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PROLOGUE
avoidance
-the act of avoiding something or someone
(Cambridge Dictionary)
 
 
 
 
 
“JOJO!” Iris called after Jasmine.
“Don’t…” Jasmine turned around and held her hand up, stopping her best friend from coming closer.
They were standing in the hallway outside Jasmine’s suite at DeMont Beverly Hills, which was a renowned hotel owned by the family of Iris’ husband, Thomas, and where Jasmine had been staying since her whole world had collapsed.
Iris opened her hand and showed Jasmine her car’s key fob. “I think you need this,” she said with a tender smile.
Shit! Jasmine swore under her breath. 
After her dramatic exit, it would be an embarrassment if she had to go back to the room full of friends and family to retrieve that. But honestly, she could not care less if she had to do that.
Jasmine stared at the key fob for a few seconds before she lunged forward and wrapped her arms around Iris. “Thank you…” she whispered, feeling grateful that her friend was not trying to persuade her to stay. She knew she should not run away, especially because… today was the day of her beloved Marcus’ funeral. But her avoidance of facing this unmerciful reality was merely to retain her sanity.
“And this…” Iris said, taking a card out of her pants pocket. 
Jasmine pulled back and looked at what was in Iris’ hand. A SIM card? She frowned at Iris quizzically.
“You are going to put this card in your phone and set this number as the primary number. And…” Iris paused, gazing at Jasmine with sympathy. “I forgot you are technologically illiterate. Sorry… Give me your phone.” She handed Jasmine the key fob and held her hand palm up.
Did she just insult her recently widowed friend? Jasmine frowned.
However, she knew that Iris was not wrong and reached into her tote bag. She pulled out her phone and put it in Iris’ hand.
Iris removed the clear phone case and handed it back to Jasmine. She reached into her pocket again and produced a small metal pin.
“You came prepared.” Jasmine was amused.
“Always,” Iris said. She smirked and started to work on the phone. After she was done, she held the phone up to Jasmine’s face to unlock it and then proceeded to tap on the screen rapidly.
Jasmine had no idea what Iris was doing to her phone, and she did not really care. Gazing at her best friend, who was focusing on setting up her phone, Jasmine felt consoled. Iris flew back from Switzerland soon after she told her that it was only a matter of time. Iris and Thomas had been sheltering Jasmine from the ferocious reality since then. 
“There…” Iris handed the phone back to Jasmine and said, “I turned off your number, so no one can reach you. And I also added a second number to your phone. This number has unlimited talk, text, and data. I am the only person who knows this new number. Okay?” Iris smiled at Jasmine tenderly.
Jasmine gazed at Iris in disbelief. A few days ago, she vented to Iris about being unable to cope with the funeral and wished she could have just disappeared. Jasmine was surprised that Iris would take her wish to heart and even prepared a getaway phone number for her…
Jasmine lunged forward again and embraced Iris warmly. She could not ask for a better friend.
“I love you, too…” Iris whispered.
“Thank you.” Jasmine gave her best friend a kiss on the cheek and unwrapped her arms.
“Anything for you, love.” Iris gave Jasmine’s hand a comforting squeeze. “I’m not going to ask where you’re going. And you should stay there for as long as you need.”
Giving Iris another grateful smile, Jasmine turned towards the elevator lobby and headed to her escape with no destination.
 
——
 
WHEN Jasmine moved to California, one of her favorite things to do was to drive her Mini Cooper convertible along the Pacific Coast Highway. She was heading north now, and she did not know how far she would go. What she knew was that she was not ready to stop yet.
Suddenly… The prelude of an all-too-familiar song came out of the speakers.
“Sixteen reasons…” A chorus started before she could skip the song, switch to the radio, or shut the damn entertainment system off.
Jasmine hastily tapped on the touch screen, her eyes flicking between the screen and the road in front of her. Her car started to swerve, and nearby vehicles blared their car horns angrily.
Quickly, she gripped the steering wheel with both hands and pulled over to the side of the road.
Gone were the ear-piercing horns and the song that triggered her frantic reaction, and all she could hear now were the sounds of ocean waves crashing and passing cars. She shut her eyes, her heart pounding heavily. 
“Damn it!” She smacked the steering wheel with both hands and banged the back of her head against the headrest, feeling anger emerging. 
I hate you, Marcus! 
 

CHAPTER 1
serendipity
-an unplanned, fortunate discovery
(Wikipedia)
 
 
 
 
 
Three and a half years ago…
 
Antonio knocked on Jasmine’s open office door to get her attention. “Got a minute?”
Jasmine turned away from the color board she was working on to look at Antonio. “Yeah, come in.”
He walked in but stood close to the door. “Mrs. Kaufmann called,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest.
Jasmine rolled her eyes when she heard the name of their most loyal and also most difficult client. 
Mr. and Mrs. Kaufmann had been their clients since they started their design firm. A retired real estate power couple with deep pockets, who owned countless properties and could refer endless customers to them, sounded like an interior design firm’s dream. However, to keep them satisfied, Antonio and Jasmine had to be at their beck and call.
“She and her husband had located an antique writing desk for his Malibu home office,” Antonio said.
“Okay…” Jasmine frowned, waiting for Antonio to tell her why she was needed.”
“She needs… Actually, she wants you to take a look at that desk in person to make sure it is a good fit before they purchase it.”
“Fine, where is it?” She turned back to her drafting table.
“Paris.”
Jasmine spun around, blinking her eyes at Antonio, who was grinning at her.
“Excuse me?”
“You heard me.” Antonio’s grin widened.
“Paris in Texas?” Jasmine asked, just wanting to make sure of it before getting too excited.
Antonio raised an eyebrow, unimpressed by her question.
“Are you messing with me?” She glared at him.
“Have I ever joked about any of the Kaufmanns’ projects?” Antonio responded, sounding offended.
Skeptically, Jasmine narrowed her eyes at Antonio.
“You’d better clear your schedule and start packing now because you are leaving in four days. Mrs. Kaufmann will meet you there,” he said casually, as if he had not just informed Jasmine that she had to go to Paris, the capital and largest city of France.
Paris? I must be dreaming… 
Jasmine might have dreamt and chit-chatted with Iris a few times about visiting Paris, but she had never thought a chance like this would arise. It would be a paid trip to Paris, even though she was there for work.
The Kaufmanns often requested her to find specific materials or furniture all over the country, and she would drag her feet on those demands. Suddenly, she did not see them as difficult clients anymore because they were sending her overseas to Paris this time.
A smile broke free on Jasmine’ face, and she did a happy dance.
Jasmine had always envied Iris and Antonio when they traveled to Asia or Europe to visit their families, while Kentucky was her only holiday destination. And of course, if driving across the border from San Diego to Tijuana for a day trip counted as traveling abroad, then Mexico would be the only foreign country Jasmine had ever visited.
 
The day before Jasmine was scheduled to depart…
Iris called and told Jasmine that she was right outside her one-bedroom condo in Laguna Niguel and needed to see her right away. And she hung up before Jasmine could ask her if everything was all right.
“Iris… Is everything all right?” Jasmine asked when she opened the door.
“Can I come in?” Iris asked, her expression concerned.
“Of course.” Jasmine stepped aside and let Iris in.
Iris walked in and went straight into Jasmine’s bedroom.
Jasmine was surprised but did not say anything. She closed the door and followed Iris into her bedroom. 
“What… what are you doing?” Jasmine asked as Iris started taking her business wear out of her small suitcase.
“These clothes won’t work,” Iris said and walked up to the closet. And then she started to grab dresses that Jasmine would only wear when she was on dates or out clubbing.
Jasmine was speechless, watching Iris in awe and confusion.
Iris laid all the clothes on the bed and said gravely, “You need a bigger suitcase.”
“I’ve never gotten any partygoer vibe from the Kaufmanns since I worked with them,” Jasmine said, her eyes moving from Iris to the inappropriate work clothes on the bed. Those aforementioned clients were the most conservative people she had ever met.
“They asked me to wish you a happy birthday…” Iris murmured, scanning Jasmine’s closet again.
“Wait, what?”
Iris turned towards Jasmine. Her solemn expression slowly morphed into a mischievous look.
“You look kind of evil,” Jasmine pointed out.
Smiling brightly, Iris walked up to Jasmine and said, “You might want to sit down for this.”
“They didn’t cancel the trip, did they?” Jasmine asked, feeling like crying.
She was really looking forward to this trip, but she would not be surprised if they decided to cancel it. She had grown accustomed to the couple changing their minds about almost everything.
Iris sat on the edge of the bed, patting the spot next to her. 
“I am game with anything as long as I am still going to Paris,” Jasmine said, sitting down obediently.
“The city of light is awaiting us.” Iris’ smile widened. “Antonio and I are taking you to Paris to celebrate your birthday.”
“With the Kaufmanns?” Jasmine’s eyebrow arched. “I am turning thirty, not eighty.”
Iris burst out laughing, falling back onto the bed. “No… Just me and Antonio. We are going to have so much fun,” she squealed.
Jasmine blinked her eyes rapidly, not quite registering what Iris had just told her.
Iris sat back up and squeezed Jasmine’s hand. “We are going to spoil you rotten.” And then she started to rattle off what they had planned for the trip.
“Paris for my birthday?” Jasmine asked dubiously.
Iris nodded enthusiastically. “We thought it would be a great sur—” She was cut off when Jasmine wrapped her arms around her and held her tightly.
“I… Oh my god… Paris?” Jasmine mumbled.
“We love you very much, and you deserve it.” Iris hugged her best friend back. “Champs-Élysées, here we come!”
 
——
 
Second day in Paris…
On Jasmine’s birthday, Iris and Antonio treated her to dinner at the ornate Le Meurice Alain Ducasse. And after dinner, they had an intimate celebration in Jasmine’s terrace suite before they headed out to explore Paris’ nightlife.
 
A few hours later, they arrived at the famous, upscale nightclub Étoile. They knew it would be crowded, but they did not expect the waiting line to be all the way around the block.
“Look at the line…” Iris let out a loud sigh, stepping out of the taxi after Jasmine, who was completely enthralled by the extravagant and ultramodern exterior of the club.
“Jojo!” Iris called as Jasmine was heading towards the club entrance, completely disregarding the waiting line.
“Hey, tipsy head! The end of the line is that way,” Antonio said, pointing an unenthusiastic thumb in the opposite direction.
Ignoring her friends, Jasmine continued walking in her four-inch stilettos, taking short and steady steps and swaying her hips.
Antonio and Iris both drowned and exchanged looks.
“She is not that drunk, is she?” Antonio whispered.
Iris shrugged.
Antonio scanned the crowd and asked, “What should we do?”
Iris shrugged.
Shaking his head, Antonio held Iris’ hand and decided to follow Jasmine, who kept her head high and was unfazed by the disapproving murmurs from the clubgoers in line.
Wow… Jasmine stopped abruptly when she spotted one of the bouncers. That’s… That’s sex on a stick.
Jasmine believed she must have had too much of that delicious Moscato d’Asti back in the hotel, as she was feeling absolutely emboldened. She adjusted the pink satin birthday-girl sash draping over her twin girls and the sparkling tiara on top of her head, and then she marched towards the man who caught her eye.
God, he is beautiful… She was mesmerized by that man’s gorgeousness. When she locked eyes with him, her whole body shivered, not from the cold, but from the intense gaze of the Greek god.
Shamelessly, she ogled him. His long, flowing brown hair fell around his wide shoulders. Even though the full beard covered almost half of his face, he was still… So beautiful. 
Am I really that drunk? Jasmine wondered because she could not think of another word other than ‘beautiful’ to describe this man in front of her.
Finally, she reached her more-than-six-feet-tall destination. She looked up at him, batting her eyelashes. He was so tall that she had to crane her neck.
“Hello…” she greeted him in a low and alluring voice.
The bouncer stared down at her with his light green eyes, one corner of his lips tilting up. 
“Love, can you grant me my birthday wish?” Jasmine spoke in a fake British accent. 
Where did the accent come from? Jasmine was surprised by her boldness. 
Drunkenness, more likely, she answered herself.
The beautiful man’s alluring eyes scanned Jasmine slowly. He started from the sparkling tiara on top of her head to her exquisite features. And then his eyes moved to her perfect hourglass figure hugged by a pink silk mini dress. Blatantly, his gaze lingered on her ample bosom for a bit too long before it moved to her nude, killer pointed pumps.
Smiling coquettishly, she posed like a model, not fazed by his scrutiny.
His gaze returned to her gorgeous face, his smile broadening. 
“What is your name, beautiful?” he asked, his baritone voice deep and confident.
“Jasmine. Princess Jasmine.” She tossed her long blonde hair back and touched the tiara, totally flirting with him with no shame.
Suddenly, Antonio laughed aloud, breaking the spell between Jasmine and the gorgeous bouncer. She made a fist with her right hand and punched Antonio’s upper arm. Antonio winced and glared at Jasmine.
Ignoring Antonio and pushing her twin girls forward, Jasmine smiled radiantly at the bouncer, who was watching the entire interaction with amusement.
Keeping his gaze on Jasmine, the bouncer pressed his earpiece. “I have Princess Jasmine and her two friends coming in. Please have my table ready for them,” he spoke into the tiny microphone connected to the earpiece in English.
Jasmine felt her heart was going to jump out of her rib cage when his warm gaze locked with hers again.
“Welcome to Étoile, Princess Jasmine.” He winked, unhooking the purple velvet rope to let them in. “Andy at the main bar will take care of you.”
Jasmine did not want to move. She just wanted to stay where she was and stare at her sexy god all night.
“Come on, Princess Jasmine,” Antonio said in a sarcastic tone, cupping Jasmine’s elbow and steering her towards the entrance.
“Merci beaucoup!” Jasmine blew her beautiful bouncer an air kiss and reluctantly walked into the club.
 
They were seated in the roped section, and a bottle of complimentary champagne was delivered to their table soon after. Jasmine could not believe her bold flirting would get them this kind of VIP treatment. After raising their flutes in a toast, they headed to the dance floor. 
Jasmine closed her eyes and kept her arms aloft, losing herself to the music. She needed a break from the stresses and strains of her demanding job and from her parents’ financial situation. 
Her parents were wonderful, romantic, and kind-hearted. They ran a diner in their hometown, Somerset, Kentucky. Although the diner’s income was barely enough to make ends meet each month, they were never bothered by it. Jasmine tried to help her parents as much as she could after she started working full-time. She was grateful that Iris and Antonio asked her to partner with them in an interior design firm. Not only did she pay off her student loan and buy a small condo, but she was also financially able to help her parents keep the diner running.
 “Jojo!” Iris yelled over the music and nudged Jasmine, breaking her train of thought. 
“Yes?” Jasmine opened her eyes and shouted over the deafening music.
Iris pointed in the direction of their table. 
Curiously, Jasmine turned in the pointed direction and spotted a tall figure. “My Bouncer!” She jumped up and down. “Let’s go say merci to him.” Without waiting for Iris’ response, she started to push through the crowd.
Jasmine locked her gaze with the bouncer when she was halfway towards him, his smile brighter. She felt hot, not from dancing but from his laser-beam stare.
“Hello.” She walked right up to him, trying to play cool, but her heart was palpitating. If not for the thunderous music, she was sure the whole club could hear her heart pounding.
“Hello, beautiful,” he said to her, his eyes looking seductive. And after a few moments, he finally broke his gaze at Jasmine to give Iris a courteous nod, and his attention was back to Jasmine almost immediately.
God, it feels so good to be someone’s center of attention, Jasmine thought, gazing at her bouncer.
She was never a jealous person, and she knew her silky, long blonde hair, big brown eyes, and curvy figure could definitely turn heads. But those heads would turn to her best friend Iris if they were together. 
Iris was like an ultimate attention magnet. She was breathtakingly beautiful because of her multiracial background, and not to mention her sensitive, funny, and kind personality, which made her even more attractive if people had a chance to know her.
“Are you…” The bouncer stopped in mid-sentence because the music was too loud. He leaned forward and said in her ear, “Are you enjoying yourself?” 
His proximity, masculine energy, and fresh woody scent made her completely forget where she was. She blinked at him, speechless.
An amused smile spread across his face as he raised his hand to brush a strand of hair behind her ear.
Usually, Jasmine would have swatted his hand away or even grabbed his wrist and practiced her karate lessons on him, but for some strange reason, she was completely submissive to him. Her body and mind were drawn to him, as if an irresistible force were pulling her to him.
She nodded her answer, swallowing hard.
Jojo! Get a grip! she yelled inwardly.
“Fantastic…” He rewarded her with a wink and a warm hand caressing her upper arm.
What just happened? She blinked several times, bringing herself back to the present. She was always sensible and rational and had never lost control of her thoughts and conduct like this before.
Instinctively, she crossed her arms over her chest in an attempt to appear casual and put some invisible distance between them.
“What’s your name?” she asked.
He tilted his head, tickled by her change of attitude, the desire to know her better intensifying. He leaned forward again, pleased that she did not move back, and said, “Marcus.”
Marcus… Even his name is virile. The corners of her mouth turned upward slightly. Suddenly, she drew a sharp breath when he deliberately took a prolonged sniff of her, right above her ear, and said, “Delicious…”
He straightened and smiled at her smugly, his eyes fixed on her widened ones.
Hypnotized by his alluring gaze, Jasmine’s pretended indifference crumbled.
His eyes drifted to her plump lips. Unable to restrain the inflating longing for a taste, he leaned down slowly despite her possible rejection. 
Who was he kidding? He had never been rejected.
Abstractedly, she closed her eyes and leaned forward as his magnetic desirability was pulling her closer to him…
Then, a tap on her shoulder startled her. Her eyes flew open, Marcus’ gorgeous face merely a couple of inches away from hers.
 “I am going to the ladies’ room,” Iris said to Jasmine, oblivious to the overloaded sexual tension between her best friend and the bouncer.
“Wait.” Jasmine grabbed Iris’ hand and turned to Marcus. “Give me a minute.”
He nodded politely and stepped aside.
“I am sorry, Iris,” Jasmine said to her friend.
“For what? You are having a great time.” Iris tilted her head towards Marcus and gave Jasmine a mischievous wink.
Jasmine grinned, leaning in closer to Iris, and said in her ear, “His name is Marcus. He is so hot, isn’t he? He is like a cup of hot white chocolate latte.” She turned to peek at him and found his eyes fixed on her. Quickly averting her eyes, she could feel her face getting hot.
“I hope he tastes as delicious as the white chocolate latte,” Iris said with a huge grin, squeezing Jasmine’s hand. “Don’t waste your time chatting with me then.”
I hope he tastes good, too… Jasmine thought. Just thinking about it made her body shiver.
Iris told Jasmine that she was going to find Antonio after using the ladies’ room and gave Jasmine a hug.
“Come back here if you can’t find him, okay?” Jasmine said. 
Iris nodded and walked towards the main bar.
Maybe I should go with her… Jasmine thought. 
‘Going to the restroom together’ was their girl code when they were out, and Jasmine felt unsettled as she just let Iris go by herself. She kept her eyes on Iris until Iris turned a corner and disappeared.
Marcus was speaking with a waitress when Jasmine walked back to their table. He ended their conversation when he saw her, and the beautiful waitress gave her a flirtatious smile before walking away.
“Everything all right?” Jasmine asked when she sat down across from Marcus. 
He frowned, watching her sit down. He then extended his hand to take hers and pulled her up to sit next to him, his eyes locked with hers.
Jasmine just let him, as if submitting to him were her nature. It was the complete opposite of her strong personality. She was independent, opinionated, and all about women’s empowerment. Sometimes she wondered if that was the reason why she had not had a boyfriend since college, but she would never change that about herself.
This is… She felt completely bewildered by her reaction to this man. She was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. Her pragmatic mind just took off running and left her alone with him. 
He picked up the champagne from the ice bucket and filled up two flutes. Jasmine was watching him, and then she noticed that it was a brand new bottle and clean flutes.
“Wouldn’t you get in trouble for drinking on the job?” she asked him, receiving the flute he handed her.
He looked around, as if checking if anyone was watching, and whispered in her ear, “Not if I am the boss.”
She was ready to take a sip of her drink when he spoke. She was glad that she did not; otherwise, she would have choked on it. She pulled back to stare at him, looking for any sign of jest.
Giving her a flirty wink, he clinked his flute against hers and said, “To serendipity.”
 
 
 
 
——
 
For more titles, visit www.SufenAdams.com.
 

NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
 
 
 
 
 
 
Soon after finishing The Very Thought of You Duet, I started to plot the next book of the series, thinking about writing Antonio’s, Jasmine’s, or David and Jane’s story. I used the notebook, which contains many random ideas and dialogues I had been jotting down for stories, to form an abstraction. I forgot that I had also written down thoughts and experiences while my mother and sister were sick and after they passed away. All the memories from that period of dark time came rushing back when I read what I wrote.
I lost my mother to kidney cancer in 2016, and one year later, breast and colorectal cancers took my only sister’s life. She was only fifty-two years old that year. The fear, agony, and heartbreak had never felt any less after all those years. I thought writing about my experiences and how I felt might be able to help me heal, so I started to contemplate the storyline. It also meant I had to let go of one of my beloved characters. I did not realize it was such a difficult decision. It took me months to decide that Marcus would be the one suffering the sickness.
Marcus evoked sorrowful memories that I had of my beloved mother’s and sister’s journeys with cancer. What he had endured, the surgeries and fighting for his life in the ICU, was based on real events that my sister had gone through. The thread when Marcus used a journey as a metaphor for his passing is based on the letter my sister wrote telling us that she was simply on a long journey and would stay at that amazing place, a paradise, she came upon. Because of that, I refused to attend her funeral, as I truly believed there should not be a funeral if she had merely journeyed to her paradise.
What Jasmine lived through was my very own experience when I watched both my mother and sister physically and mentally suffer the pain. And while writing how the people around Marcus grieved for his passing, I had to pause the writing a few times because it truly saddened me and forced me to remember the painful experiences my family, especially my father, and I had.
After finishing this story, I had tremendous difficulty letting Marcus go. Therefore, with my daughter’s encouragement, I wrote a short story about him. If you believe in spirits and the afterlife, Sixteen Reasons - Marcus is your book.
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