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Prologue: The Mirror and the Architecture of Love
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Every day millions of people enter the dating world carrying a secret, an invisible burden that they hope someone else will help them bear: the belief that another human being can fix what is wrong inside them

We look for partners like lost people searching for salvation. We spend our free time swiping, setting up dates, getting dressed up, memorizing the perfect pickup lines; we believe that when the right person finally finds us, all our internal struggles will magically vanish, and we'll be able to present a perfect mask to the world. We are looking for an ever-elusive saviour who will rescue us, listen to our deepest pains, judge us, and - most importantly - accept us for who we are.

Saving Romeo: Love Yourself First provides an alternative to the hopeless cycle of millions of shattered egos around the world

The book reveals a blueprint that will change the way you see yourself and your relationships forever.

The Invisible Burden

Meet Romeo Williams, a six-foot tall logistics expert with a successful career and a charming smile that could win the heart of any woman. Meet Romeo Williams, a raging narcissist in a permanent existential crisis who fights a losing battle against himself. Deep inside, he feels that he is not worthy of anyone's love, and his crippling insecurities make him obsessed with public image and vanity. Over the past 27 years, he has been on a downward spiral, getting fatter, less attractive, and generally more disgusting with every passing day.

Romeo has been through countless relationship hellscapes, but none of them went well. All he gets from his dates are humiliation, disappointment, and heart-wrenching tears. He stuffs his emotions down his throat with junk food and then screams and shouts at himself in the mirror. He even jumps at the thought of having to order a plate of steaming hot chili crab; when the dish turns out to be under seasoned, he cries like a child on a park bench, telling himself and the Pacific ocean that he hates himself.

Fortunately for him, charming waitress Betty Wayne shows up at just the right moment, asking him on a date

But what makes this book so special is that she does not treat him like the sad, washed-up Romeo he sees in the mirror. Instead, she gives him an ultimatum: a chance to save himself or waste his life on self-loathing

Why you need this book

If you're single and feeling sorry for yourself, this book is a much-needed wake-up call. If you're in a relationship and you're constantly feeling drained and taken advantage of, this book will open your eyes to the real world. Saving Romeo is a feel-good novel with a realistic love story at its core that will show you the light after months or years of spending your life in the shadows

Here's why:

1. An Inspirational Love Story With All The Drama And Ups And Downs Of Real Life

The book is written in a crisp, engaging manner that manages to entertain without boring. It's a 20-chapter rollercoaster that will keep you entertained with light-hearted banter, corporate drama, and amorous tiffs between the leads. If you're looking for a simple self-help guide full of dry, uninspiring bullet points, this is probably not the book for you. However, if you're looking for a gripping, feel-good story with laugh-out-loud moments, you'll find plenty of those in Saving Romeo.

2. Everything You Need To Know About Building Self-Respect And Self-Love

By reading about Romeo and his path to self-discovery, you too can get inspired to embark on a life-changing journey. Along with the thrilling love story between Romeo and Betty, the book walks you through crucial self-development steps such as:

• Making your environment a reflection of your inner world

• Breaking the habit of passive acceptance and learning how to say "no"

• How to stop copying everyone you meet

• Learning to forgive yourself and move on after making a mistake

The book then reveals the crucial relationship-building skill that most self-help gurus ignore: the art of finding someone who complements you instead of chasing "opposites attract" culture

3. A Revelation About Healthy Relationships That You'll Never See In Any Other Self-Help Book

Most novels and self-help guides out there will tell you that a functioning relationship needs two people who are self-aware

However, few of them would tell you that self-awareness has to be built on a solid foundation of self-love. Saving Romeo will teach you that trying to rely on your partner to complete you is a losing battle with no winner

When you stop seeing yourself as a defective product that needs saving, you can build a rewarding, healthy relationship with anyone. It's all about choosing the right partner that shares many of your values instead of chasing the "opposites attract" trope.

A New Beginning

As you read the words on the page, you look in the mirror and see someone else looking back at you

Maybe it's time you started seeing yourself the way you want the world to see you.
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Chapter 1: The Chili Crab Disaster
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The Golden Hour Illusion

The golden hour sun bathed the coastal park in long shadows from the angsana trees, as the gentle ocean waves danced and kissed the shore with streaks of liquid fire. Breezes of salty sea air, rich grass, and the joyful chatter of families on the wooden pier blended into one glorious evening that could be likened to a movie scene that ends in a passionate embrace.

Romeo Williams strolled past a group of shade-draped angsana trees, his fingers smoothing out the wrinkles on the pressed navy-blue button-down shirt he wore as he eyed himself in the dark glass of his mobile phone.

At twenty-seven, Romeo was a good-looking young man with a strong profile, a pair of dark eye-catching eyes, a warm tanned complexion, and shoulder-length wavy black hair. Handsome and well-built, Romeo was the sort of man who could enter any bar and command a respectful hush from all male bartenders present. Professionally, Romeo worked as a logistics executive at the prestigious FreightLink Express, a reputable company known for its cutting-edge solutions in freight transportation.

Yet, as Romeo stood before the large double doors of the bar, his heart hammered against his ribcage.

Sweaty palms made his fingers twist and pull at his shirt hem, leaving him struggling to steady his shaking hands.

Tonight was Date Five with Samantha, a charming and beautiful twenty-five-year-old marketing executive he had recently met. Romeo could feel his heart rate jump as he thought about the young woman on the other side of the doors. Deep down, where no one could see, his handsome exterior masked a nest of insecurities that twisted and turned with every new relationship.

Romeo drew a deep breath and forced his traitorous heart to slow down. He reminded himself that he looked good enough to be on the cover of men’s magazines and that the evening was perfect for setting the mood for a romantic date. This was not a date for commitment, only for two people who would meet, share a meal, and part ways without expectations or thoughts of marriage.

The Weight of Four Previous Failures

As the bar’s glass door slid open with a soft chime, Romeo’s thoughts wandered to his four previous relationships, each ending in spectacular failure due to his inability to maintain a healthy bond with a woman.

Lately, every girl he saw turned out to be a disaster, with each one walking away from him in disgust after a few weeks of dating. Whether it was his impulsive outbursts of anger, his indecisiveness, or the feeling of insecurity that followed him like a shadow, Romeo knew deep down that he was not good enough for Samantha.

First, there was lovely Sarah, who stopped calling him after he spent an entire evening ranting about his job and not paying for the dinner they were having because he forgot his wallet at home. Then there was Jessica, who was surprised to find out that he was not the confident bachelor she thought he was. He was a walking contradiction, a follower who never followed through with what he said he would do.

Michelle was the third girl, and she left because he was too proud to admit that his words were sometimes sharper than the seafood dishes at his favourite restaurant. The last one, Amanda, crossed him off her life list because of his slovenly manners, cheap clothes, and listless answers to her questions. Amanda never let him forget that he was lousy company and that he had no idea of how to treat a lady properly.

The weight of these four broken relationships pressed heavily on Romeo’s chest, and as he prepared to step into the bar, he took a deep breath.

This would not happen again, Romeo told himself, taking a determined step forward. I’m ready and determined to change my life, choose a partner who truly loves me, and give it my all. I bought the best food in the city and set the mood for the perfect date.

To show Samantha that he was a genuine person with a heart full of love, Romeo had taken extra precautions to prepare an unforgettable night with her. Leaving his home neighbourhood required him to drive twenty minutes through the heavy evening traffic to purchase two large containers of freshly steamed chili crab from Sea Breeze Seafood, a popular local seafood restaurant known for its upscale coastal fare.

Romeo knew that a $70 item was quite an investment, but it was a small price to pay for Samantha’s happiness, and Romeo had a feeling that the young lady would be delighted with her date. As he inhaled the rich aroma of the chilies, tomatoes, garlic, and crab meat, Romeo smiled to himself.

He was confident that the thoughtful gesture of ordering a high-end local delicacy would go a long way in winning Samantha’s approval. He imagined the two of them sitting side by side on the checkered blanket, slowly enjoying the scrumptious meal and stealing furtive sidelong glances at each other as the sun dipped below the horizon.

The Masterstroke that Was Not

Romeo’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of soft footsteps approaching from the distance, and he instinctively turned around to see Samantha’s smiling face framed by a pair of dark eyes.

The pretty young woman was walking towards him across the manicured lawn, her flowing white linen summer dress gently swaying with the sea breeze. Her bare feet made soft swishing noises on the well-kept grass as she moved closer, her dark hair cascading over her shoulders in loose tendrils as she peered up at Romeo with a mix of shyness and fascination.

When their eyes met, she gave him a dazzling smile that made his heart flutter in his chest. Romeo straightened up to his full height and almost fell over backwards on the blanket as he scrambled to pull himself together. The sudden movement caused a brief moment of disorientation, and Romeo’s fingers fidgeted with the edges of the blanket for support before he regained his composure.

“Hey,” she said quietly as she stepped off the concrete path and onto the grass, “you found a wonderful place.”

“Hey! Yeah! Yeah, this is a really nice spot,” Romeo said, his voice several tones higher than he intended. He gestured wildly at the surrounding area, his hands shaking slightly. “You know... ocean, sun, great breeze. I thought, what the hell, let's get out of the city and enjoy the view.”

Samantha sat down on the blanket and took off her sandals with a practiced move, folding her white linen dress neatly against her knees as she settled into a comfortable position. “It’s very kind of you to invite me out here,” she said, studying Romeo’s face closely. “So, what did you get us to eat? It looks and smells wonderful.”

Romeo’s heart was racing, but he managed to conceal his nervousness behind a beaming smile as he reached down to retrieve the steaming containers from the paper bag beside the blanket. “Chili crab,” he announced proudly, holding one of the containers above the blanket. “The best in the city. I wanted to give you a real taste of what this place has to offer.”

Samantha’s eyes narrowed in confusion as she examined the containers more closely. “Chili crab? For an outdoor picnic?”

“Yeah!” Romeo replied, momentarily forgetting his unease as he leaned forward eagerly. “It’s fresh, hot, and the gravy is simply amazing. You’re going to love it.”

Unveiling the Crimson Feast

As Romeo opened the top of the first container, a thick wisp of fragrant steam wafted out to mingle with the salty sea breeze. He looked inside and smiled, revealing a large mud crab, cooked to a perfect golden brown and resting in a pool of rich, dark-red gravy. Alongside it, he spotted a neat pile of golden mantou buns, also steamed to a delicious golden hue and tossed lightly in oil.

“It looks really good,” Samantha remarked, her nose wrinkling slightly as she studied the container. She hesitated for a moment, her gaze lingering on the wide expanse of grass. “Um... Romeo, do you have the crab crackers or plastic forks with us?”

The realization of his mistake hit Romeo like a thunderclap, and he turned away from the containers to stare into the empty paper bag that had held the utensils. He fumbled around inside the bag, his fingers brushing against the cardboard bottom in a frantic search. The truth was as bitter as the chilies in the crab; he simply had not brought any form of protection for his hands, and now he was paying the price for his carelessness.

“Oh,” he muttered, suddenly aware of the growing discomfort in his stomach, “they... uh... I guess the restaurant forgot to give us any.”

Samantha looked genuinely surprised. “Okay, well, do you have any wet wipes or paper towels? Or even a bottle of water in your bag so we can wet our fingers?”

Romeo could feel a wave of humiliation rolling over him as he recalled the forty-five-minute deliberation in the bathroom mirror before he left his apartment. He had spent three agonizing minutes choosing between three different colognes to make sure he smelled good enough to drink the tears of anyone who could still love him after looking into his eyes.

“I... I don’t have any wet wipes,” Romeo mumbled, suddenly finding the dark threads in Samantha’s dress an interesting diversion from her inquisitive gaze. He rubbed his bare neck in embarrassment, his fingers mussing up his thick dark hair. “I didn’t think to get any.”

Samantha sighed heavily, the sound of it making Romeo want to crawl into a hole and hide from the humiliation of the evening. “Romeo, chili crab is one of those foods that practically explode in your hands. How are we supposed to eat it with no napkins on a grassy lawn?”

“We can use our hands!” Romeo blurted out, trying to sound more carefree than he felt. “It’s fine! It’s nature! The truth is, seafood always tastes better when you eat it with your bare hands. Don’t worry about it at all, let me show you!”

An Explosion of Chili and Pride

Seeing an opportunity to prove to Samantha that he was a confident, caring young man who could handle any challenge that came his way, Romeo plunged his fingers directly into the first container. He grabbed a sizable portion of the shell-covered crab claw and stared intently at the glob of thick, bright-red chili gravy that immediately coated his thumb, forefinger, and knuckles.

Without another thought, Romeo placed the morsel directly into his mouth. Using his teeth, he bit downward with all of his might, feeling the crab shell give way with a satisfying crackling noise. At the same time, the pressure from his powerful jaws caused the thin membrane holding the contents of the shell to rupture.

Surprised by the unexpected burst of liquid, Romeo instinctively opened his mouth wider to take in more of the scrumptious delicacy, only to be sprayed in the face with a thick jet of crimson-coloured gravy.

Bolts of hot sauce spattered across Romeo’s cheekbones, leaving angry red streaks of chili liquid that snaked down his neck and onto the white squares of the checkered blanket.

“Oh! Romeo,” Samantha exclaimed in horror, yanking her white linen dress up over her knees as she instinctively recoiled in revulsion. “Your shirt!”

“It’s fine! It’s only a little bit,” Romeo said, his face already burning from the indignity of the moment. He wrenched the sweet white crab meat from within the shell with his thumb and forefinger and shovelled a big wad of the morsel into his mouth. He chewed heartily, sending fat globs of red sauce tumbling down his chin and onto his chest in an effort to feign delight and pretend that the entire incident had not just happened.

“See! Mmm! It’s actually really good. Easy to eat, too!” Romeo announced, talking with his mouth full of hot crab and fried mantou buns. A stray glob of breaded sauce plopped onto the toe of Samantha’s sandal as he finished. “You just got to dive right in and get all your fingers dirty!”

Samantha continued to stare at him, her pretty face frozen in a look of absolute disbelief as the young man before her became more and more disgusting with every passing second. She had not taken a single bite of food, and now she watched, horrified, as Romeo’s hands, stained a deep crimson with the remnants of the chilies, began to smear the gooey reddish liquid all over his cheekbones and down his chin.

“I mean... look at this,” Romeo said, his voice coming out in short gasps as he used his thumb to wipe at a particularly stubborn glob of red sauce clinging to his lower lip. “It’s not even that bad,” he lied, trying desperately to sound enthused with his life and everything in it. “Honestly, I think the sauce really brings out the flavour of the crab. It’s actually really good!”

Samantha said nothing, her heart already breaking at the thought of how easily Romeo could talk himself into believing such transparent drivel. Her mind was still reeling from the sheer audacity of the man, who was, in his arrogance, talking with his mouth open and allowing fat blobs of sauce to drip down his neck and onto the front of his shirt, all the while claiming the meal was delicious when he had not even taken a single bite.

The Forearm Incident

“Romeo,” Samantha said, her voice barely more than a whisper as she stared in disbelief at the young man across from her, “please stop. Just stop for a second. You have sauce on your face.”

“Uh... oh! Right! Got it,” Romeo said, momentarily losing himself in the throes of self-pity. He furiously searched around the blanket for any sign of civilization in the form of wet wipes or paper napkins but, after several nerve-wracking seconds of fruitless searching, he came up empty-handed.

His mind raced, thinking of a dozen different ways to escape the embarrassment of the moment, but the only thing he could think of was to use his bare forearm to wipe the sauce off of his cheek as he looked over at Samantha’s smiling face, praying that she did not notice the deep red streaks that marred his skin.

SMEAR!

Romeo’s hand came away from his face, leaving a trail of crimson sauce that stretched from his cheekbone across his jaw and down the side of his neck. His forefinger and thumb were streaked with the stuff, and he looked up to see Samantha’s horrified expression as he prepared to take another bite of the hot crab dish.

“There!” Romeo said, flashing a broad, greasy smile as he wiped some of the sauce off of his cheek with his thumb and forefinger. “All cleaned up!”

Samantha stared at him, unblinking, as the evening’s events played out before her eyes. The gentle sea breeze rustled the leaves of the angsana trees overhead, sending a few errant wisps of dark hair across her face. Still, she did not move to brush them away, her unsettling gaze fixed on Romeo’s blood-red-streaked forearm as he stared back at her with a look of undisguised delight.

The words that came out of her mouth next were not what Romeo expected, and they left him momentarily stunned, as if the ground had just opened up beneath him and swallowed him whole.

“This is absolutely disgusting,” Samantha said, her voice laced with disappointment as she shook her head slowly from side to side. “I’ve never seen a man so... so uncouth in my entire life. It’s utterly revolting.”

Romeo opened his mouth to respond, but the words caught in his throat, and he turned his face away, suddenly wishing he was anywhere else but here.

“It isn’t the food,” she added, her tone almost accusatory as she took a step back from the picnic blanket. “It’s you. You didn’t put any thought into this evening at all. You bought one of the most difficult foods to eat outside without any proper utensils or napkins, and then when I politely pointed it out, you reacted as if I had insulted you personally.”

Romeo turned to face her, his heart hammering in his chest as he opened his mouth to apologize. “Sam, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I only wanted to do something special for you.”

“That’s the problem, Romeo,” Samantha replied, her voice growing colder with each passing second. “You always want to do something special, but you never think about anything else. You don’t care about anyone but yourself, and that’s exactly what is wrong with you.”

The golden hour sun bathed the coastal park in long shadows from the angsana trees, as the gentle ocean waves danced and kissed the shore with streaks of liquid fire. Breezes of salty sea air, rich grass, and the joyful chatter of families on the wooden pier blended into one glorious evening that could be likened to a movie scene that ends in a passionate embrace.

Romeo Williams strolled past a group of shade-draped angsana trees, his fingers smoothing out the wrinkles on the pressed navy-blue button-down shirt he wore as he eyed himself in the dark glass of his mobile phone.

At twenty-seven, Romeo was a good-looking young man with a strong profile, a pair of dark eye-catching eyes, a warm tanned complexion, and shoulder-length wavy black hair. Handsome and well-built, Romeo was the sort of man who could enter any bar and command a respectful hush from all male bartenders present. Professionally, Romeo worked as a logistics executive at the prestigious FreightLink Express, a reputable company known for its cutting-edge solutions in freight transportation.

Yet, as Romeo stood before the large double doors of the bar, his heart hammered against his ribcage.

Sweaty palms made his fingers twist and pull at his shirt hem, leaving him struggling to steady his shaking hands.

Tonight was Date Five with Samantha, a charming and beautiful twenty-five-year-old marketing executive he had recently met. Romeo could feel his heart rate jump as he thought about the young woman on the other side of the doors. Deep down, where no one could see, his handsome exterior masked a nest of insecurities that twisted and turned with every new relationship.

Romeo drew a deep breath and forced his traitorous heart to slow down. He reminded himself that he looked good enough to be on the cover of men’s magazines and that the evening was perfect for setting the mood for a romantic date. This was not a date for commitment, only for two people who would meet, share a meal, and part ways without expectations or thoughts of marriage.

The Weight of Four Previous Failures

As the bar’s glass door slid open with a soft chime, Romeo’s thoughts wandered to his four previous relationships, each ending in spectacular failure due to his inability to maintain a healthy bond with a woman.

Lately, every girl he saw turned out to be a disaster, with each one walking away from him in disgust after a few weeks of dating. Whether it was his impulsive outbursts of anger, his indecisiveness, or the feeling of insecurity that followed him like a shadow, Romeo knew deep down that he was not good enough for Samantha.

First, there was lovely Sarah, who stopped calling him after he spent an entire evening ranting about his job and not paying for the dinner they were having because he forgot his wallet at home. Then there was Jessica, who was surprised to find out that he was not the confident bachelor she thought he was. He was a walking contradiction, a follower who never followed through with what he said he would do.

Michelle was the third girl, and she left because he was too proud to admit that his words were sometimes sharper than the seafood dishes at his favourite restaurant. The last one, Amanda, crossed him off her life list because of his slovenly manners, cheap clothes, and listless answers to her questions. Amanda never let him forget that he was lousy company and that he had no idea of how to treat a lady properly.

The weight of these four broken relationships pressed heavily on Romeo’s chest, and as he prepared to step into the bar, he took a deep breath.

This would not happen again, Romeo told himself, taking a determined step forward. I’m ready and determined to change my life, choose a partner who truly loves me, and give it my all. I bought the best food in the city and set the mood for the perfect date.

To show Samantha that he was a genuine person with a heart full of love, Romeo had taken extra precautions to prepare an unforgettable night with her. Leaving his home neighbourhood required him to drive twenty minutes through the heavy evening traffic to purchase two large containers of freshly steamed chili crab from Sea Breeze Seafood, a popular local seafood restaurant known for its upscale coastal fare.

Romeo knew that a $70 item was quite an investment, but it was a small price to pay for Samantha’s happiness, and Romeo had a feeling that the young lady would be delighted with her date. As he inhaled the rich aroma of the chilies, tomatoes, garlic, and crab meat, Romeo smiled to himself.

He was confident that the thoughtful gesture of ordering a high-end local delicacy would go a long way in winning Samantha’s approval. He imagined the two of them sitting side by side on the checkered blanket, slowly enjoying the scrumptious meal and stealing furtive sidelong glances at each other as the sun dipped below the horizon.

The Masterstroke that Was Not

Romeo’s thoughts were interrupted by the sound of soft footsteps approaching from the distance, and he instinctively turned around to see Samantha’s smiling face framed by a pair of dark eyes.

The pretty young woman was walking towards him across the manicured lawn, her flowing white linen summer dress gently swaying with the sea breeze. Her bare feet made soft swishing noises on the well-kept grass as she moved closer, her dark hair cascading over her shoulders in loose tendrils as she peered up at Romeo with a mix of shyness and fascination.

When their eyes met, she gave him a dazzling smile that made his heart flutter in his chest. Romeo straightened up to his full height and almost fell over backwards on the blanket as he scrambled to pull himself together. The sudden movement caused a brief moment of disorientation, and Romeo’s fingers fidgeted with the edges of the blanket for support before he regained his composure.

“Hey,” she said quietly as she stepped off the concrete path and onto the grass, “you found a wonderful place.”

“Hey! Yeah! Yeah, this is a really nice spot,” Romeo said, his voice several tones higher than he intended. He gestured wildly at the surrounding area, his hands shaking slightly. “You know... ocean, sun, great breeze. I thought, what the hell, let's get out of the city and enjoy the view.”

Samantha sat down on the blanket and took off her sandals with a practiced move, folding her white linen dress neatly against her knees as she settled into a comfortable position. “It’s very kind of you to invite me out here,” she said, studying Romeo’s face closely. “So, what did you get us to eat? It looks and smells wonderful.”

Romeo’s heart was racing, but he managed to conceal his nervousness behind a beaming smile as he reached down to retrieve the steaming containers from the paper bag beside the blanket. “Chili crab,” he announced proudly, holding one of the containers above the blanket. “The best in the city. I wanted to give you a real taste of what this place has to offer.”

Samantha’s eyes narrowed in confusion as she examined the containers more closely. “Chili crab? For an outdoor picnic?”

“Yeah!” Romeo replied, momentarily forgetting his unease as he leaned forward eagerly. “It’s fresh, hot, and the gravy is simply amazing. You’re going to love it.”

Unveiling the Crimson Feast

As Romeo opened the top of the first container, a thick wisp of fragrant steam wafted out to mingle with the salty sea breeze. He looked inside and smiled, revealing a large mud crab, cooked to a perfect golden brown and resting in a pool of rich, dark-red gravy. Alongside it, he spotted a neat pile of golden mantou buns, also steamed to a delicious golden hue and tossed lightly in oil.

“It looks really good,” Samantha remarked, her nose wrinkling slightly as she studied the container. She hesitated for a moment, her gaze lingering on the wide expanse of grass. “Um... Romeo, do you have the crab crackers or plastic forks with us?”

The realization of his mistake hit Romeo like a thunderclap, and he turned away from the containers to stare into the empty paper bag that had held the utensils. He fumbled around inside the bag, his fingers brushing against the cardboard bottom in a frantic search. The truth was as bitter as the chilies in the crab; he simply had not brought any form of protection for his hands, and now he was paying the price for his carelessness.

“Oh,” he muttered, suddenly aware of the growing discomfort in his stomach, “they... uh... I guess the restaurant forgot to give us any.”

Samantha looked genuinely surprised. “Okay, well, do you have any wet wipes or paper towels? Or even a bottle of water in your bag so we can wet our fingers?”

Romeo could feel a wave of humiliation rolling over him as he recalled the forty-five-minute deliberation in the bathroom mirror before he left his apartment. He had spent three agonizing minutes choosing between three different colognes to make sure he smelled good enough to drink the tears of anyone who could still love him after looking into his eyes.

“I... I don’t have any wet wipes,” Romeo mumbled, suddenly finding the dark threads in Samantha’s dress an interesting diversion from her inquisitive gaze. He rubbed his bare neck in embarrassment, his fingers mussing up his thick dark hair. “I didn’t think to get any.”

Samantha sighed heavily, the sound of it making Romeo want to crawl into a hole and hide from the humiliation of the evening. “Romeo, chili crab is one of those foods that practically explode in your hands. How are we supposed to eat it with no napkins on a grassy lawn?”

“We can use our hands!” Romeo blurted out, trying to sound more carefree than he felt. “It’s fine! It’s nature! The truth is, seafood always tastes better when you eat it with your bare hands. Don’t worry about it at all, let me show you!”

An Explosion of Chili and Pride

Seeing an opportunity to prove to Samantha that he was a confident, caring young man who could handle any challenge that came his way, Romeo plunged his fingers directly into the first container. He grabbed a sizable portion of the shell-covered crab claw and stared intently at the glob of thick, bright-red chili gravy that immediately coated his thumb, forefinger, and knuckles.

Without another thought, Romeo placed the morsel directly into his mouth. Using his teeth, he bit downward with all of his might, feeling the crab shell give way with a satisfying crackling noise. At the same time, the pressure from his powerful jaws caused the thin membrane holding the contents of the shell to rupture.

Surprised by the unexpected burst of liquid, Romeo instinctively opened his mouth wider to take in more of the scrumptious delicacy, only to be sprayed in the face with a thick jet of crimson-coloured gravy.

Bolts of hot sauce spattered across Romeo’s cheekbones, leaving angry red streaks of chili liquid that snaked down his neck and onto the white squares of the checkered blanket.

“Oh! Romeo,” Samantha exclaimed in horror, yanking her white linen dress up over her knees as she instinctively recoiled in revulsion. “Your shirt!”

“It’s fine! It’s only a little bit,” Romeo said, his face already burning from the indignity of the moment. He wrenched the sweet white crab meat from within the shell with his thumb and forefinger and shovelled a big wad of the morsel into his mouth. He chewed heartily, sending fat globs of red sauce tumbling down his chin and onto his chest in an effort to feign delight and pretend that the entire incident had not just happened.

“See! Mmm! It’s actually really good. Easy to eat, too!” Romeo announced, talking with his mouth full of hot crab and fried mantou buns. A stray glob of breaded sauce plopped onto the toe of Samantha’s sandal as he finished. “You just got to dive right in and get all your fingers dirty!”

Samantha continued to stare at him, her pretty face frozen in a look of absolute disbelief as the young man before her became more and more disgusting with every passing second. She had not taken a single bite of food, and now she watched, horrified, as Romeo’s hands, stained a deep crimson with the remnants of the chilies, began to smear the gooey reddish liquid all over his cheekbones and down his chin.

“I mean... look at this,” Romeo said, his voice coming out in short gasps as he used his thumb to wipe at a particularly stubborn glob of red sauce clinging to his lower lip. “It’s not even that bad,” he lied, trying desperately to sound enthused with his life and everything in it. “Honestly, I think the sauce really brings out the flavour of the crab. It’s actually really good!”

Samantha said nothing, her heart already breaking at the thought of how easily Romeo could talk himself into believing such transparent drivel. Her mind was still reeling from the sheer audacity of the man, who was, in his arrogance, talking with his mouth open and allowing fat blobs of sauce to drip down his neck and onto the front of his shirt, all the while claiming the meal was delicious when he had not even taken a single bite.

The Forearm Incident

“Romeo,” Samantha said, her voice barely more than a whisper as she stared in disbelief at the young man across from her, “please stop. Just stop for a second. You have sauce on your face.”

“Uh... oh! Right! Got it,” Romeo said, momentarily losing himself in the throes of self-pity. He furiously searched around the blanket for any sign of civilization in the form of wet wipes or paper napkins but, after several nerve-wracking seconds of fruitless searching, he came up empty-handed.

His mind raced, thinking of a dozen different ways to escape the embarrassment of the moment, but the only thing he could think of was to use his bare forearm to wipe the sauce off of his cheek as he looked over at Samantha’s smiling face, praying that she did not notice the deep red streaks that marred his skin.

SMEAR!

Romeo’s hand came away from his face, leaving a trail of crimson sauce that stretched from his cheekbone across his jaw and down the side of his neck. His forefinger and thumb were streaked with the stuff, and he looked up to see Samantha’s horrified expression as he prepared to take another bite of the hot crab dish.

“There!” Romeo said, flashing a broad, greasy smile as he wiped some of the sauce off of his cheek with his thumb and forefinger. “All cleaned up!”

Samantha stared at him, unblinking, as the evening’s events played out before her eyes. The gentle sea breeze rustled the leaves of the angsana trees overhead, sending a few errant wisps of dark hair across her face. Still, she did not move to brush them away, her unsettling gaze fixed on Romeo’s blood-red-streaked forearm as he stared back at her with a look of undisguised delight.

The words that came out of her mouth next were not what Romeo expected, and they left him momentarily stunned, as if the ground had just opened up beneath him and swallowed him whole.

“This is absolutely disgusting,” Samantha said, her voice laced with disappointment as she shook her head slowly from side to side. “I’ve never seen a man so... so uncouth in my entire life. It’s utterly revolting.”

Romeo opened his mouth to respond, but the words caught in his throat, and he turned his face away, suddenly wishing he was anywhere else but here.

“It isn’t the food,” she added, her tone almost accusatory as she took a step back from the picnic blanket. “It’s you. You didn’t put any thought into this evening at all. You bought one of the most difficult foods to eat outside without any proper utensils or napkins, and then when I politely pointed it out, you reacted as if I had insulted you personally.”

Romeo turned to face her, his heart hammering in his chest as he opened his mouth to apologize. “Sam, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. I only wanted to do something special for you.”

“That’s the problem, Romeo,” Samantha replied, her voice growing colder with each passing second. “You always want to do something special, but you never think about anything else. You don’t care about anyone but yourself, and that’s exactly what is wrong with you.”
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Chapter 2: The Archive Room Meltdown
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The Pressure Cooker of Monday Morning

The fluorescent lights of FreightLink Express hummed a harsh, droning buzz that vibrated up straight into Romeo Williams's throbbing temples.

It was eight-thirty on Monday morning, and the main logistics floor was a chaotic battleground of sound. Telephones trilled all over cluttered desks, dot-matrix printers chattered violently in the corners, and through the glass windows facing the loading bay, the heavy diesel rumble of semi-trucks reversing into docks shook the floorboards.

To most employees, it was simply a busy start to the workweek.

To Romeo, it felt like an interrogation room.

Romeo sat at his cubicle desk in the Logistics Department, staring blankly at a sprawling Excel spreadsheet of international shipping manifests.

At twenty-seven, he had the physical build of a leading man (broad shoulders, sharp jawline, and warm brown eyes that usually commanded attention).

Today, however, Romeo was shrinking inside his own skin.

He had slouched so low in his ergonomic chair that his spine curved like a bow.

His navy-blue tie was crooked, his dress shirt was notably wrinkled at the elbows, and the dark circles under his eyes looked like purple bruises.

He hadn't slept more than two hours on Saturday or Sunday night.

Every time he closed his eyes, he was immediately transported back to the grassy lawn of the coastal park.

He saw Samantha's disgusted expression. He saw the bright red chili sauce smeared across his forearm. He heard her bitter parting words echoing in his ears:

You have
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