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            The Beck: The Water Spirit – an erotic midsummer story
      

         

      
   


   
      
         
            Prologue – Maddie
      

         

         The long-haul flight was finally coming to an end, and Maddie gazed out the window at the azure sea just outside. It was breath-taking. Exotic. She unlocked her phone, turned on the selfie camera and started recording herself.

         ‘I never thought I’d have the guts to do this, but here I am, moving to a place where I know literally no one. It’s a little scary, but mostly exciting.’

         She squinted at the bright day on the other side of the glass. ‘That’s the Mediterranean down there, with all the tiny, white boats. And the port. It’s almost as if you can feel the good energy coming from the city. I can’t wait to land. I can’t wait to be a part of it.’

         The airplane speakers started buzzing again, and the flight attendant announced that they would initiate landing procedures shortly. Maddie took a deep breath and looked straight into the camera. ‘Okay Barcelona, here I come!’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1 – Paisley
      

         

         Paisley dragged her big suitcase behind her as she walked up to a beautiful, well-preserved 19th
          century building. In the main entrance, she saw a sign over the elevator doors. FUERA DE SERVICIO.

         ‘Great,’ she mumbled and started climbing the stairs, dragging her luggage behind her. Her low heels clicked against the chipped tiles. Once she had located her sister’s apartment, she rang the doorbell. It had a loud, metallic ring to it, and Paisley jumped at the sound. A moment later, the door opened.

         ‘Hi,’ she blurted. She admired the striking man for a beat before she noticed what he was holding. He followed her gaze to his the knife in his hand and smiled.

         ‘I’m cooking,’ he said reassuringly. ‘I’m Michael. Come on in, I’ll show you Maddie’s room.’

         She raised her eyebrows. ‘How do you know who I am?’

         He looked her up and down with a slight smirk.

         ‘Because of the way Maddie talks… uhm, I mean, used to talk about you.’ He went back inside, obviously expecting her to follow him. Paisley grimaced and raised her voice.

         ‘Excuse me, she’s not dead.’ She repeated the last part quietly to herself like a mantra as she entered the apartment. When she found Maddie’s bedroom, she threw her backpack on the bed and started snooping around. It was just as messy as Maddie’s room had always been back home, growing up.

         There was a copy of Alice in Wonderland on the nightstand. The copy that Paisley had given her once. The one in which she had written a personal message to her sister on the first page. She opened the book and saw her own old, childish handwriting. If you ever fall down the rabbit hole, remember that your sister will always be there to catch you. P.

         It felt like a punch to the gut. She looked up and saw some pictures hanging on the walls. Maddie parachuting. Maddie at a fancy bar surrounded by a bunch of well-dressed strangers. Maddie on a beach wearing nothing but a straw hat. Paisley furrowed her brows and walked across the room. She opened the closet and looked through the clothes hanging there. Bright red and yellow summer dresses, a snug little black dress and a bunch of colourful tank tops. When she opened one of the drawers, Paisley found two sex toys casually thrown into the pool of lace thongs. She instinctively reached her hand out to grab one, but suddenly stopped and shut the door with a loud bang. She closed her eyes and wrinkled her nose. Unable to contain her curiosity, she opened the door again and grabbed the vibrator from the drawer. She pressed the button and grimaced at the obscene buzzing.

         Paisley desperately needed to talk to someone about her findings, so she took out her laptop, opened Skype and pushed the dial-icon next to Jonas’s name.

         ‘Hey babe! How was your trip?’

         Finally, there he was. Her rock. She missed him already. It wasn’t like her to go to Europe and leave her boyfriend behind, but she didn’t have a choice.

         ‘Exhausting. So many layovers.’

         ‘Yeah… Maybe order some takeaway for dinner and go to bed early. Get a good eight hours of sleep.’

         ‘You know I can’t sleep that much. After seven hours, max, my eyes go like…’ She drew small explosions in the air with her slim fingers. ‘And to be honest I’m a little nervous about being here. I’m staying at Maddie’s, and her room is like… full of strange stuff.’

         ‘What kind of “strange stuff”?’

         ‘I don’t know, just… things. Photos with strange people. It just… feels like someone else’s room.’

         ‘Hmm.’

         Paisley was waiting for him to say something, but he just looked down with an absent expression. Was he seriously thinking she couldn’t see what he was doing?

         ‘Are you looking at your phone? Jesus!’

         ‘I’m sorry. I just got this email from my sister about my parents’ anniversary party. Shit, you’re going to miss the organisation meeting. Maybe you can join us on Skype this Tuesday?’

         ‘Listen, Jonas. I’m dealing with the fact that my sister has gone missing in a foreign country. Your parents’ anniversary party isn’t a priority for me right now.’

         ‘Of course. I’m sorry. You’re totally right.’

         She shrugged. There was something about his choice of words that irritated her. He was absent. Trying to comfort her with generic, soothing words that weren’t applicable to her situation. She wanted to lash out at him, but that wasn’t like her. She always kept it together, but this time it felt harder. She was just so worried about Maddie.

         ‘So, I went to the police today. They looked at me as if I was crazy. Honestly, it was very irritating.’

         ‘But that’s good news! That probably means that nothing serious happened. Did you show them Maddie’s email?’

         ‘Yes. But I’m telling you, Jonas. My sister doesn’t write like that. That’s not her style. What if someone is impersonating her?’

         ‘Babe, I’m sure she’s just having a digital detox.’

         Paisley bit her bottom lip as she went over it once more. It didn’t make sense. Statistically, he was probably right. What were the odds that Maddie had been abducted? She just had a creepy feeling that something was off. There was something about this room. This apartment. Maddie’s roommate. All of it.

         ‘Also, Maddie’s roommate makes me uncomfortable. This guy, Michael.’

         ‘The chef? But he’s American, isn’t he?’

         ‘Like there aren’t any creepy American guys? He looks at me funny.’

         ‘What do you mean “funny”? Look, Paisley, try to get a little rest. You seem stressed.’

         ‘Babe! Why is everyone treating me like I’m crazy?’

         Jonas didn’t say anything. Suddenly, another voice broke the silence.

         ‘I have something for you.’

         She jumped and instinctively shut the computer. Michael was standing at the door, holding a plate in his hand.

         ‘You startled me,’ she sighed.

         He smiled mischievously at her with his eyebrows raised. He handed her a small, black USB stick and said he found it in the laundry bag after Maddie disappeared. She didn’t thank him. She just took the stick and examined it, as if she had never seen anything like it before. She was still in deep thought when Michael set the plate down in front of her.

         ‘It’s a creamy mushroom risotto with red peppers,’ he said over his shoulder as he walked out of the room. She saw him disappear behind the glazed door. Paisley waited until his footsteps had faded before grabbing the fork. She was starving, come to think of it. Her eyes almost rolled back into her head as the took the first bite. It was definitely one of the best risottos she had ever had. And she had even been to Italy.

         She practically inhaled the food, and then gathered up the last grains of rice on the plate with her index finger and licked it off. Now she had the energy to find out what was on the USB, so she plugged it into her laptop. There was only one folder on there. ‘Summer of Lust’. What was that supposed to mean? She double clicked the icon and found a list of mp4 files.

         Paisley started clicking the files at random. She didn’t know whether Maddie would have been fine with her intruding or not, but what choice did she have? There she was. Her little sister Maddie. At the beach. At a party. In her room. These short videos felt precious to Paisley. They were proof that Maddie had once been here, that Paisley was onto something. She clicked another one and saw Maddie at a film set, laughing with a group of strangers. Another one of a drowsy Maddie recording herself first thing in the morning. She turned up the volume to hear her brittle voice.

         ‘What’s the reason for a hangover, anyways? Is it because when we get intoxicated, we can see certain truths about the world, and a hangover is the price we pay for seeing the truth? I don’t know, maybe I’m still drunk.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2 – Paisley
      

         

         Paisleys eyes darted around the bright, open room. This looked nothing like you would imagine an office. The yellow and green tiles made out a beautiful, intricate pattern. The green colour went perfectly with the plants that were almost the same height as Paisley. She noticed that there were no men there. Just women, and most of them around her age. Sitting at desks, talking on the phone, chit chatting in the open office space or just texting on their phones. She glanced through to the next room. A striking woman in a black dress was talking to another woman. For some reason, she couldn’t stop looking at her. There was just something about Spanish women. They had such confidence. It was a hot day, and Paisley could feel a drop of sweat trickling down her back. To her right, she saw a side table with an arrangement of glass dildo. She paused and was just about to turn around and walk out of there when one of the women caught her eye and walked up to her.

         ‘Oh my god, you’re Paisley!’ she squealed and hugged her. ‘It’s so good to see you. You smell so good, what is that scent? I should totally get that one. It’s just so nice when you hug someone and you get this clean smell out of nowhere, you know?’

         Paisley just stared at her. ‘Sorry, who are you?’

         The woman introduced herself as Kali, one of Maddie’s co-workers. She ranted on, barely stopping for breath, and a few seconds later, Paisley had been offered coffee and found herself following Kali to the coffee maker and water machine. Paisley thanked her but decided to take a glass of water instead. This heat was overwhelming. Kali filled a huge cup of coffee for herself. That explains it, Paisley thought to herself.

         ‘Who is that woman over there? The one in the black dress.’

         ‘Oh, that’s Julia. She always wears super sophisticated clothes. I wonder how she does it, must be a lot of effort every morning. But she is, like, really nice. She is our Spanish teacher. She comes in twice a week to teach Spanish to the foreign staff.’ Kali took a sip of her too-hot coffee and winced before flashing Paisley a mischievous smile. ‘And she is also one of the broken hearts that Maddie has left around Barcelona.’

         ‘You must be confusing Maddie with someone else. My sister isn’t like that.’

         ‘Like what? What do you mean?’

         ‘Maddie’s not into women. It’s so not her thing. I mean, she’s just not that kind of person… She’s never even had a serious boyfriend, you know. Much less… a woman.’

         ‘What do you mean by “serious boyfriend”?’

         Paisley paused for a moment. She had been with Jonas since forever. Serious was serious. Why did she even have to explain what serious meant?

         ‘I mean like, in an exclusive relationship with a guy. When you date each other for a long time? Six months or something. But it’s not just about time. You know, you introduce them to your family. You take them to a friend’s wedding. Imagine a future together, that stuff.’

         ‘Sounds thrilling,’ Kali said and started giggling. ‘My god, you’re such a mess. You know, I remember Maddie’s first day at the office. She actually looked a bit like you back then.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3 – Maddie
      

         

         Even though it was the middle of the day, the office seemed empty. Maddie walked in and hoped someone would hear her enter. A shelf filled with awards on the opposite side of the room caught her eyes, and she walked over to it. It was filled with trophies of all shapes, colours and sizes. A nude, golden woman, a blue glass phallus and a purple crystal butt plug. Maddie absentmindedly reached out to grab it. It felt smooth and cold against her skin.

         ‘You can’t touch that!’

         Maddie jumped, almost dropping it to the floor. The voice cut through the silence with force, but it was instantly followed by a giggle. A wave of relief washed over her. She turned around to see a dark-haired woman with dimples smiling at her.

         ‘You scared me,’ Maddie said with a laugh.

         ‘You’re the new intern, right?’

         ‘Yes, I’m Maddie.’

         The woman introduced herself as Kali, and it seemed like she was the only one there. Maddie asked where the rest of the staff were, and Kali casually mentioned they were at a dance lesson, and that she hadn’t felt up for it that day.

         ‘Team building,’ she said as if it was a perfectly normal job activity. ‘Anyways, I thought you started on Monday?’

         ‘I do, I just figured I’d drop by and check everything out.’

         ‘Let me show you around.’

         Kali led Maddie through a white, minimalist room. When Maddie noticed the black-and-white nude photos on the walls, she started blushing.

         ‘This is the main room. This is where they do marketing, press, graphic design and IT.’ Maddie nodded, and Kali turned around and gestured at another room.

         ‘And this is where productions issues are managed. We deal with guest director coordination and the shooting calendar and so on.’ She pointed at a sleek desk next to the window. ‘This is my desk. I’m the talent manager, so I take care of casting, sexual health testing, etcetera.’

         Maddie couldn’t believe that this would be her office for the following months. It was gorgeous.

         ‘And the tiles are classic Barcelona. Modernism, you know. Come on, let’s check out Erika’s office,’ Kali said as she herded Maddie through yet another room.

         This was her favourite. It was bright and airy with the same beautiful tiles. There was a clothes rack by one of the large windows, and Maddie looked longingly at the expensive-looking pieces. ‘Isn’t she the boss… Are we even allowed in here?’

         Kali smiled at her carefulness and shrugged. ‘It’s not like we’re stealing anything. Look at the frescoes in the ceiling.’

         ‘Wow. I guess this used to be the apartment of a very wealthy family. It’s so funny that it hosts a porn production company now.’

         ‘But it’s not just any porn.’

         ‘No, you can feel the good energy in here. No deranged ghosts or anything.’

         Suddenly, the front door opened, and Maddie could hear a group of women enter the office. Kali caught her eye and looked excited. ‘Sounds like the girls. Come, I’ll introduce you.’

         When they came back into the main room, six women were seated in the array of bright yellow sofas. There was a big cardboard box on the table between them.

         ‘What’s in the box?’ Kali asked, announcing their presence. The women eyed Maddie, and she suddenly felt shy. She felt like she was disrupting something.

         ‘Guys, this is Maddie, our new intern,’ Kali said and gestured at Maddie. The women were stunning, and Maddie felt a bit insecure. One of them, the woman with a tousle of red curls that cascaded down her shoulders, put the box in her lap and looked playfully at Kali and Maddie.

         ‘Well, we have a problem. We got a box of dildos, but we only have four. Should we raffle? Maddie, do you want to get in on this?’

         Maddie nodded uncomfortably and smiled as the women laid out the four dildos on the wooden table. They got a piece of paper each, wrote their names and put them in a glass bowl. The first piece of paper drawn from the bowl was Maddie’s. She blushed as she chose the rainbow-coloured dildo from the pile. They all cheered and applauded, and she laughed at the absurdity of the situation.

         She joined the girls for pizza and a few drinks after they finished for the day. They were seated at a long table in the centre of the room, eating, drinking and just talking. Maddie felt herself relaxing and slowly forgot that she was the intern. The others were swapping stories about working in the porn industry, and Maddie listened intently. She couldn’t believe that she was finally here. The heat was so intense. After a couple of hours, Maddie’s head started spinning. She realised that she hadn’t been keeping track of how much she had been drinking, because they ordered pitchers of beer instead of glasses, and her colleagues kept refilling her glass. She closed her eyes for just one moment.

         Then she heard the girls cheering at something. She opened her eyes again and saw the pizza guy pull his shirt over his head. It was probably a million degrees in there, she thought. Maddie joined in the applause, and the pizza guy smiled deviously at the girls. He started dancing and grinding jokingly. His abs were insane. A bead of sweat trickled down his torso, and Maddie stared at it in awe. How could she not have noticed him before? A wave of heat was spreading through Maddie’s body, and she felt dizzy. Suddenly, Kali appeared in her field of view. Out of nowhere, Kali was wearing roller skates and gliding across the room effortlessly. Actually, she wasn’t wearing much more than the roller skates. She had matched them with high-waisted sequin shorts, knee high socks and nipple-covers. Her skin sparkled in the dimm light, and Maddie stared at her with her mouth wide open.

         ‘What’s going on?’ Maddie mumbled to herself.

         The pizza guy came up to her, still shirtless, and placed a plate in front of her. ‘Especially made for you, Maddie,’ he whispered into her ear and grinned. Looking down at the plate, she realised that the pizza was shaped like a dick. Suddenly, she felt like someone was playing a trick on her. Was this some sort of twisted initiation?

         She got up and followed him through the bar on unsteady legs. ‘Hey, how do you even know my name?’ A group of dancing girls blocked her path and urged her on to dance. She pulled her arm away from one of the girls, turned on her heel and ran to the bathroom. Staring at herself in the mirror, she convinced herself that she was fine. Everything was normal, she was just drunk and freaking out. It was fine. She splashed her face with cold water, and just when she was about to go back out there, she heard a rhythmic bang against the door. It got louder. And faster. Her heart was racing. She tiptoed to the door and put her ear against it. She could clearly hear someone moaning on the other side.

         ‘Yes… Yes! Maddie, yes!’ She backed away from the door and looked at it in disbelief.

         ‘What the fuck is going on here?’

         To her surprise, the bar was completely empty when she finally dared to open the door. The tables were cleared and squeaky clean, the bar was unattended, and the air felt still, as if the guests had left several hours ago. She knew it wasn’t possible. Would the girls really just leave her there? She had only been in there for five minutes, max.

         ‘Hello?’

         She heard a noise. She wasn’t sure what it was, but it was moving around. Suddenly, she saw Kali on her roller skates again. Her golden skin was glowing in shades of purple from the neon sign over the bar. Her full breasts swayed as she glided through the room. The curve of her waist was so feminine. Maddie felt a tingle in her lower abdomen, melting further down between her legs. She hadn’t thought of Kali like that before, but it was clear that she had an effect on her now. Suddenly, the pizza guy showed up and walked up to Kali. Somehow, they couldn’t see Maddie. They only had eyes for each other. He walked up to Kali and wrapped her in his arms as he pressed his lips against hers. The air in the room was heavy with sexual tension. Maddie knew she should leave because, somehow, she knew exactly what was about to go down. But she stood frozen with her eyes fixed to their bodies. They were too beautiful to look away.

         His hands explored her firm skin as their kisses got rougher and deeper. He caressed Kali’s upper arms, her shoulders, the sides of her breasts and her waist. He cupped her ass. Maddie watched as the pizza guy backed up and leaned against the table they had all sat at just moments earlier. Kali got down on her knees and started unbuttoning his pants. The bulge underneath was prominent. Kali flashed him a playful grin as she freed his erection. Biting her lower lip, she grabbed it and leaned up to kiss him forcefully.

         Maddie’s skin ached for touch, and her hands seemed to move of their own accord, her fingers gently caressing her neck and the exposed skin above her deep neckline.

         Kali wrapped her lips around the pizza guy’s cock and slowly started moving up and down his shaft. He looked down at Kali in awe, not wanting to miss a single thing. When Kali took him deeper and moaned at the sensation, he looked like he was in heaven. He threw his head back, closed his eyes and made a sound that was a mix between a sigh and a moan. Maddie absent-mindedly slipped her hand down her top and pinched her nipples as she watched them. She was getting wet, and heat radiated from between her legs. Somehow, she didn’t feel like she was doing anything wrong by watching them. Kali grabbed his shaft again and started pumping him. Her hand and her lips moved at the same, steady rhythm. His grunts got louder, and Maddie could tell he was close. She thought he was just about to cum when he grabbed Kali’s shoulders and pulled her up to kiss her lips. Maddie imagined having the musky, salty taste of him on her tongue.

         The pizza guy directed Kali to the bar and helped her hop up. She grabbed his face with her right hand and moaned into his mouth as she kissed him passionately. Maddie bit her bottom lip as she watched him sink down to his knees and lower his head. He placed wet kisses on her breasts as his hands drew lazy circles over her thighs. He made a wet trail from her breasts, over her stomach, and then finally stopped between her legs. Kali looked down and smiled at him as he spread her legs even further and pressed his tongue against her wet core. He placed one hand on her right thigh and hitched her left thigh over his shoulder before he coaxed his tongue even deeper inside her. Kali threw her head back and moaned. Maddie watched as he lifted his free hand and pushed two fingers in and out of her as he drew circles over her clitoris with the tip of his tongue.

         Maddie sat down on a chair by the window and watched, mesmerised. Kali looked like she was close now. He turned her over and laid her down on the table instead. He positioned his cock by her opening, placed her roller skate-clad foot over his shoulder and sunk in. He kept a steady pace, and Kali urged him on with her moans.

         ‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Maddie heard, and contemplated whether she could join them or if she should just keep looking. This was the most sensual thing she had ever seen. Kali’s arousal was glowing like a halo around her sweaty body. The guy grunted as he thrust deeper, and when his eyes met Kali’s, they both smiled. It wasn’t love; it was lust. Pure lust. Maddie thought about the last time she had had sex, and how it hadn’t even been close to this. She had never felt this form of lust, this beaming, almost liquid form of lust. She had never felt as free as them.

         Kali placed a hand on his arm and directed him to lay down on the bench below the table. She straddled him, placing one roller skate on each side of his toned body, and impaled herself on his pulsating cock. Beads of sweat formed on her forehead as she frantically bounced up and down on him, rubbing against him. He leaned forward and grabbed her hips for support, allowing her to press even deeper. Maddie’s hand dipped down under her skirt, and she started touching herself. The heat in her body was building up quickly, and she felt like she was about to burst. She was caught up in her own sensation and closed her eyes.

         When she opened them, Kali was leaned over the bar again, this time standing up. He was standing behind her, and Maddie watched as he pushed inside once more. Kali’s mouth was wide open, and she looked back at her lover with a half-snarl, half-smile on her lips. When their eyes met, he let go of her waist and grabbed her shoulder to kiss her softly. He reached over her shoulder and started playing with her nipples as he started thrusting harder. Kali moaned loudly, and a moan almost escaped Maddie’s lips as well when she saw his blissful expression as he pushed deeper and deeper inside of her colleague.

         ‘Maddie?’

         It seemed like Kali had noticed Maddie’s presence out of nowhere. They locked eyes as he kept thrusting in and out of Kali, and Maddie quickly removed her hand from between her legs. Suddenly, the music started playing again. The lights came back on, and the guests were back, sitting by the tables, drinking and eating and laughing. Maddie looked at Kali and the guy. They took no notice of their new audience. Except, nobody seemed to pay any attention to the couple wrapped in each other’s arms. Was this normal around here? Suddenly, both lovers were looking straight at her. Her heart stopped. She was so close.

         ‘Maddie?’ Kali repeated. ‘Maddie, baby. Are you alright?’

         Maddie opened her eyes. She felt dizzy. It seemed like she had dozed off for a moment. Everything looked like before. The air was filled with the soft sound of people talking and laughing. Just like any bar. Maddie raised her eyebrows and laughed a little. ‘Yes… I think so… Maybe I just had too much cava. Or maybe I’m not used to this heat, I don’t know.’

         ‘I’ll get you some water, okay?’

         ‘Yeah, thanks.’

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4 – Paisley
      

         

         Annoyed, Paisley plugged in the USB stick into her laptop again and continued browsing through the files. She double clicked another video. A new window popped up, showing Maddie in a floral summer dress, speaking into the camera. She looked relaxed in a way Paisley had never seen her before.

         ‘Since everyone leaves their windows open because it’s so hot, there are always so many sounds filling the air. Music, neighbours fighting, or laughing, or singing karaoke… Actually, I think one of our neighbours has a karaoke—’

         Suddenly, Michael appeared on-screen from behind her. His arms snaked around her stomach, and he placed small, tender kisses between her neck and her earlobe. And then the video stopped.

         The heat was adding on to Paisley’s rage. She was not only annoyed; she was worried, angry, sad and hungry. Michael had acted like they were only roommates, and she felt like he had tried to trick her.

         She stomped down to the kitchen, telling herself to keep her cool. Michael was sitting at the dinner table, writing on a pad of paper. Beside him, there was a pile of chilis of different shapes and colours. The room was heavy with the scent, and it went straight into her eyes and nose. Somehow, the air tasted of it. She tried to steal a glance of what he was writing when he looked up.

         ‘I’m writing a book,’ he said, looking at her with amusement.

         ‘Cool.’ She hoped he would notice the sarcasm in her tone.

         ‘Is everything okay?’

         ‘You had something going on with my sister.’

         ‘Why would that bother you?’

         ‘Because she disappeared?’

         ‘Okay. I guess I don’t see the connection.’

         ‘What did you do to her?’ He smiled mischievously at Paisley.

         ‘Well, Paisley. We did all sorts of things. Listen. As much as I’d like to believe I was a big influence in Maddie’s life, I don’t really think that’s the case.’

         ‘I don’t believe you.’

         ‘In my opinion, it was your narrow-minded, conservative family that made Maddie want to run away from the States in the first place. She could be herself in Barcelona, she found happiness here. Which is why I think you should relax and stop thinking about it.’

         ‘What do you mean she found happiness? You have to tell me everything, Michael. I need to understand. Please.’

      
   





Chapter 5 – Maddie



What a night. The taxi ride back to the apartment was foggy. Maddie found herself wondering if she ever even paid the driver before stumbling out of the car. She knew Michael needed to be at work early the next morning, but he was a heavy sleeper, so she assumed he wouldn’t hear her if she snuck in. She pulled on the handle of the large wooden door before she realised that it locked at midnight. She started searching her bag for her keys, but it was like a black hole. Nothing was in its place. She found a protein bar, a thick manuscript, plastic wrappers, a pack of cigarettes and a handful of condoms, but no keys. She shook the bag, hoping to hear the comforting jingle-jangle that would prove that they were in fact in there, but she couldn’t hear anything.

‘Shit…’

She stood there for a few minutes, contemplating her next move. Pockets, she thought, before remembering that her red dress didn’t have any pockets. She could call Kali, or even go to the hostel down the road. But she wanted to sleep in her own bed. Finally, she accepted her fate and pressed the button on the com panel to their apartment. She knew Michael would be annoyed with her. Another two minutes passed. Finally, there was a buzz, and the door clicked open.

After stumbling up the stairs in the main entrance, she was relieved to find that Michael had remembered to unlock the door to the apartment as well. She hoped he would have gone back to bed by then. The apartment was dark, but there was a soft light coming from the kitchen. She tripped over the armchair on her way to get a glass of water and cursed loudly. Michael was waiting for her in the kitchen, wearing only his underwear and glaring at her. She knew this look. He was just about to give her a piece of his mind. She hopped up on the counter and avoided eye contact. Instead of looking at his face, her eyes seemed to focus automatically on his abs.

‘Shit. I’m sorry I woke you up. I couldn’t find my keys.’

‘This is the second time you’ve lost your keys this month. We’re changing the lock, and you’re paying for it,’ he said in a stern, low voice.

‘Wow. You don’t have to be so aggressive. And stop looking at me like that! You remind me of my father,’ she pouted.

‘Look, Maddie. I don’t really care what your deal is, it’s none of my business. But losing your keys affects me. So, act like a fucking adult. Okay?’

‘You’re right. I’m sorry. I’ve never had to think about these things before… I’ve always been treated like a child at home, and… I’ve clearly got some catching up to do. I can see I’m way behind.’

His face softened.

‘You know what?’ He poured a glass of water and handed it to her. ‘I’m going to make you some pasta.’ He paused. ‘But you’re still paying for the lock,’ he added.

Maddie watched with fascination as Michael cooked her a simple pasta. It was beautiful to see him in action. He looked both focused and completely at ease. He was truly himself in the kitchen. No filters. When he put down the plate in front of her, she realised she hadn’t eaten anything since dinner time. That was almost ten hours ago. She devoured the dish in front of him, and he watched with a smile.

‘This is really good. You’re so talented.’

‘Well, when I see someone enjoying it as much as you do, it really makes it worthwhile.’ He paused for a moment. ‘You seem like a very intelligent and capable person. Why were you so sheltered?’

‘You don’t know my parents. If I would ask them how babies are made, they would probably still to this day tell me a stork leaves them on the doorstep. They mean well, they’re just a little uptight… I guess it’s not their fault.’

‘But… didn’t they mind that you moved to Barcelona?’

‘The thing is, I don’t want to die without having truly lived. I want to go skydiving, and take ayahuasca, and meet interesting people and go on adventures with them. I want to be Anaïs Nin, and I want to be Lauren Bacall and… I want to truly live.’

He didn’t respond to this, he just smiled at her quietly.
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