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  Prologue

  
  




They say that the predator and the victim meet long before the first blow is struck. Lucia had practiced this encounter her whole life. Every time she bowed her head in the office under her boss’s venomous words, every time she stared at the empty space on the other side of her bed at night and felt anxiety slowly suffocating her, she was a victim. She was an easy target—a woman apologizing for taking up space in this world.

Brooklyn breathed slowly that night, like a tired beast under a layer of snow. The streets were wet with rain and the neon lights refracted across the asphalt like broken promises. The sirens in the distance were part of the city, almost a lullaby for those who had lived too long among crime, loneliness, and lies.

Lucia had long believed that you could tell a person by the way they looked at you.

By their voice.

By their tenderness.

By the little things.

She believed that dangerous people looked dangerous.

She was wrong.

When he had first stood before her in the lobby of the old Brooklyn building, her keys in his hand and that calm smile, she had seen something almost perfect in him. Something safe. Elegant. A man who didn’t scream, humiliate, or collapse under the weight of his own ego like most others.

She remembered his eyes.

Dark.

Calm.

Almost too good to be true.

And that was exactly what should have scared her.

But it didn’t.

Because lonely people don’t recognize danger right away. They only recognize the feeling that someone finally sees them.

Lucia was tired of empty conversations, failed dates, spineless men, and evenings that ended in the silence of her small apartment. She was a woman who knew how to sell dreams to other people, but who no longer knew how to live her own.

Then he came.

And with him the feeling that maybe life could change after all.

She didn’t know that some stories don’t come into your life to save you.

Some come to destroy you.

Later, she would return to that moment in the elevator many times. To every word. To every look. She tried to find a warning, a crack, anything that would reveal the monster beneath the beautiful surface.

But the truth was the most terrifying precisely because there was no warning.

The dark side of a person rarely comes screaming.

Most often it comes beautifully dressed.

With the scent of expensive perfume.

With a calm voice.

And with arms that make you feel safe just long enough for it to be too late to escape.

When Lucia first saw the blood on her hands, she was thrilled.

That was her greatest sin.

And the beginning of the end.








  
  1

  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




The cold wind cut mercilessly through the streets of Brooklyn, almost as sharply as the memories that ambush a person at the most unexpected moments. It swept up bits of trash, lifting them into swirling eddies and scattering them between building façades that, in the twilight, seemed taller than they truly were. The cold seeped into the bones, penetrating everything that was insufficiently wrapped in fabric, wool, or simple human resolve. People hurried along the sidewalks, bundled in scarves and heavy coats, as if each of them were trying, step by small step, to conquer winter on their own.

The street echoed with Brooklyn’s familiar soundscape—a mosaic of sirens wailing both near and far, the honking of impatient drivers, shouts bursting through half-open car windows, mostly in a language that had been synonymous with temperament and belonging in these neighborhoods for decades: Italian. It was everyday noise, something locals no longer noticed, but which to a stranger always sounded like a loud symphony of constant urgency.

Albemarle Road in Flatbush was, that day as well, submerged in a grayish haze of smog. Warm steam rose from the openings of sewer grates, a dense vapor lifting in slow waves and blending with the winter air, like the final breaths of a weary metropolis. Brooklyn, once an independent city until 1898, had preserved its unmistakable architectural identity. The traces of the old city could still be felt: long rows of brownstone single-family houses, their doorframes, stoops, and iron railings telling stories of times when families came and went, when generations grew up within those walls. Only in the late nineteenth century did small apartment buildings begin to rise, framed in brick and iron—structures that would later become one of Brooklyn’s recognizable silhouettes.

At the intersection of Ocean Avenue and Albemarle Road, the traffic light chirped and turned green, and a surge of people spilled into the street like a river suddenly released from its dams. Amid thick padded hoods, raincoats, and winter bags, it was nearly impossible to distinguish individual faces—until someone pushed through the crowd.

A middle-aged man, wrapped in an oversized brown jacket and faded jeans, ran with the expression of someone who was at once worried, determined, and slightly clumsy. His winter cap hung over his ears, constantly slipping to one side. In a voice that barely cut through the roar of traffic, he shouted:

“Lucia, wait for me!”

A woman in an elegant black coat, with long, glossy black hair swaying with every step, did not turn around. She walked quickly and decisively, like someone accustomed to ignoring both noise and interruptions. She crossed the street with an ease that betrayed confidence, and at that very moment the pedestrian light turned red.

Without hesitation, the man ran after her, even as cars were already pulling forward. Tires screeched, drivers shouted angrily through open windows. The man waved helplessly in apology and nearly fell as he jumped over a puddle hiding a sheet of ice just beneath the surface.

Breathless, he finally caught up with her and gently stopped her, his voice trembling.

“Lucia—”

She turned sharply, her eyes flashing first with surprise, then with mild irritation.

“Josh, Jesus… you scared me.”

Josh was gasping for air like a marathon runner who had started too fast.

“I was yelling. You didn’t hear me. I just… I’m wondering why you don’t text me back.”

Lucia brushed a strand of hair from her lips; the wind kept throwing it back into her face.

“I know, I’m sorry. I’ve got a lot of work, really a lot. I can barely find any time.”

Her words came quickly—too quickly—as if rehearsed in advance. Josh paused for a moment and looked at her with an expression of sadness that was almost painfully sincere, like an abandoned puppy forgotten in a backyard.

“Yeah, I get it…” he murmured. “But you could at least reply. And, well… since you’re here now—I was wondering if you’re free this Friday?”

A police car sped past just then, its sirens brutally slicing through the brief silence. Lucia instinctively squeezed her eyes shut.

“Oh… it’s hard, you know. I already have plans. A friend’s birthday. Maybe another time.”

Josh looked down at the ground, shoving his hands deep into his pockets.

“Right… okay. What about next week?”

A shadow of impatience flickered across her face for a moment. She sighed—but too late. Josh had already noticed it in her eyes.

“Look,” she said more quietly, “you seem nice. Really. But right now I’m not in the mood for dating.”

Josh lifted his gaze, surprised, almost hurt.

“Then why are you on Tinder? And why does it say you’re looking for a man… or a soulmate?”

Lucia flinched, as if splashed with icy water. She had forgotten that old, awkwardly written description. She was angry at herself, at her carelessness, and at the fact that the past had now caught up with her like an embarrassing footnote at the bottom of a page she wished she could erase.

Her lips pressed together, her hair fell back across her face, and for a moment it seemed she would simply walk away—but she stayed there, in the middle of a Brooklyn winter, caught between honesty and an uncomfortable truth.




A wave of uncomfortable embarrassment washed over her. In her chest, anxiety began to rise like a sudden, invisible pressure, tightening just beneath her collarbone. Her thoughts tangled in on themselves for a moment: I don’t owe him an apology. I don’t owe him anything. The words repeated quietly in her mind, but she had to say them to herself twice—maybe three times—before she truly felt their weight.

In truth, it was Josh who had crossed invisible boundaries. Too intrusive, too present, too attached to his mother, whom he talked about incessantly—even when the conversation in no way called for any mention of family. Altogether, it created the impression of a grown man who had never truly stepped out of the safety of his mother’s nest. Lucia noticed it early on: the subtle red flags that often seem insignificant—until they begin to accumulate.

With a slight sigh and her chin lifted, she said,

“Yeah, I know… that’s old. Sorry, but I’m in a hurry.”

This time, she didn’t look back. She turned away coolly, her long, confident strides carrying a soft yet decisive echo of dominance. She walked off with the elegance of a woman accustomed to attracting glances—yet experienced enough not to return them.

After a few steps, a brief sting of pain flickered inside her. A small, sharp sense of guilt brushed against her, like a gentle twinge in her stomach. But she knew it was nothing more than the residue of upbringing, not a real obligation. The only way to stop it was to simply walk away—without additional words, without lengthy explanations. Josh was too intrusive: he messaged her every day, commented on every post, liked every single photo on Instagram. It was all becoming slightly dark in its intensity.

The wind sliced at her legs. Even though she wore a long black coat that nearly brushed her ankles, the cold was indifferent. She rubbed her thighs for a moment, as if that might help—but it didn’t. Beneath the coat, she wore an elegant black skirt and thick winter tights, but winter remained merciless.

In her hand, she carried her new Valentino handbag—black, supple, with a gold chain that chimed softly with every step. She was proud of it. She had bought it purely for herself, as a reward for months of exhausting work. If anyone deserved a touch of luxury, it was her.

When she finally reached the tall, seven-story brick building, she paused at the entrance, relieved. The building was old, but it had a certain character—fine cracks in the walls, a metal railing by the door that rattled lightly in the wind, and the hollow scent of oil and dust that always drifted from the elevator.

Lucia pulled her keys from her bag, unlocked the front door, and stepped into the lobby. The warmth was intoxicating. It wrapped around her instantly, and her skin prickled—this time with relief. The door closed behind her, leaving the winter outside, cut off like a distant memory.

At that moment, an elderly woman in a gray coat and heavy black shoes approached from behind. She unlocked her mailbox, sifted through a stack of advertisements and bills, and smiled kindly at Lucia.

Lucia returned the smile gently—the woman was one of those quiet neighbors who give a building its sense of home.

When the elevator chimed, Lucia stepped inside, then turned toward the older woman, who was still sorting her mail.

“Go ahead, I’m slow,” the woman said with a slight smile, one that suggested she was well aware of her own pace.

Lucia nodded. The elevator doors closed, and she pressed the button for the sixth floor.

The elevator creaked, the cables tightened with a familiar metallic sigh, and the cabin shuddered slightly. Lucia had always hated that sensation. With every ride came the same unwelcome image—persistent and vivid—of the cables snapping and the car plunging freely. When the doors finally opened on her floor, she almost ran out, as if afraid the elevator might change its mind.

The hallway was quieter than the streets below; the air smelled of old wood and freshly painted walls. At the end of the corridor, she unlocked her door. Her apartment was small and modest, but it had one great advantage—the windows overlooked the intersection of Church Avenue and Albemarle Road, from where she could watch the evening bustle while, in the distance, catching sight of the edge of Prospect Park, which sometimes comforted her like a green refuge for her thoughts.

She set her handbag down on the small wooden console by the door, took off her coat, and slipped out of her black heels—she knew they weren’t suitable for the weather, but elegance always triumphed over practicality for her. She was a woman who would rather endure the cold than compromise aesthetics.

She stepped into the small kitchen, turned on the coffee maker, and listened as the machine slowly came to life. In the living room, she switched on the television—for the sound alone, that faint, meaningless noise that created the illusion of company. She pulled on a thick cardigan, soft gray sweatpants, and heavy socks that wrapped around her like warm clouds.

Finally, she could take a deep breath.

Finally, she was home.

Finally, she could set the world down—

and all of its intrusive faces.







Lucia took a mug from the machine, the hot coffee warming her palms pleasantly. She opened the refrigerator; cold air spilled across her face, a brief sensation that felt oddly refreshing. She reached for the milk and poured it carefully into the dark liquid, which shimmered under the weak kitchen light. On the shelf beside the milk, she noticed a half-unwrapped bar of chocolate. Her gaze lingered on it for a moment, as if she were negotiating with herself.

I shouldn’t.

But the thought melted just as quickly as chocolate does when it touches the tongue.

She pulled out a single square and snapped it off—and then she knew she would give in. Lately, she could feel her pants growing tighter, noticed how her clothes were beginning to fit her just a little differently. Still, she maintained an active gym membership she hadn’t used in months. She paid for a space she visited only in her mind.

She sat down on the couch, tucking one socked foot beneath the other, her phone already resting in her hand. When she put the piece of chocolate in her mouth, she barely tasted it—it vanished in a second.

Instagram greeted her with its usual stream of notification bubbles. Beneath her most recent post—a photo of the handbag she had shown off not long ago—the same three names appeared, as always: Josh, of course, and Maria and Dorothy, her only real friends.

The rest of her followers were shadows: creeps with fake profiles, men who had once messaged her and whom she had ignored, and a handful of coworkers who followed her out of boredom. She never claimed to have a socially rich life; she admitted to herself that she sometimes felt a little isolated. Enough company for interaction, but not enough for warmth.

Her love life… ah, that was a subject of its own. She had been single for two years now. And just as long had it been since her last relationship—and her last time having sex.

At first, the quiet solitude had soothed her, like a soft cloud drifting through a world that moved too fast. But now, after two long years, it had begun to erode her patience. She felt a hollowness, as if something were slowly eating away at her time.

Every date during that period had been a disaster.

Men who still lived with their mothers—like Josh—who never missed an opportunity to mention “his mom who takes care of him.”

Men who became possessive after a single lunch.

Sometimes she wondered where the men were who knew how to be men—not in a stereotypical sense, but in the sense of solidity, of decisiveness that didn’t require constant validation. Like her father—at least as she remembered him in those rare, good memories. He had been polished, courteous, attentive. He never talked about his pain, never cried over his emotions.

But he had another side, too. A dark, secret one; another family that had arrived like a blow of truth, bursting the bubble of idealization. Lucia understood him and resented him at the same time. In every man, she now searched for her father’s good qualities, yet never wanted to see any resemblance to his other side. And most men avoided her—some because they knew who her father was, others because they learned later and recoiled, as if her lineage itself were something dangerous.

She scrolled through Instagram, watching the lives of others unfold. Laughing couples, concerts, breakfasts in bed, sunsets with cocktails in hand. Everyone looked happy, as though the world were made up of perfect stories, while hers remained a blank page.

She stopped again at a post by Claudia, a former elementary school classmate: she and her boyfriend dressed in perfectly coordinated outfits, pastel-toned, captioned with something about “true love” that had endured “every obstacle.” Lucia nearly rolled her eyes. She knew the truth.

Claudia needed two hundred shots for a single post, arguing with her partner several times in the process. He was utterly exhausted from posing, but she persisted. She wanted perfection—not in the relationship, but in the photograph. They were never truly happy; every trip, every day, every moment was subordinate to her obsession: what they would wear, where they would stand, how they would look.

From this, Lucia arrived at a simple truth:

She would rather be alone than part of a performance that was rotting from within.

And that thought, for once, brought her relief.

The sun had already set, and a soft evening gray spread through the apartment. Lucia decided to reheat the spaghetti from the day before—made from her grandmother’s recipe, one that carried the scent of the old continent, the Italian soil her family came from. The television still hummed in the small living room, its muted sound giving her the sense that she wasn’t entirely alone. She missed the warmth of domestic conversation, laughter, the presence of someone who could fill the emptiness of silence.

She liked the apartment well enough, small as it was; she didn’t need more. She didn’t expect to have children in the near future, which sometimes stung, like a reminder of something slipping away.

After finishing the reheated spaghetti, she returned to the couch and began aimlessly flipping through television channels. Her phone vibrated, and—as always when she heard that soft buzz—a small wave of adrenaline rushed through her. But most of the notifications were insignificant: advertisements, emails, or news that someone had posted something on Facebook.

She paused briefly on Home Alone, then switched it off immediately. She wanted to watch it only on Christmas Eve, which was fast approaching; she didn’t want to ruin the magic of tradition. Finally, she settled on the old western High Noon. A town marshal, lonely and abandoned, must face a gang of killers at noon, alone, despite his fiancée’s objections and the townspeople’s cowardice. With nothing better on, she let the film play. Her eyes grew heavy, her thoughts scattered, and soon she drifted off.

The ringing of her phone jolted her awake. Disoriented, she opened her eyes and looked around, her heart racing. She quickly wiped a trace of drool from the corner of her mouth and picked up the phone. It was her friend Dorothy.

“Hey, Dory… what’s going on?”

On the other end, she heard sobbing. It wasn’t the first time—far from it. Dorothy had constant problems with her fiancé.

“He’s not home again,” she cried. “He promised he’d be back by ten. Now he’s not answering… he just sent some vague message. That means he’s drunk again.”

Lucia sighed; she was tired of it all. Dorothy was kind and soft, and he took advantage of her. He didn’t work anywhere, spent his days drinking and wandering around with friends, while Dorothy was always the one waiting. The third wheel in her own relationship.

“You can come stay with me if you want,” Lucia said. “I’ve told you a thousand times—leave him.”

Dorothy took a shaky breath between sobs.

“I can’t… I love him too much. I’ll wait a little longer. Thanks, though. And I’m sorry, I just…”

Lucia looked out the window. The wind was still raging through the trees and streetlights.

“You can always count on me,” she said calmly. “Don’t worry, he’ll come back. Talk to him tomorrow.”

After ending the call, Lucia turned off the television, brushed her teeth, and changed into her soft pajama set with capybaras—something that always made her smile with its gentle irony. For a moment, she tried to push everything aside—Josh, Dorothy’s problems, her own doubts. She turned off the light, slipped into bed, and fell instantly into a deep, quiet sleep.
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Monday morning was sharp and cold; a low fog had settled over the city, wrapping it in a milky veil that muffled the sounds of early traffic. Lucia slept sweetly, hitting the snooze button for the third time and sinking back into warmth. Something inside her pulsed with quiet unease—that subtle sense that something was wrong—but sleep was too pleasant, the blanket too soft and warm. She could have stayed in bed all day.

When the alarm rang again, she finally turned it off—this time without delay. The screen showed the time.

7:30.

She shot upright, her hair sticking out in every direction. In a rush, she grabbed her phone, opened her contacts, and found Charlie—the coworker who had saved her more times than she cared to admit.

As the phone rang, she tugged clothes from the closet with one hand.

“Morning, Charlie,” she breathed, nearly out of air.

On the other end, she heard a muted laugh.

“Lucia, you’re late again. I can’t always cover for you—get here as fast as you can.”

Lucia tried to pull one pant leg on but got stuck at the ankle.

“I’m sorry, really… I owe you. Just say I’m on my way and that traffic’s insane. Which it is.”

She ended the call—and the phone chimed again. This time, a reminder.

Apartment showing – Lafayette Ave at 9:00 a.m.

As a real estate agent, she was excellent at her job. Punctuality, however, had never been her strength.

She slipped into black fitted pants that had become just a bit too fitted and barely managed to fasten the belt. She wasn’t overweight—just a few extra inches had settled around her waist lately. She pulled on a white blouse, a black blazer, slipped into heels, threw her coat over her shoulders, wrapped a scarf around her neck, and quickly brushed her hair and applied makeup.

She rushed out of the apartment, nearly forgetting to turn off the light, and stumbled breathlessly into the elevator. As she stepped out and hurried toward the front door, she heard a voice behind her.

“Miss! Miss!”

She automatically assumed he was calling someone else. She hadn’t been a miss in that romantic sense for a long time—nor did she feel like one. The voice grew more insistent.

“Miss—your keys!”

It hit her instantly. The keys. She rummaged through her bag but didn’t find them. She turned—and then she saw him.

Standing by the elevator was a striking man—tall, with neatly trimmed black hair, wearing an elegant gray coat and black leather gloves, in which he held her set of keys. A scent drifted from him—warm, refined shaving lotion, almost intoxicating. His presence was so calm that for a second she forgot she was late.

He had chestnut-brown eyes and that dangerously composed gaze that was both unsettling and oddly soothing. Lucia continued to search her bag, pretending to look for the keys she could clearly see in his gloved hand. With a slightly trembling hand, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and stepped closer.

“Um… thank you. Yes, they’re… mine. Thank you,” she said, her voice catching faintly.

The man smiled—broad, confident, but not intrusive—and in that moment her knees felt strangely weak, as if the ground beneath her had vanished. Heat rose to her cheeks. Their eyes met, and for a brief instant she felt a spark—almost tangible—electricity passing between them, impossible to ignore. She couldn’t look away; his gaze pulled her in like a magnet.

She took the keys, smiled awkwardly, and headed toward the exit. Just before stepping out into the cold morning light, she suddenly turned back.

“I’m not a miss,” she said—gently, but firmly.

Then she stepped outside.

The cold air struck her cheeks and brought color back into her face. She felt almost adolescent—fluttering butterflies in her stomach she hadn’t felt in a long time. What was that? she wondered, even as she knew that brief moment had brightened her morning.

She gathered herself, tried to focus, and hurried to her dark blue Ford Fusion Hybrid parked a few meters away. It was a ten-minute drive to the office, and at least forty-five minutes to the showing on Lafayette Avenue—on the other side of Brooklyn—if traffic showed mercy.

She turned on the heat and pressed the gas, mentally running through everything she needed to pick up at the office. Thankfully, the morning rush hadn’t peaked yet. She ran two red lights—far too casually, but that was her habit when she was late.

The office was on Gates Avenue, in a large glass building across from Starbucks—which was incredibly convenient. They did have a coffee machine in the office, but it lacked caramel drizzle, and the taste couldn’t compete with Starbucks coffee, her small daily indulgence.

She parked in front of the building and rushed toward the entrance. The building had only four floors and was old enough not to have an elevator—so she charged up the stairs, already out of breath by the second floor.

When she opened the office door, above which a sign read FindYourHome—with a logo of a roof and a heart beneath it—she was greeted by chaos: papers scattered across the desk, still untouched from the previous week.

She had barely stepped inside when someone knocked on the doorframe.

Charlie.

“My dear,” he said with raised eyebrows, dressed in his signature purple cardigan and bow tie, arms crossed like her personal supervisor. “I barely saved you. Hurry up. You’ve got twenty minutes before you have to cross the city.”

Lucia nervously searched for the paperwork for the showing while trying to catch her breath. The morning had barely begun, yet it already felt as though an entire day had passed.


After a few seconds of frantic paper shuffling, Lucia finally found the documents for the property on Lafayette Avenue. She lifted them triumphantly into the air as if she had just won a trophy. Charlie wrinkled his nose.

“My God, I can smell you. What about perfume?”

In that instant, she realized that in the morning chaos she had completely forgotten to put any on. Without a word, Charlie disappeared into his office and returned with a small bottle of Chanel perfume.

“Here. This one’s excellent. Patrick loves it,” he said with a proud smile.

At the mention of Patrick—his impeccably groomed partner—a small smile appeared on Lucia’s face. Patrick really was handsome, refined, successful. He owned several air-conditioning companies and was one of the wealthiest men in Brooklyn. And yet, he wasn’t nearly as attractive, as mysterious, as the man who had found her keys that morning.

“Thanks, Charlie… I don’t know what I’d do without you,” she said sincerely.

Charlie rolled his eyes theatrically.

“Come on, girl—move it. Time’s flying.”

She had barely stepped out of the office when her boss, Judith, appeared in the hallway—sharp-edged in her rigid suit, as if bureaucracy itself had designed her.

“Lucia, you’re late again. This is unbelievable,” she snapped. “You’re lucky you bring in good numbers, or you’d have been out of a job a long time ago.”

Lucia felt anger rising inside her like boiling water. She had a quick temper—like her father—but this time she held it back. She knew the tardiness was her fault, yet she despised the way Judith had been crushing her for years, never offering a single word of praise… unless she needed something.

Not long ago, Lucia had sold an abandoned mansion on the outskirts of the city for twenty million. The firm’s commission was five percent—which meant she had brought in a clean million in profit. Judith hadn’t even blinked. No congratulations. Nothing.

Lucia merely smiled bitterly, walked past her, and left.

Back behind the wheel, she turned on the radio. “I Want It All” by Queen was playing. Lucia tilted her head back and sang out loud, almost like a battle cry, purging the stress and morning chaos from her system.

Traffic gradually thickened, but she pushed through relentlessly. When she reached the final intersection before Lafayette Avenue, a red light stopped her. She slammed her hand against the steering wheel.

Her quick temper had always been with her—an inherited trait from her father. He had been quiet by nature, calm and reserved… but when he snapped, things flew through the air. And that part of herself frightened her, because she understood it all too well.

When the light finally turned green, Lucia pressed firmly on the gas. Ahead of her stood a small residential building in the characteristic orange-red Brooklyn brick, softened by the morning fog, almost as if painted in watercolors.

A young couple stood by the entrance. Lucia glanced at her watch and realized she was only fifteen minutes late—which was unacceptable by professional standards, but still defensible. She parked half on the curb, forgot about the meter, grabbed the paperwork and her Valentino handbag, and hurried—almost gracefully—toward the door.

“I apologize for being late. Lucia Montanelli—we’ve been corresponding by email,” she said, shaking hands with both of them.

The middle-aged man had thinning blond hair; the woman beside him wore a white coat, with a trace of red lipstick caught on one tooth—a detail that unexpectedly softened Lucia’s impression. She was real, human, not as polished as Lucia had anticipated.

“No problem,” the woman said. “We know how it is in the city. We’re coming from Long Island.”

Lucia glanced once more at the folder:

Three-bedroom apartment.

110 square meters.

Second floor.

Built in 1979.

Renovated in 2018.

They climbed to the second floor, where a white hallway with light wooden floors opened before them, warmly reflecting the morning light. Lucia flinched for a moment—thinking she’d forgotten the apartment key—but found it tucked into a small hidden pocket in her handbag. She had placed it there days earlier when the owner had handed it over for showings.

She unlocked the door at the end of the hall, and together they stepped into a beautifully renovated apartment. The living room was spacious, an elegant kitchen island stood at its center, and the marble countertop shimmered in soft shades of gray. The bedrooms were large and bright, the bathroom generous, with a separate toilet.

The couple was enchanted within seconds.

“We could knock down this island and add a big dining table,” the woman said, gently resting a hand on her stomach.

“Ms. Montanelli… would it be possible to add an extra wall in one of the bedrooms? I’d like two children’s rooms.”

Lucia nodded warmly.

“Congratulations—I didn’t know. Yes, that’s absolutely possible. There’s plenty of space.”

Something inside her ached at the sight. She was genuinely happy for them—but this was exactly what she wanted for herself: a family, stability, children. In a world where men were mostly unreliable, frightened, immature, or far too selfish, finding the right partner felt almost impossible.

The couple smiled, wrapped in a soft, romantic energy.

“Yes, a summer baby,” the man said. “And this apartment is the one. We felt the energy right away.”

Lucia smiled.

“My favorite kind of clients—the ones who just know. There’s also a parking space in the garage downstairs, and look… this view.”

She stepped to the bedroom window and gestured toward the green stretch of Herbert Von King Park. The woman nearly melted, wrapping her arms tightly around her partner, and for a moment it was as if they were already imagining their future in that space.

Lucia prepared the paperwork, guided the process calmly, explained the terms, collected signatures, and arranged the deposit and final payment. When the couple left—full of anticipation—Lucia quickly typed a message to the owner on her phone:

Apartment sold for 930,000. I’ll update you on the signing.

After sending it, a wave of satisfaction washed over her.

Another success.

Another proof that she was the best at what she did.

And yet, deep inside her, something remained unspoken—a hollow corner that even the best sales could not fill.


When she returned to the office, Charlie was already waiting for her, leaning against his chair like a drama queen holding court. With full theatrical flair, he launched into a detailed account of his turbulent night with his partner, Patrick, leaving out not a single detail. Lucia knew his stories well—Charlie was always blunt, unapologetic, and completely unfiltered.

“Well, at least someone’s getting some action,” Lucia said as she entered the apartment sale into the computer. “I, on the other hand, almost cry myself to sleep every night while stuffing my face with chocolate.”

Charlie perched on the edge of her desk, crossed his legs, and leaned in slightly, as if about to reveal the secrets of the universe.

“Sweetheart, go out and party a little. You’re young, life is happening to you, not me.”

Lucia laughed.

“Young? Do you know how old I am? By eight I’m already in pajamas, barely able to keep my eyes open.”

Charlie rolled his eyes as if her exhaustion personally offended him.

“With that mindset, you’re not going anywhere. You need to get on a dance floor, shake that cute little ass of yours. Men will stick to you like flies to honey. If I weren’t gay, I’d have attacked you a long time ago,” he said, making a dramatic clawing gesture and growling.

Lucia laughed so hard she nearly choked on the cookie she’d pulled from her desk drawer. That box of cookies had originally been reserved for “emergencies,” but lately, every moment qualified as an emergency.

She got back to work—made a few calls, confirmed upcoming showings, answered emails, all while sipping cold coffee from the office machine. It was disgusting, but she was too lazy to cross the street to Starbucks, where caramel drizzle awaited like a small piece of heaven.

She checked the time. At one o’clock she was meeting Maria—her childhood friend who now worked at an eco-herb shop two streets away. Maria was always pleasant, calm, and sensible, the complete opposite of Dorothy, who managed to bring up her perpetually drunk fiancé in every conversation.

This time, Maria had invited her to a new vegan restaurant. She was a passionate advocate of healthy eating; even the mere mention of the word meat nearly sent her into a meltdown. Lucia knew she should eat better too, but she firmly believed that an occasional piece of meat had never killed anyone.

She had no more showings or meetings scheduled for the day. The client she was supposed to meet
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