. 

“Ava, I’ll be right there
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