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  ROLAND


  No! Not yet.


  I have to go. You know how it is – when they call, I have to go.


  Just stay a little longer!


  God, Im so done with this clinginess. Why does it always have to end like this?


  If someone had told me back in high school that the hardest part of being with beautiful women would be shaking them off, I wouldve laughed. But here we are. They stick to me like flies. And thats not bragging – just facts. I cant stand the clingy types. Gives me the chills. And up to this point, everything was going just fine.


  Inez is a pretty cool up-and-coming influencer. She was doing an interview with me – and now look at her. Barely twenty-one, begging me to stay.


  But lifes messy, even now, at thirty-six. Ive never found a peaceful harbor to dock in. Dont want to, really – not after what Ive seen.


  Seriously, I have to go, I say, brushing my fingers along her cheek. I grab a lock of her wavy dark hair, twist it, and look into her eyes. Thats her undoing. But she reads more into it – like I just made her a promise.


  For the record, my eyes are greenish-brown. Sometimes they go amber, sometimes dark chocolate. The darker they get, the more people think Im making a vow.


  I have no idea what color they are now.


  Inez is sweet. She gave it her all, and yeah, the afternoon was nice.


  But evenings coming, and I wont be spending it here.


  Will you come back? she asks.


  I dont know, I lie. But I already do. I wont.


  I dont handle it well when someone tries to stake a claim on me after just one night.


  Im way too complicated for that. A question like that? You wont get a promise from me.


  A bit later Im on my motorbike, the cool spring air blowing all the gunk out of my head.


  I feel light – like I dont even have a body.


  Thanks, Inez.


  I live on a beat-up-looking, but actually pretty awesome houseboat on the Danube. Permanent mooring rights. Used to be a real boat – one of those with candlelit dinners, live music, sightseeing. Now its my home. I dont even want to think about the favors I had to cash in to get the permits.


  I roll up to the bridge – thats what I call it, though its really just a heavy-duty dock that leads into the boat. Not a floating house like in the Netherlands – this is an actual boat. I bought it in a rundown state and never really fixed the outside. Just the deck. But the inside? Next-level. Full smart tech, solar-powered, water purification system, the works. A few big shots have been inside, all tried to buy it off me. Not for sale.


  I park near the engine room and head to the living room. From there – and the bedroom – I have access to the deck, which looks straight out onto the Danube. I like to say Ive got the whole Roman Riverbank under me. The only downside to my water-hotel lifestyle is the summer mosquito swarms. But its not that time of year yet.


  I kick off my jeans. Marcsi, my cleaner, is coming tomorrow. And again on Friday. Id rather pay her to show up at 7 AM and leave at 3 PM than have some love-struck girl move in – even if shes tidy. Which, by the way, most of these twenty-somethings arent.


  Whatever.


  Im not built for cohabitation. Tried it – didnt work.


  You get way more out of life when you travel solo. Im that soloist type – always women around, sure – but commitment? Forget it.


  I head to the bathroom.


  Nothing beats a proper shower in your own place. Inez has some weird luxury tub from a sponsor, but I wouldnt have gotten in it if you paid me.


  Refreshed, I dry off in front of the mirror. Big mirror. Shows off the muscles.


  I dont drink, dont smoke, I work out. Got my own TikTok channel, strong opinions, can chat about anything for at least a few minutes. Mostly I talk about my job. Sometimes its fun, sometimes heavy. But if I drop a story at a party – well, one I can legally tell – I become the center of attention in seconds.


  In my boxers and a T-shirt, I settle into the living room. The Danube flows outside the panoramic windows. Right in front of me is my big-screen TV. I only watch the shows Im in, really. Otherwise its Netflix. Tonight I turn it on for some background noise. Springs creeping in. Dusk falls early this time of year.


  I fire up my tablet and start editing a clip – just a taste of today. Work stuff, obviously. Two guys got into a fight at a bar. One stabbed the other. As lead homicide detective, I show up to crime scenes. Not all of them. This guy might live – low odds, but still. I filmed the drive, the bar entrance, a few cigarette butts, some empty glasses, a coat on the floor. Then the suspect getting into the squad car. All from behind.


  I chop it together for TikTok – moody filter, fast cuts, dark vibe. Then I add my voiceover. Start it off with Its a Sin – my signature tune – and get talking.


  We got a call early afternoon about a bar fight. Ended with one guy stabbing the other in the chest.


  No cop jargon on TikTok – what for? If I didnt speak plain, I wouldnt have hundreds of thousands of followers.


  The bar owner and two customers managed to hold the guy down until we and the paramedics arrived. Only do this if youve got backup – he couldve stabbed the owner too…


  Blah blah blah. Just two more lines. Im talking too long, gotta rerecord. Eventually I nail it. Upload. Boom – done.


  Right then, my phone starts buzzing.


  Goddammit, Inez.


  Nope. Not picking up.


  IDA


  So, when are you coming home?


  I shouldnt have asked. I know it. I feel it.


  But how could I stop myself? I havent seen my son in two years – not him, not my grandchildren. The little one, Máté, turned two last Christmas, the last time they visited. By now, hes a real little man. And me? Im missing all of it – his growth, his smile, his mischief.


  What do you mean, home? – my son grins into the phone camera.


  I mean here. With us. This is your home! – I say – or maybe ask. Who knows. Ever since youve been with those dog-eaters…


  They dont eat dogs! – Enikő slides into the frame, smiling. Probably saw herself on the screen, because she starts fixing her giant halo of blond curls. Thats an urban legend.


  Fine. Then its snakes.


  Nope. Maybe a few bugs, the odd cricket… – Zsolt laughs.


  Youll see for yourself.


  Me? Never!


  Then I watch the kids. Spring is just starting to bloom here – and there they are, barefoot in T-shirts, running around like its summer.


  Youll be home for Easter, right? – I ask, full of hope. Zsolts face pops back into the screen.


  We have a surprise for you, Mom!


  Ah, so you are coming home!


  No, Mama. We cant. Enikő just got her work permit – and a job offer.


  She got a job? In Thailand?


  A sigh. I hold mine in. I wont let it out. Not ever.


  Is this really my child – smiling like that while telling me theyre never coming back? Is that what this is?


  Yes. Shes going to be the new medical director of the Huagran International Hospital.


  Hua – what? In Huahin? Where you live?


  Yes.


  But you said you only had a year and a half left there! That youd be back!


  Silence. You could slice it. Enikő quietly slips out of the shot. Máté pops in to wave.


  Enikős contract is for a year – my son finally says. And Im still good until the end of 2025. After that, well come back to Europe.


  You mean Hungary. If that even still counts as Europe – I correct him. And what, youre going to leave your children with some slant-eyed babysitter feeding them snake stew and frog legs?


  So heres the thing, Mom… were plotting against you.


  …?


  We were thinking… maybe you could come visit us. Be a real grandma.


  …?


  Theyve lost their minds.


  I even looked up a flight for you.


  ???


  Theyve really lost their minds! Do they honestly think Id ever leave the country? I barely leave the city!


  We could celebrate Easter together!


  Their smiling faces fill the screen – like a wedding party. Im about to tell them all to go straight to hell for this terrible joke.


  Come on, Mami – Enikő says, pulling the phone closer. Youd love it. The kids would keep you young. And anyway, theres school and daycare, you wouldnt be with them all day. You could take walks to the beach, make new friends – 


  Alright, thats ENOUGH. – My voice booms in my own ears. Am I shouting? Or does my hearing aid just amplify everything now? The beach?! ME?! I was born in Debrecen, raised here, and the only beach Ive ever seen is on The Love Boat reruns!


  And Im not planning to go anywhere! You want me on a plane, so I drop dead midair? Is that it?!


  Oh, come on! Dont be silly – my son laughs. Youre the toughest woman I know!


  And old as the highway! Especially too old for this nonsense! Im on heart medication, in case you forgot.


  Actually, I forgot to take it for the past few days. Ill fix that after this ridiculous call.


  Thats just magnesium and baby aspirin – Enikő chirps, twisting her hair like shes nervous.


  My doctor prescribed it as heart medication! Hes an internist. And part-time cardiologist!


  I sigh – shaky and uneven. Even my own daughter-in-law thinks she knows better than my doctor. Theyre truly breaking my heart, these two. Plotting some madness that could actually kill me.


  Okay, Mom, but youre not old. Seventy-seven is nothing nowadays.


  Seventy-six! – I bark.


  See? Even better! You should already be packing!


  I havent been to Budapest in – what – five years?


  The tickets not to Budapest, Mom. Its to Bangkok.


  Enough with the jokes. Dont even send me a train ticket.


  Has this child lost his mind? Who does he think I am?


  What would I even do over there?


  Make lunch. Occasionally. Pick up the kids from school, maybe. Keep an eye on them till we get home.


  …


  Wed be together.


  Oh, sweet Jesus.


  Youve gone mad – I whisper. Completely mad.


  Half an hour later, Im still sitting in the kitchen – a cold compress on my chest and two heart pills (Enikő insists theyre just aspirin) buzzing through my veins.


  Such nonsense!


  I havent left town in five years. Not since that infamous Christmas. And honestly? Ive regretted even that trip a thousand times over.


  This house – old as time, full of memories – is where I belong. The gardens waiting, the summer kitchens full of sprouting seedlings. Theyll need planting soon if I want sweet tomatoes, carrots (if the rootworms dont devour them again), onions, parsley, peppers, apricots, and sour cherries. Ill make jam – if I live that long. Who knows.


  And now they expect me to get on a suspicious, filthy contraption – fly across the globe to some godforsaken place where they eat dogs and snakes and probably dont even have proper toilets?


  They must be dreaming.


  Then again… I havent seen my grandkids in over a year and a half.


  Máté is past three now. Eliza just turned seven. Lizácska, as I call her, had a few real grandma years before Zsolt had his midlife brain glitch and took that job at the end of the earth.


  I guess its time to change the compress.


  But where should I put it – on my forehead?


  Or straight onto my heart?


  INEZ


  How did my morning start? Well, take a look – I made myself a light breakfast: a bit of oatmeal, some fruit, and two boiled eggs, but I only ate the whites.


  I hold the phone in my hand and record the voice-over for my edited video. Click – upload – and Im free as a bird!


  Well, almost. One absolute dickhead could still ruin that freedom for me.


  But of course, theres a backstory.


  There were three of you left in the competition. As of today, its down to two – said the editor-in-chiefs assistant (read: secretary), who just happens to be my childhood friend and was giving me some inside info over a raspberry lemon cocktail.


  Bet its Heli – I rolled my eyes. Helis a younger influencer than me, knows absolutely nothing beyond lipsticks, yet somehow shes the face of every damn campaign – even the ones aimed at toddlers, like fruity baby teas.


  Youre wrong – Lilla shook her head. Its a guy.


  A guy? – My eyes went wide. I have thoughts about male influencers. Like that dude whos constantly posting beach pics in swim trunks, pretending hes sponsored while in reality hes funded by his bisexual furniture-mogul sugar daddy. Or the ex-pro athlete who still hasnt made peace with the English language – and constructing sentences is clearly a daily struggle. Or that ex-fireman who rescues cats from trees for clout – okay, hes kinda cool, but still. No way he beats me.


  Im in college, for Gods sake! Technically, Im studying communications, and honestly, Im already more of a professional than most with degrees. Ive done half the coursework before I even learned it formally. I run my own mini PR company – basically, I market me. I produce five videos a week! I promote the latest salmon mousse, cat food, a steamy romance book series, hair masks and dryers, and Im also the face of a mattress brand. So please – I was obviouslygoing to win the influencer competition launched by that magazine.


  A vote-based contest, no less!


  Yeah – she set down her glass, stared me down, and said the name:


  Fehér Roland.


  Oh, come on! – I blurted out. Hes not even an influencer! Hes a damn cop.


  Not a damn cop – but the readers voted him into the finals, and technically, he is an influencer. Hes on TikTok, hes on Facebook, so yeah – influencer.


  But he doesnt even have a YouTube channel! – I was literally outraged.


  Not required. He still counts. Each of his TikToks gets millions of likes. An influencer is someone – she went full lecture mode – who influences people. Who has reach. Impact.


  A guy might beat me? – I sipped my lemonade. Id thought of everything… but that?


  Dont take it personally. You still have the bigger following. Its just – women like guys. Thats the formula. And the magazines readership is mostly female. So…


  So… what youre saying is that Fehér Roland has a better chance of winning than I do?


  Thats how it looks right now – Lilla nodded, sipping the last of her lemonade with what she probably thought was a sympathetic expression. But hey – youre still winning the womens category, the engagement category, the brand collab category… Basically, everything else.


  But he gets the title Influencer of the Year – I said, and I may have mentally added a question mark at the end. Just in case theres still a loophole. A way out. Something.


  I NEED that trophy.


  Looks that way – she grimaced and patted my hand. I love your nail polish, by the way.


  Its my spring shade – metallic peach – I rattled off, then circled back. And theres nothing I can do? What would it take for me to win?


  To win? Well, you could kill him – she smiled sweetly. I was starting to feel like everyone was against me. Although that might backfire. Prison time and all. Not sure youd qualify with a criminal record.


  Very funny. Any actual ideas?


  Rally your fans.


  I already did.


  Harder.


  Mm-hmm. Anything else?


  Not really.


  Theres no way to rig it?


  No. The votes are public. Its all online, and well show the live results at the end – totally transparent.


  And what if he… – I snapped my fingers – what if he disqualified himself?


  Why would he want to do that?


  Okay then – what could a finalist do to get disqualified? I mean, sure, killing him would take me out. But what else is on that level?


  For you to get disqualified? – She clearly thought I was completely off my rocker.


  Just… humor me.


  Well, you could act in a way that turns voters against you. Like start dating a married celebrity and break up his family. Youd tank your likability score fast.


  Okay. What else?


  Uh… lots of nudity. Gratuitous stuff. Be rude to fellow influencers. Kick a puppy, insult a child. That kind of thing. Youd lose a lot of followers.


  Hm.


  But as for what he could do to mess it up – I dont know.


  Why do people like him so much? Is he actually nice?


  I wouldnt say that. Not that Im voting. He seems kinda arrogant to me. But hes single, and – sorry, but thats a huge bonus with female voters. Makes him seem… available. Plus, his jobs exciting. Who isnt curious about a homicide detectives life?


  Dear God. I couldnt care less.


  Welcome to reality – most women find danger attractive. So yeah, that combos his edge. He seems available, and hes smart – or at least he looks smart. I mean, he catches murderers.


  Ughhh. So youre saying… he doesnt even have a weak spot?


  To women?


  …


  Not that I know of.


  Thats when Fehér Roland became my obsession.


  Not long after that conversation, I decided to go after him.


  It worked… sort of. Lets just say it couldve gone better.


  Originally, my plan was to sleep with him on date number four. Instead, I ended up in bed with him on date number one – and now things are definitely not looking better. Not in the contest. Not in life.


  So after one impulsive hookup, Rolands ghosting me – not picking up, not texting back – and Im left trying to come up with a Plan B.


  Except now Ive got about a thousand new reasons to hate him.


  I keep seeing him in my head, that arrogant jerk flying off on his stupid motorcycle. And yeah, its embarrassing – I didcall him once or twice. Great. Now he probably thinks I fell for him. As if. Thats about as far from the truth as it gets.


  One sec, Ill just grab my invitation – I flash a smile at the hostess.


  Even for Fehér Rolands sake, theres no way I was going to skip tonights Thai press event. The owner of the agency invited me personally – and hinted this wont be just a one-time gig.


  No need, thank you! Everyone knows you. Mr. Vitár will be here shortly with his wife.


  Im standing in the stunning lobby of a Buddha Bar, waiting for Mr. Vitár – the man behind several massage salons and a travel agency. Tonight, I need to be perfect.


  Theres no way Im blowing a long-term opportunity just because some fame-hungry celebrity cop pissed me off.


  People are greeting each other. Its filling up fast. Im clearly the youngest and coolest here – which, honestly, feels amazing. Hugs, air kisses, fake smiles.


  But lets be real – half these people arent even legit guests. Theyre just somebodys somebody.


  Love your outfit! – whispers one of my fellow influencers, a woman who calls herself Peppáné to her fans.


  Her whole shtick is eating on camera. Seriously. She eats in diners, in restaurants, even fine dining spots. But most of her content is her stuffing her face in various panel apartment kitchens. Sometimes she even shows the cook for a few seconds. Honestly? There are some real characters out there.


  Shes in the plus-size category, and her face is sweating through her makeup – maybe from excitement, but probably from the heat.


  Im wearing a tight egg-white-colored crop top, a pink blazer, and balloon jeans. And yes, balloon cut. They float around my legs like clouds. I prefer skinny jeans, obviously – but no way Im showing up to a 2024 fashion event in skinnies. Thatd be career suicide.


  Ive got to stay ahead of the trends. Right?


  I check myself in a massive mirror in the boudoir-like lobby. And honestly? I look good.


  My hair is wavy – like it came straight from heaven that way (not like I totally restyled the ends with my curly dryer after that loser left this morning).


  Its dark brown, glossy, and perfectly sculpted thanks to the brand-new dryer I got from a sponsor. I reviewed it once on TikTok, and boom – they sent it to me along with a fee.


  Makeup? On point. Not too subtle, not too loud – just right.


  A tinted moisturizer as a base, a bit of blush, highlighter in all the right places, and a matte lipstick in rosy-bronze tones. Lashes? Flawless. Eyeshadow? Matches the lips.


  The bubbles in my champagne are racing each other to the top of the glass.


  I dont usually drink, but this is Veuve Clicquot – and a bottle starts at like 20,000 forints. So yeah, Ill make an exception.


  Bubbles hit me fast. When I drink champagne – which is rare – I either become painfully honest… or I giggle like a hyena. Im hoping for the honesty tonight.


  The last thing I need is to make a fool of myself.


  Too late to rethink it now.


  Mr. Vitár and his wife – a blonde with a ponytail and a few years on me – are waiting with microphones in hand. And there it is – the announcement begins.


  I already know whats coming. Theyre opening an exclusive Thai wellness center downtown. Not just massages – therell be a Thai restaurant, a Muay Thai arena, and even a Thai cooking school.


  Thats the part Im excited about – the travel agency (also theirs) organizes culinary trips to Asia. And yeah, I wouldnt mind a free trip to Asia.


  This Buddha Bar connects it all – the restaurant, the arena, the school, and the travel office. Ive been here before – back when it was ready but not yet open. Got a great TikTok from it too. Ill add tonights clips to it later.


  Several Thai diplomats and businesspeople living in Hungary have been invited. Thai dancers provide the visuals – elegant movements to traditional music. I film a few minutes, listen to the speeches, exchange smiles with more or less famous influencers, pose for some photos and videos… while pretending not to notice that Im being filmed.


  And then comes what Mr. Vitár promised.


  The massage.


  Okay, Im not usually the type to jump at a free massage. But when we last met, he told me Id be treated by the best.


  How did he put it?


  Im giving you the masseuse trained by the Thai kings personal masseur. Shes way beyond basic bodywork. She can see the future.


  Sure, I laughed.


  But then he sent me a little write-up about her, and honestly – I had to try it.


  Apparently, she was attacked by a tiger as a child and survived by some miracle. She was eleven. Heard a heavenly voice. And apparently, the tiger heard it too – because it let her go. Spat her out, practically. Just a couple scratches.


  But of course, I did some digging.


  Turns out, in the past decades, Buddhist monks did run some very profitable tiger sanctuaries in Thailand. A few were shut down recently for keeping starving, drugged-up tigers and charging visitors to see them.


  Ploy – thats her name – was one of the external caretakers. I even found pictures of her online, dangerously close to the animals, clearly before the accident.


  The voice she heard told her to freeze – and to look into the future.


  After that miraculous escape, Ploy developed several unique abilities.


  So whats she doing working for the Vitárs?


  Apparently, she came for six months to help launch the salon and train the staff.


  Mr. Vitár claims she cost him a fortune. But thats so him – always acting broke, when he has like five million businesses and collects sports cars. One day Ill tell the story of how we met. Right now, all I care about is getting a session with Ploy.


  From the lobby, we walk through a boudoir-style corridor – red velvet couches, plush high-backed armchairs with golden legs. You could hide in them. At the end, Mrs. Vitár grabs my hand.


  Guess the caviar-infused skincare products I gave her after that one video werent a waste. Not that she couldnt afford them – but Ive noticed something about the ultra-rich: they love free stuff. Even when they dont need it.


  She leads me into a narrow, dimly lit room. Candles flicker. A tatami mat lies in the center – covered with white sheets, fluffy white towels, and a brand-new massage outfit still in its packaging.


  Everythings red and black in here.


  God. Im clearly from another era – and suddenly that Stendhal book on my parents shelf pops into my mind.


  Not that I read it. Dont think that.


  I mean, Im not ignorant – I just dont like old books. My mom says thatll make me dumb one day.


  Sure – but my moms a high school literature teacher. And honestly, my whole career path?


  Yeah, thats probably her fault.


  My family secretly kind of looks down on what I do – especially my sister.


  But I can show for it now. I have a car. I have an apartment.


  And yeah, I do love them – but I live in a completely different world.


  My moms lucky my dads a mechanic. Hes the one who made things like vacations or her little Peugeot possible – things she never couldve afforded as a chronically underpaid teacher.


  They dont judge me – not exactly. They love me. They just want whats best for me.


  Or so they say.


  My mom, specifically, thinks you cant build a real life out of what I do.


  And okay, fair – she did elevate my dad. Shes always said he lagged behind her intellectually, especially when it comes to literature. So yeah, Im probably lagging too. But I try. I read at least some modern contemporary stuff – books that are a little entertaining.


  But I dont want to read about death or depression. I get enough of that crap on my phone – even if I dont want it, those headlines pop up.


  I want sunshine and pink filters in my world. For as long as I can keep them.


  So yeah – my mom and I dont see eye to eye. But she doesnt think Im dumb, exactly.


  She just says I should be more cultured. And that modern universities are worthless garbage.


  Okay – she wouldnt say exactly that. Shes a high school literature teacher, after all.


  Whatever.


  So… you ready, Inez? – Mr. Vitár asks as he peeks in.


  Of course I nod. Im ready for anything. Especially a massage – especially this massage.


  This woman knows things. Im going to film a little too – show my followers that Im getting massaged by someone who used to work on the Thai king. Or the royal family. Either way – Ill just say king. Has a better ring to it.


  The door opens – golden.


  The walls look like theyre covered in black velvet. Mr. Vitár really pulled out all the stops.


  No idea if this room was designed just for the press event or if this is always what it looks like – but its a vibe.


  Tiny lights glow through the dark backdrop like stars.


  Its like being inside a galaxy.


  The Vitárs leave. Im alone.


  And then – a LADY enters.


  Capital letters. Because shes not a woman. Shes not a girl. Shes not a wife or a chick.


  Shes a lady.


  Im usually good at guessing ages – especially womens – but this one? Not sure.


  Shes got an Asian face. Practically wrinkle-free. Maybe early thirties?


  But given her massage résumé, Im guessing at least ten or fifteen years older.


  Her hair is jet black. Like Snow White in the fairytales. Or maybe thats just the velvet walls playing tricks on my eyes.


  Its straight and glossy, pulled back with a sparkly jeweled hair tie that glimmers in the soft light.


  Im Ploy – she says in English.


  Bless my mom – and myself – for always making English a priority. Its been a lifesaver.


  Hi, my name is Inez – I reply.


  Come, Inez – she says gently, taking my hand in her smooth, warm palm. Lets talk.


  Lets… talk?


  God, I cant wait for her to touch me.


  Shes wearing this golden kimono-style outfit – technically a pair of loose pants and a short-sleeved blouse. Would be totally cringe on the street. But on her? It looks amazing.


  The fabric glimmers every time she moves.


  Well begin soon. Lets talk first – she repeats.


  I gladly sit down on the tatami she points to.


  She sets a plastic bowl of warm water in front of me for my feet – pre-massage ritual.


  We talk while she washes my feet.


  Its weird – I hate opening up to strangers.


  Theres this image of me online.


  The girls – because yeah, most of my followers are girls – they think Im this stylish, put-together woman who gets it. But I think the real secret is this: I actually do get it.


  I understand them.


  I remember exactly what it felt like to be a teenager. High school. The pain.


  Because I felt it too.


  And I know where it hurts.


  I dig my fingers into that pain, I twist the knife – and then I help them heal.


  Through me. Through a vibe. Through a lipstick. Through a killer pair of sandals.


  Because these things do heal.


  My mom – snob that she is – thinks they dont.


  But my dad knows they do. He knows a mans biggest problems can be cured by the right car.


  Its weird, being asked to talk about myself. Im not even sure what to say.


  So I start with the usual.


  Im a fairly well-known influencer – I begin.


  But Ploy shakes her head with a smile.


  Whats your biggest drama? – she asks.


  Drama? – I echo. And then it hits me.


  Oh God. This woman… she does exactly what I do.


  She finds the weak spot. The pain point. And pokes it.


  And just like that – a dam breaks inside me.


  I start talking about Roland.


  Jesus Christ. I barely know him – and here I am, turning it into some drama arc.


  Am I insane?


  Maybe. But I shove the doubt aside and let it happen.


  And what happens?


  The words start pouring out of me. Just… pouring.


  I talk and talk and talk.


  And Ploy just nods – warm hands, soapy water, soft eyes – nods as I tell her about the one-night stand.


  About this guy who only came into my life so I could destroy him – because he dared to beat me in a contest.


  Am I crazy?


  Do I really care that much about guys?


  I thought I got that out of my system in high school.


  And truthfully – Roland doesnt matter to me as a man.


  What hurts is the way he acted. The way hes ahead of me in this competition.


  Thats what burns.


  I need to pass him. I need to win.


  Why is it so important? – Ploy asks gently, like someone shaking you out of a dream.


  Why do you need to win?


  I dont have an answer at first.


  My gut reaction is to say, I like to win.


  But then I realize…


  If a woman were ahead of me in this contest, I probably wouldnt care as much.


  Because hes a guy – and because he treated me like crap – I blurt out.


  Treated you like crap? – she echoes.


  Yes. He didnt call me back. Doesnt pick up. Doesnt care about me – not as a woman.


  And do you care about him?


  Yes. And I cant stand jerks – I say.


  I hope she doesnt catch the lie.


  Though maybe its not entirely a lie.


  Because now… I am a little curious. Who is this man who dares to treat me like this?


  And what do you want? – she asks.


  Whats your biggest wish? To win the contest?


  I close my eyes.


  And then it hits me.


  You know what I really want? – I say, and it explodes out of me.


  I want him to become a Thai prostitute!


  Ploy freezes. So do I. My eyes fly open.


  Oh my God. Did I just say that?


  A Thai prostitute? – she asks. Her tone is calm, but it stings.


  Because she knows. She knows the real stories. Why some girls do it. How desperate they are. What theyve lived through.


  What do I know?


  Yes! – I shout. I want him to become a Thai prostitute – because I want him to taste what its like to be a humiliated woman. To know what it feels like when youre just a body – something to use and toss aside.


  She touches me. Her fingers on my skin.


  And it feels like electricity.


  Like sparks are flying where she touches my foot.


  She leaves – gives me space to change – and the whole time, I feel this charge in my body. Like my skin is buzzing. Like something… shifted.


  Shes gone.


  I dont know what just happened. But I lie down on the tatami, waiting for her to return.


  And when she does – I get a massage like no other.


  Not just physical. Its something… else.


  Like I slip into an alpha state. A dream-state.


  And in that dream… Im on a beach.


  Theres no pain. Not inside. Not outside.


  I dont think about anyone. Or anything.


  Its just me.


  No deadlines. No pressures.


  No one to please. No product to push.


  Nothing to prove.


  Just peace.


  Sometimes I groan a little – half-aware of the present – but mostly, Im on that beach.


  The sand is pale. The sea is pale blue, greenish-blue.


  And then… a white horse appears.


  Walking across the sand toward me.


  No idea why. Doesnt matter.


  Im just sitting there. The waves coming and going.


  And for once – I dont owe anyone anything.


  I just am.


  And its the most beautiful feeling in the world.
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