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Josie

My boss commanded attention wherever he went, and in the boardroom of Elysian Enterprises, he was the king. Born to be a CEO, Dante Callahan exuded power and confidence. From the three-piece suits he wore like a ceremonial suit of armor to the permanent 5 o’clock shadow that always seemed to stay the same length, everything about him was poised and perfect.
“Have you got all the documents I need, Josie?” he asked quietly as various people entered the room. Acquisitions, logistics, finance, business development; every department involved in the West Coast expansion plans had a person there to strategize or add their expertise. Even Camilla Sharpe, the head of interior design, was present. She stood out among the monochromatic black and gray suits around her, a burgundy power suit broadcasting that she was the only creative in the room, and she didn’t care who knew it. Dante was the only other person breaking up the monotony, his expertly tailored suit a deep navy that made his sharp blue eyes stand out even more.
“All right here,” I said, tapping my tablet. I had never once let him down, but Dante always doubled checked everything. I didn’t take it personally, he was all about details and expected everybody to be the same. If anything, Dante held himself to an even higher standard than anyone else and it inspired people to rise to his level.
I tried not to stare at Camilla’s gorgeous outfit. She always dressed to impress, but the men who thought she was nothing but a pretty blonde quickly learned not to underestimate her. She was fierce, strong, bold. Next to her, I faded away into the background. But that was my job. Assisting Dante required many things from me: late nights, early mornings, my phone to always be on, an ability to anticipate Dante’s every need, and to fade into the background so he could do his thing. My wardrobe was nothing but pantsuits and business skirts, all in shades of neutrals. It wasn’t my place to pull focus.
“Right,” Dante said, not even having to raise his voice above the quiet chatter. One word, and everyone in the room stopped and looked at him. “We all know why we are here. Elysian has conquered the East Coast, and our western expansion is underway. Let’s start with an update about where we are with the Seattle project.”
The meeting started, and I got to work, not talking, but listening.
The boardroom was all glass and steel and theater. Power wrapped in corporate luxury. Wealth in every detail, down to the hand-stitched leather chairs. I sat two seats to Dante’s right, stylus balanced between my fingers, tablet glowing softly in front of me. The others at the table talked—department heads, consultants, legal—but I watched the space between what they said and what Dante was waiting to hear.
That was the real job. Not note-taking. Anticipating. Mapping terrain before the storm hit.
At the head of the table, Dante leaned back in his chair, one arm slung casually across the armrest like he wasn’t orchestrating the entire room with a glance and a question here and there. His dark hair was slicked back, the fade in the back and sides crisp from the barber’s appointment yesterday. He looked sharp. He always did.
But he looked sharpest when he was in control.
“Let’s circle back to site 3,” Dante said, his voice cutting clean through the noise like silk over a blade. “We’re burning daylight waiting for approval from owners who’ve already made up their minds.”
“They haven’t said no,” Barry, head of acquisitions, replied, smoothing his shirt like she could iron out resistance. “They’ve just…gone quiet. The diner’s the biggest holdout. Family-run. Sentiment-heavy.”
Diner.
I kept my face still. But my stomach pitched. I wasn’t privy to all the details of Dante’s projects, I was too busy making things flow smoothly and handling the rest of his life. Appointments, dinner reservations, dog groomers. I handled his personal affairs as much as his business ones. If not more so. I knew he was about to break ground on a series of new luxury apartment buildings in Seattle, but I didn’t know he was buying out small businesses to do it.
A memory bloomed behind my eyes: Formica tables, the hiss of bacon on a griddle, my mom’s tired smile as she wiped down the counter. The smell of burnt coffee that somehow still felt like home. My parents’ diner in Asbury Park, New Jersey, where I’d spent the majority of my childhood.
Gone now. Taken over by a corporation that ate up small businesses and destroyed community. Not this company, but the same playbook. The same slow chokehold in a nicer suit. It wasn’t Dante’s usual wheelhouse. In the company’s home base of New York City, he’d focused most of his attention on dilapidated buildings and abandoned lots. I always thought it was a shame to lose some of the history, but I couldn’t argue with the business sense it made to tear them down and start fresh. But this was different. This could destroy livelihoods. My fingers tightened around my stylus.
“They won’t last if we wait them out,” Barry continued. “Margins like that don’t float forever. We can tighten the offer.”
“No,” Dante said, and his voice went low. Final. “We’re not twisting the knife. Not until we see what permits give us.”
He said it like ethics were strategy. Not kindness. Never kindness. That wasn’t his currency.
I typed anyway, translating the directive into something actionable and bloodless.
“Josephine,” Dante said suddenly, still looking at the projection screen. “Make a note to loop in municipal affairs. I want leverage if the local council starts squirming.”
I didn’t miss a beat. “Already flagged it. I’ll follow up by end of day.”
That earned me a flick of his gaze.
A half-second. But it landed.
His eyes, glacier blue and intense, rested on me with something I dared to call satisfied. It was an expression I’d seen before. When I brought in his favorite coffee–slow drip, dark roast, single origin, Cuban beans–without having to be asked. When I anticipated his need for a certain document before he had to say something. And that one night, six years ago, when I’d just started working for him and our flirtation reached fever pitch. He’d taken me home to his gorgeous penthouse apartment and made me feel things I hadn’t thought possible. A one-time moment that had gotten me out of his system and put him firmly in mine. I’d never forgotten the feeling of his lips on my neck or the way our fingers entwined. 
My pulse quickened, but I kept my face still, attentive.
He looked away first, this time. A rare thing. I noted it, cataloged it, and let it go.
“Your assistant’s terrifying,” Barry muttered to Dante with a tight smile.
“I pay her to be,” he said, without humor.
Someone across the table chuckled. I didn’t.
“What’s our exposure if this delays zoning approvals?” Dante asked, shifting back into strategy. “I want projections—worst case, best case, and what happens if the diner goes scorched earth and calls the press.”
I spoke before anyone else could fumble for a number. “Legal’s soft estimate was a six-week delay. If local media gets wind of it, you’re looking at public hearings. Possibly a grassroots stall if they make it a ‘small business versus big corporation’ story.”
I didn’t want Dante to fail, but the small part of me that was still that fifteen-year-old girl, holding my shellshocked mother and blinking back tears, wanted exactly the outcome I had described.
Dante looked at me again, slower this time. “You get all that from a silence?”
I met his gaze. “Silence is usually the loudest part of the meeting.”
A corner of his mouth twitched. Almost a smile. Almost.
I hated how good that made me feel.
I went back to my notes, stylus moving, pretending I didn’t know exactly what his smirk looked like in a dark room, or what it had felt like when he'd kissed my shoulder after—no, during—a breathless laugh, six years ago, when I thought he might just be reckless enough to love me back.
But that was before I learned better. Dante Callahan didn’t do relationships. And I struggled to do anything short of devotion. 

The moment the conference room doors shut behind the last executive, I gathered my tablet and stylus with practiced efficiency, jaw tight, chest knotted. Dante didn’t look at me as we walked the short distance back to his office, but he didn’t have to. I felt the weight of him beside me. The heat, the presence, the quiet gravity he carried like an extension of his expensive watch and impossible standards. Always there.
Inside his office, the door clicked shut with the whisper of soft-close hinges. I waited until he’d rounded the corner of his sleek, black walnut desk, until he’d unbuttoned his suit jacket and sat, before I spoke. I knew not to rush him. And maybe I wanted a barrier between us before I spoke up.
“We shouldn’t go after that diner.”
His eyes flicked to me, one brow arched. I’d never voiced my opinion on his work before.
“You have a problem with the acquisition strategy?” he asked, voice neutral, cool. But I knew him too well. There was a faint edge there, like the sharpened blade of curiosity.
I took a breath. “I have a problem with targeting a family-run business that’s been part of a community for decades. It’s not just bad optics—it’s short-sighted. The backlash could tank the entire rollout. You don’t need a protest on your hands or an exposé about corporate gentrification in the Seattle Times.”
I knew better than to present an emotional argument, even though my heart pounded against my ribs like a sledgehammer to a crumbling wall. I didn’t want to be involved in the destruction of a small business like that. I had never met these people, I didn’t know them…Except I did, in a way. And I knew what the repercussions of something like this could be. I didn’t want another family to be devastated like mine was.
Dante leaned back slightly, fingers steepling. “They were given a generous offer.”
“Which they haven’t responded to.” I stepped closer, setting my tablet on the edge of his desk. “That’s not hesitation, that’s resistance. And if you push, even politely, it will become a story. One you won’t control.”
He watched me like I was something under glass. Not an assistant. Not a subordinate. A creature he wanted to study. He wasn’t used to being disagreed with.
I held back a shudder. Not out of fear or revulsion, but because I knew exactly what it felt like to be taken apart and put back together by Dante Callahan.
“And what do you suggest?” he asked, voice low.
“Give them space,” I said, gaining confidence. He wasn’t dismissing me outright. “Open a dialogue. Find out what they actually want—if it’s about legacy, maybe you help them relocate or preserve some piece of their story. Put a plaque in the new building. A corner booth rebuilt in their honor. Something. Make it human.”
“Human doesn’t build profit.”
“It builds loyalty,” I countered, pulse quickening. “And Elysian has always branded itself as progressive and lifestyle-oriented. You start steamrolling families, you kill that narrative. And I don’t care how many rooftop infinity pools you add, that stain won’t come out.”
The silence stretched. Not cold. Charged.
I can do this. He’s actually listening to me, and he knows I’m right.
Dante stood slowly, and suddenly he was too close—one step, maybe two. I didn’t back away. I never did. But I felt the space between us shrink until it was tight with heat and memory and something that felt dangerously close to a dare.
“I didn’t ask for a lesson in branding, Fifi,” he said, voice low but sharp. It was the nickname my brother used. Dante had picked it up from him, and it never failed to make me feel like an idiot kid. My brother, Aiden, had started working for Dante before me and had risen through the ranks to head of security. “I asked for your efficiency. Your precision. Your ability to anticipate my needs before I speak them.”
My heart was in my throat. My knees threatened to wobble, but I braced them.
“You pay me to be smart,” I replied, chin lifting. “Not silent.”
His gaze dipped to my mouth. Just for a second.
Did I imagine that?
I stared at him.
Does it matter if he did?
He didn’t move. Neither did I.
The air vibrated between us, thick with everything we didn’t say. Everything we hadn’t said for six years.
His jaw tightened. He stepped back.
The moment collapsed.
“Cancel my morning meetings,” he said, voice clipped, turning away to pick up his phone. “I’m out tonight. Dominion Society.”
I was being dismissed. He wasn’t going to take my advice. I stepped back, too, putting even more distance between us. Shrinking back into my armor of efficiency and beige pants suits.
The Dominion Society. Of course.
The name Dante and his friends from college had given themselves before they’d all made their names in their respective businesses. Code for cocktails, private lounges, imported whiskey, and tailored suits too expensive. And inevitably, a woman. Some model or art dealer or heiress who didn’t know—or didn’t care—that Dante Callahan didn’t call twice.
“Understood,” I said, cool again. Professional. I reached for my tablet, fingers steady, even as something inside me curled in on itself.
Whatever that night between us had been—a spark, a mistake—it hadn’t lingered for him.
It shouldn’t for me.
I went back to my desk, canceling non-essential appointments and rescheduling important ones with a bitter taste in my mouth.
“Work always comes first for me. Now that we’ve done this, we can just focus on work from now on.”
That’s what he’d said to me in the morning. Work comes first. Except, apparently, when he was hungover or still in bed with whatever beautiful woman he had spent the night with. It was the hypocrisy that bothered me. Mostly. I had no grounds to be jealous.
I’d been watching my boss have one-night stands for six years, proving time and again that no matter what my hopeless heart wanted, Dante Callehan was not the man for me.
If only logic made a difference. 
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Josie

My apartment smelled like garlic and onions, sharp and familiar, clinging to the walls like memory. I stirred the pot out of habit more than need, the wooden spoon circling through the tomato base that was already thickening. My father’s marinara recipe didn’t need measuring cups or timers—just muscle memory and a little heartache. Both of which I had in spades tonight.
There were many times in the thirteen years since his death that I wished I could get his advice on something. But my current predicament wasn’t something a parent could help with.
From her perch at the kitchen island, my roommate, Margo, lifted one foot onto the stool’s rickety crossbar and leaned her chin into her palm, watching me with catlike laziness. She wore blue silk pajama pants with tigers on them and a smear of red lipstick so bold it looked like it had been chosen out of spite.
Margo was everything I wasn’t: a fashion stylist for a glossy magazine, she expressed herself in bold creativity and never held back expressing her opinions or emotions. She dressed like he was about to go down a runway, even when she was relaxing at home. She’d been a great friend to me since I moved to NYC from Asbury Park, with an abundance of street smarts that had gotten me out of trouble more than once, especially in my first few years in the city.
“You’re miserable,” she said, snatching a slice of sourdough from the cutting board like she’d earned it.
“I’m not miserable,” I lied, nudging the flame down a notch. “Just… conflicted.”
“Mm.” She chewed thoughtfully, as if tasting my denial along with the bread. “You wear misery like a beige blazer. Which—speaking of—can we talk about that tombstone-gray outfit you have on today?”
I’d taken off said blazer to cook, replacing it with a worn-out apron from my parents’ diner that I’d repaired more times than I could count.
I wiped my hands on the kitchen towel, frowning. “It’s appropriate for work.”
“It’s appropriate for a mannequin in a bank window,” Margo said, eyes dancing. “It’s not you. Where’s the girl who used to thrift for 1950s cocktail dresses and wore cherry red cat-eye sunglasses just to go to the bodega?”
“She got a job,” I muttered. “And bills. And a boss with a vendetta against joy.”
“Dante Callahan.” Margo said his name the way some people say tax audit. “What’s he done now?”
I hesitated, letting the steam from the pot fog up my glasses. I always wore contacts at work, but took them out the second I got home. I didn’t like how they made my eyes feel scratchy. “There’s this diner in Seattle. Old place, family-owned. He’s planning to buy it out—bulldoze it for one of his luxury apartment blocks.”
“Oof.” She slumped in her seat. She knew all about my parents’ diner and what happened to it after my dad died.  
“Yeah,” I sighed. “I don’t know, I just…I guess sometimes I wonder what I’m doing with my life. I put up with managing his life. I’m not just managing his work life, it’s all his appointments and his dinner reservations too. Hell, I’ve even arranged taxis for his one-night stands before.”
Margo made a face like I’d just told her I shovel dog poop with my bare hands. “Dude.”
“I know.” I hung my head and let the aroma of my dad’s marinara sauce ground me. “Sometimes I wonder if I should just quit.”
“So quit,” she said easily, like it was that simple. 
I didn’t answer right away. Just reached for the basil, tore a few leaves, and dropped them into the pot.
Margo didn’t fill the silence—she never did when it mattered. Eventually, I said, “I wish it were that easy.”
It wasn’t the first time I’d threatened to quit. In private, that is. I’d never voiced a word of this to Dante. 
“It is,” she countered. “But you won’t.”
I turned to face her, crossing my arms, sauce-stained towel in one hand. “He pays well. And my mom—she needs the help. Aiden’s got a growing family to take care of, he can’t cover all her assisted living bills. And it’s not all bad. Dante can be harsh sometimes, sure, but there are times when I see the man behind the mask. You saw what he said in the Christmas card he gave me…He needs me.”
I’d read that card more times than was healthy.
“Josie, my girl Friday,
I don’t know what I’d do without you.
x Dante”
My heart still raced just a little when I thought about it. His.
The card had come with a gift: an all-expenses-paid three-day vacation at a luxury spa in Connecticut. I’d never felt so pampered.
“He needs you like I need dry-cleaning,” she countered. “You’re useful to him, but you shouldn’t put your life on hold for the guy. What happens when you’re fifty and you’re still stuck looking after this guy? If he hasn’t traded you in for a younger model by then.”
“It’s not the sixties anymore, I’m not there to answer phones and be eye-candy,” I chided her.
Margo’s expression softened, but only slightly. “Just don’t forget, Josie. A gilded cage is still a cage.”
I glanced at the pot again. It was bubbling too fast.
“Since when do you shrink yourself to be the perfect side character in someone else’s story?” she added.
That one landed.
I stirred the sauce again, slower this time, like I could smooth out the ache in my chest if I just kept moving.
I plated the pasta and slid a bowl across the counter to Margo, who accepted it with a purr of satisfaction and a flourish of her spoon like she was dining in a Roman trattoria, not our too-small Brooklyn kitchen.
“God, if you ever do quit your job, promise me you’ll open a food truck,” she said between bites. “You could call it ‘Emotional Baggage & Bolognese.’”
I gave her a look. “Thanks, I’ll add it to my manifestation journal.”
I had no desire to get into the food business. I enjoyed cooking too much to turn it into a job. I’d seen how hard my parents worked, how struggling to keep the business afloat slowly sucked the passion out of them. For me, food was love. And love wasn’t something I was going to monetize.
She grinned, then skewered me with that all-seeing gaze. “So, are you going to admit to the real reason you won’t leave Dante?”
“I don’t know what you mean,” I frowned, avoiding eye contact.
“Uh-huh.” She twirled the pasta around her fork with a theatrical flourish.
“No, I really don’t.”
“Fine, if you want me to say it…” She cocked her head. “A singular night of passion with one of the few men in this world who can find the clitoris–”
“Margo!” I interrupted her, almost choking on my spaghetti. I’d told her that we’d slept together, but I certainly hadn’t given her any of the sordid details. Even if she was correct. Oh boy, he didn’t just know how to find it, but how to work magic that I didn’t know was possible. 
My roommate was undeterred by my embarrassment. “I’m just saying, you had this magical night with the guy and you’ve been mooning over him ever since.”
I stabbed at my pasta. “It’s not like that.”
“Josie,” she said gently, “you haven’t dated anyone seriously since you moved here. You barely date, period. You go on these polite little coffee things, then ghost them when they send you a meme.”
“I do not ghost people for memes.”
“Okay, not just for memes. But you never feel the spark.”
“Because there’s never a spark,” I said, exasperated. “Not with the guys Aiden keeps setting me up with. I swear he has a talent for finding the blandest men in Manhattan. I had more chemistry with my Uber driver last week than with Ethan-who-sells-microchips.”
My brother seemed to be constantly on the lookout to find me a partner. I figured Mom was at least somewhat to blame. She often asked me when I was going to settle down, as if I was painting the town red and not just extremely busy and dealing with an ever-worsening dating pool.
Margo set her fork down. “You’re not looking for a spark. You’re looking for a damn firework show that’s been choreographed by Baz Luhrmann. You’re chasing some perfect fantasy of love that doesn’t exist.”
I bristled. “It’s not a fantasy. I just want what my parents had.”
She groaned. “Josie, they were fourteen when they met. They didn’t even know what love was.”
“They were in love,” I said quietly. “You could feel it in the way they looked at each other. The way my dad used to pull my mom onto his feet and slow dance with her in the middle of a Sunday shift. I saw it.”
“Most people don’t marry their high school sweethearts,” she said with a shudder.
“Don’t I know it,” I grumbled. My high school relationship had made it past graduation. I thought he was the one. I tried so hard to make him happy, to be the kind of girl he wanted to marry. We made it until we were twenty-two before he abruptly dumped me. But the real kicker was when he immediately started dating a co-worker, and they were married within a year. All that time and effort I spent bending over backwards for him, wasted. I’d moved to NYC as soon as I could, and Aiden had hooked me up with the job as Dante’s assistant. The rest was history. “Is it really so much to believe in true love, though? I want that kind of devotion. I want babies while I’m still young enough to run around and play with them.”
Margo didn’t argue right away. Just tilted her head and looked at me in that careful, surgical way she did when she was about to say something that cut clean.
“And how are you ever going to feel that way with someone,” she asked softly, “if you’re still on Dante’s hook?”
My mouth went dry.
“You’re not available, Josie. Not really. You keep waiting for him to be different. But he’s not going to give you what you want. Not the real stuff. He’s too emotionally locked down. And let’s be honest—he’s a player.”
“I’ve seen the other side of him,” I said, more defensive than I meant to. “He’s not all suits and strategy. There’s something real underneath.”
“I’m sure there is. But it doesn’t matter if he keeps it locked in a vault and only lets it out to breathe once a decade.” Margo leaned forward. “You can’t build a life on a memory and a maybe.”
I looked down at my half-eaten pasta. “Maybe if I were more like the women he sleeps with… maybe he’d see me differently.”
Margo blinked. “Seriously?”
I felt heat rise up my neck. “I don’t know. They’re always effortless. Confident. Sexy. I’m just the assistant in beige.”
“You can’t tie yourself in knots trying to be someone you’re not and expect to be happy,” she said. “Real love might not be all sunshine and rainbows, but it does mean being loved for who you truly are. Not because you performed the role better than the last girl.”
I swallowed, my throat suddenly tight.
“I’ll think about it,” I said quietly.
She gave me a smile that didn’t press, just held space.
We finished dinner in companionable silence, the kind that only comes from years of friendship and shared grief and pasta eaten too fast.
I didn’t change out of my neutral work slacks until well after the dishes were done, and when I went to my closet, I realized that what used to be bright vintage dresses and patterned fabric had slowly morphed to boring professional blazers and don’t-see-me greige. Even my silly cartoon-covered pajama pants had faded, like they were trying to fit in with the rest of my wardrobe.
I might not be ready to leave Dante, but I did need to think about where my life was going before I ended up not having one at all.
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Dante

The Rex Leonum was my favorite place to meet up with my friends. The bar was pure velvet discretion—no signage, no music loud enough to ruin conversation, no tourists. Just a thick oak door tucked between two art galleries in SoHo and a brass lion’s head knocker you had to know to knock twice, then once, then twice again.
Inside, it was all low lighting and moody shadows. Edison bulbs suspended in smoked glass. Booths upholstered in dark green leather. Everything whispered money and exclusivity. The kind of place you didn’t get invited to unless you were the one signing the checks.
We had the best table in the corner—half-moon booth, a view of the room, and enough distance that no one could overhear shit.
Theo, a luxury tech and AI genius, was nursing an old-fashioned and swiping through something on his phone, probably reviewing a programming problem or lining up his next one-night stand. Same difference with him. He approached both with the same strategic mind. Gio, who owned a range of exclusive clubs, boutique hotels, and private resorts, had already slipped the bartender his card and was ordering off-menu cocktails like this was his personal playground. Knowing Gio, it might’ve been. He owned so many businesses I’d lost track. I preferred to perfect one thing.
Silas, a financier and venture capitalist, sat like he was carved from marble—tailored charcoal suit, gold cufflinks, zero emotion. He hadn’t spoken more than five words since we got there, which for Silas meant he was in a good mood.
Griffin, a rebel filmmaker turned media mogul, was the opposite. Talking too fast, drinking too slow. He was on a story about a director who faked a coma to get out of a contract, dragging it out with way too many pauses and facial expressions.
“I swear to God, the guy had an oxygen mask and a fake nurse. Even got the hospital to comp the room.”
“Sounds like someone you’d hire,” Theo muttered.
Griffin shrugged. “Creative problem solving.”
I tuned them out. Not because they weren’t entertaining, but because I needed a distraction. The only thing better than the bar’s exclusivity and anonymity was the women who frequented it. Models, actresses, heiresses. You could be assured they weren’t there to gold dig or sell a torrid one-night stand story to the press. 
And that’s when I saw her.
Leaning against the bar, sipping a drink the color of blood and sin. Red dress. High slit. The kind of woman who knew every eye was on her and didn’t give a damn. Her rich brunette hair shone gold in the low light, and her hourglass figure was begging to have hands all over her. Preferably mine. 
“She looks familiar,” Theo said, noticing where my attention had wandered.
“I’ve never seen her before,” I said, hoping she wasn’t one of Theo’s former conquests. He’s been blazing through them like wildfire lately.
“Neither have but…” He thought for a moment. “Wait, your assistant.”
“What about Josephine?” I said, my hand tightening around the cut-glass tumbler that held the last of my Sazerac.
“Dress that woman up in a practical pantsuit and she could be her twin,” Theo insisted.
“How many old-fashioneds have you had?” I asked, eyeing my oldest friend like he needed his sight checked. Josie was nothing like the woman at the bar. She was far too sweet and innocent for starters. Sure, they were both brunettes. And they had full lips, but that wasn’t enough of a resemblance.
“Not enough to forget that you have type,” Theo grinned. Beside us, Griffin was trying to convince Silas that his new project was worth investing in, while Gio commentated like he was watching a sport.
“...and Silas Drake hits Griffin Chase with his standard defense: show me the spreadsheets! Oooh, Griffin is using the artistic vision plea. He’s going to have to try a different tactic if he wants Silas to cough up…”
“I don’t have a type,” I grumbled. One of the reasons I’d been eager to get out of the office and fill up on whiskey was to get Josie out of my head. 
She thinks I’m a monster for wanting to tear down that diner, as if she knows my hometown better than me.
“You never used to,” Theo countered. “In college, you only had one criterion: hot. Don’t think I haven’t noticed your tastes veering towards brown haired girls with Bambi eyes.”
“Whatever you’re insinuating, you’re wrong,” I said, turning my attention back to the woman in red. I was wasting time listening to Theo’s bullshit. Men were circling her like sharks smelling blood in the water, and I’d already set my sights on her.
“I’m just saying, maybe you didn’t get that itch scratched the first time,” Theo shrugged.
I wished I’d never told him that I’d slept with Josie. We weren’t the kind of guys who bragged about our conquests, and that wasn’t why I’d said anything.
“You know I don’t go back for seconds,” I replied, before draining the last of my drink. I didn’t do relationships. They were nothing but a liability. “Besides, she’s a great assistant and she’s of more value to me that way. Not to mention, Aiden would try to kill me. I’ve already broken the bro code once, if he found out…the guy used to be an MMA fighter when we first met, and he knows his way around a gun. I made him head of security for a reason. Plus, there are rules at work about intra-office relations. You know what it’s like when you have a board and investors to answer to.”
“Wow,” Theo stared at me, a mischievous glint in his eyes. “You really had all those excuses at the ready, huh? What’s that Shakespeare line about protesting too much?”
“Fuck off,” I said flatly, rolling my eyes.
“Hey man, it’s your state of denial.” He held up his hands like he was innocent. 
Instead of vindicating him with another response, I turned my attention back to the woman in red. I watched her for a beat. The way her lips closed around the straw as she ignored the attempts at flirting from the free men around her. The slow turn of her head, like she was scanning for something better.
So I gave her better.
Slid out of the booth and crossed the room with the confidence of a man who never heard no. Because I hadn’t.
“What’s in the glass?” I asked, leaning against the bar beside her while I signalled to the bartender for another drink.
She turned, slow and amused. “Poison, probably. But it’s got a pretty garnish.”
“Let me guess. Vodka cranberry. Extra lime. Tastes like regret, but goes down easy.”
She smirked. “Close. Pomegranate and gin. And you are…?”
“Dante.” I offered my hand. She shook it, nails scarlet, grip like silk over steel.
“Arielle.”
“Pretty name. French?”
“Parents were pretentious. You know how it goes.”
I laughed, low and genuine. “I do. Mine named my brother after a Roman emperor. Then named me after hell.”
I didn’t have a brother, but I wasn’t here to share anything real, and by her aloof, femme fatale affectation, I didn’t think I’d be getting anything all that truthful out of her either. The last thing I needed was to be thinking about my sister, the only woman in my life I truly cared about. Well, besides Josie. And I was here to forget about her for the night.
“You must be an expert in sin,” she smirked. “Which one are you most guilty of?”
The bartender placed another Sazerac in front of me, and I took a long sip before answering.
“Greed,” I said, enjoying the way her eyes widened in surprise. It was the first genuine hint of emotion I’d seen from her.
“Most men would have said lust,” she pointed out, cocking her head. “Or maybe pride.”
“I like to be honest,” I said.
“I’m sure that’s not true,” she laughed.
Touche. 
“And yet that’s why I came over here, I saw the way all those other guys were crowded around you. I wanted you all to myself,” I countered. I was enjoying this back and forth, but I intended to win and collect my prize.
She leaned in slightly, voice low and teasing. “I’m sure nobody has ever accused you of sloth.”
She was close now. I could smell her perfume—something dark, musky, and feminine, with a hint of spice, like clove and orange peel. Her thigh brushed mine as she shifted. Intentional. Bold.
Theo was crazy, she was nothing like Josie.
I grinned. “What about you? I can’t be the only one here confessing my vices.”
“Hmm.” She ran her fingers over the condensation on her glass with deliberate motion, like it wasn’t a glass she was rubbing at all. “Gluttony. I just can’t get too much of a good thing. Alcohol, clothes, dancing…sex.”
Another way she was Josie’s opposite. My assistant was all virtues. Kind, helpful, giving, demure. The woman was practically a saint. 
“I’m not much of a dancer, and I prefer to see clothes come off,” I said, wondering how long this flirtation would have to go on before I could suggest getting a hotel room. There was a Sullivan hotel not far from the Rex Leonum that I frequented with my one-night stands. I never went back to my place. I’d made that mistake once. Josie’s sweet scent had stayed on my sheets for days.
“Some things on my list rank above others,” she smirked. “Tell me, Dante. What do you do when you’re not charming strangers in low-lit bars?”
“Break ground, break records, break hearts. In that order.”
She laughed. “Sexy and dangerous. You really are trying to distract me.”
“Is it working?”
“Maybe.”
It was working for me. For a moment, I forgot the way Josie had stared at me like she expected me to be a better man than I was. Her warm brown eyes looking up at me with the same kind of hope I’d seen that night six years ago. She didn’t understand why the old wasn’t something to hang onto.
“Dante?” Arielle asked when I didn’t respond right away.
Shit.
I downed my drink, trying to burn the memories out of my brain. Josie, Seattle, the past. 
“Do you want to get out of here?” I gave Arielle a challenging look, daring her to be the new I needed.
“I thought you’d never ask.”

The hotel was two blocks from the bar—private elevator, skyline view, sheets that felt like spun air. I’d used it before. Arielle didn’t ask questions, just slipped her arm through mine as we crossed the marble lobby.
In the room, the lights stayed low. She kicked off her heels, her red dress pooling at her ankles like liquid silk. She was beautiful—long legs, perfect skin, a mouth made for sin—and she touched me like she knew exactly how to burn a man down.
I let her.
I wanted to want her.
I kissed her hard, let my hands roam, pressed her back against the bed. Her brown hair lay in a fan around her head as she looked up at me, waiting for me to take her. I paused.
Arielle laughed—low, breathy—like she thought my hesitation was foreplay. I ran a hand through her hair, cupped the back of her neck, and closed my eyes.
But it wasn’t Arielle’s mouth I saw when I blinked.
It was hers.
Josie, lips swollen from kissing, voice husky as she told me she wanted me. Josie, eyes wide and startled the first time I kissed her, like she hadn’t expected me to mean it. Josie, who moaned my name like a secret the night we said we wouldn’t do it again.
And then did. Again. And again. All in the same night, because I knew once it was over, I couldn’t keep her.
I rolled away from Arielle, blinking at the ceiling with clenched fists.
“Hey,” she said, surprised. “Something wrong?”
I stood, grabbing my boxers and shoving myself back into them. The flesh was willing. It was my mind that was the problem. 
Fucking Theo. He’d put shit in my head that wasn’t real.
“I shouldn’t have brought you here,” I said, pulling on my shirt. Thank God I hadn’t worn a three-piece to the bar. I usually left the vest behind for easier undressing, but tonight I was glad to be making an even quicker getaway.
She sat up, confused but not angry. “You got someone waiting at home?”
“No.” I wasn’t going to elaborate. I didn’t owe her anything. She could go back to the bar and find someone else to sate her hunger. 
She studied me for a beat, then reached for her dress. “You want me to go.”
“I’ll call a car.”
She smiled softly. “For what it’s worth, I don’t think it’s me you’re mad at.”
She was too intuitive for comfort. I nodded, gave her my hand as she stepped back into her heels, then watched the elevator close between us.
And then I was alone. Still hard. Still haunted.
I stared at the floor-to-ceiling window as city lights bled into the horizon. Manhattan glittered like temptation and failure and everything I couldn’t fix.
The whole night should’ve worked.
It usually did.
I’d done this before—picked someone up, gone through the motions, erased the ache just long enough to sleep. But ever since Josie, every woman I touched felt like a knockoff version of something I couldn’t name. The taste faded fast. The rush never hit.
And tonight? Nothing.
Just a dull throb in my chest and lower, frustration so sharp I could’ve punched something.
I pulled out my phone and opened the email app instead.
The Seattle deal.
That’s what it was. Stress. Pressure. I had ten million reasons to be off my game, none of which wore bright eyes and a soft mouth and brought me espresso in a navy mug because it “matched my soul.”
I tugged my jacket back on and left the hotel room behind. The elevator ride was silent, cold.
Work would fix this. It always did.
I texted my driver to meet me at the corner and told him to take me straight to the office.
It was nearly midnight when I walked through the lobby of my building, but the lights on the executive floor were motion-triggered and unforgiving. Everything gleamed: glass, chrome, polished wood. I hated how sterile it looked when it was empty. Too many ghosts.
I made a beeline for my office, tugged off my jacket, rolled up my sleeves, and dropped into my chair. The spreadsheets waited like old friends—familiar, predictable, demanding. I dove into projections, forecasts, contracts. Buried myself in numbers.
Anything but her.
Josie didn’t belong here.
She didn’t belong in my thoughts, in my bed, in my goddamn bloodstream like some kind of virus I couldn’t shake.
She was just my assistant. Just a mistake. Just a moment I should’ve left in the past.
I opened a new file and started drafting Seattle contingency notes. My fingers moved fast, but my chest stayed tight. I needed that diner to cave if this was going to work. My hometown was going to know my name. I’d prove my worth and pave over my past.
I’d pull an all-nighter if I had to. Stay until the sun came up.
If I worked hard enough, I’d forget the sound of her moans…or the way she looked at me that night like I was something good. Something real.
I wasn’t.
I never would be.
So I worked. And pretended the fire in my blood was whiskey and ambition, instead of the memories I was trying so hard to leave behind.
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Josie

The next morning, I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I knew what logic said: I was an idiot for staying with Dante. But my heart wanted something else. Something that I couldn’t have.
I took my time getting to work. I spent time curling my hair instead of pulling it back into a neat bun like usual. My reflection in the mirror looked like a woman in control. Polished. Professional. Someone who knew where her life was going. The problem was—she didn’t.
I got a latte on the way in, lavender oatmilk with a sprinkle of cinnamon on top of whipped cream. I even picked up a choc-chip cookie and an almond croissant. It was a complete indulgence, and I planned to save the cookie for later, but it felt something like freedom. When I got coffee for Dante, I usually got something simple for myself. He was a coffee snob, and I didn’t want to draw attention with my more frivolous tastes.
I still got to work earlier than anyone else. I liked the quiet before the office was filled with chatter. Dante was usually early, too, although today I didn’t expect him until later. I didn’t want to think about why that was.
I stopped by Aiden’s office. He always got in early, too.
“Hey, Aiden,” I said, leaning against the doorframe of my brother’s office. “Looks like it’s just the Blake siblings here. Reminds me of opening up the restaurant with Mom and Dad.”
“Fifi,” my brother grinned, looking up from a pile of letters he was poring through. Some of them were scribbles in red ink, others crumpled at the edges like somebody had been gripping them too hard. “What would they do without us, huh?”
I gave a tight smile. “Right?” What would Aiden think if I quit? He’d gotten me this job, which paid far above the average assistant’s salary. “What are you up to?”
“Oh, just looking at some hate mail,” he said, waving at the array of papers on his desk.
“What?” I asked, frowning. I guess I wasn’t the only one who questioned Dante’s business practices.
“Don’t sweat it,” Aiden said with an easy shrug. “It’s just the normal stuff. How dare we build on an abandoned lot, that used to be their favorite hookup spot. Or somebody angry we tore down a derelict building instead of, you know, housing all of New York’s poor. Nothing to worry about.”
For a moment, I doubted my objection to Dante’s plans for the diner in Seattle, but no. I wasn’t some crackpot who expected Dante to cave to my every whim. I had a real moral argument. A real practical business argument too. I wasn’t crazy.
“How did Georgina’s first ballet lesson go?” I asked, changing the subject. Georgina was Aiden’s eldest daughter. It seemed like just yesterday I was holding her in my arms, just a few hours after Aiden’s wife had given birth. His youngest was five already. Two beautiful girls growing up too fast for me to keep up. I loved deeply and spent as much time with them as I could, but I always left with an ache to have kids of my own and a feeling like I was running out of time.
“She loved it,” my brother beamed, a very proud father, and for good reason. “I swear she’s a natural. And she’s already bugging me about how she wants a tutu in every color. Meanwhile, Christie is exactly the little tomboy you predicted. I’m taking her to a Yankees game this weekend. Dante gave me tickets to his box.”
“She’s going to love that,” I said, hating the way my chest ached at the thought. Not just because I wanted that for myself, but because it was exactly the kind side of Dante that I knew existed beneath all that steely professionalism and intense ambition. The part of him I kept hanging onto, hoping I could uncover more. “I better get going.”
“No rest for Manhattan’s best assistant,” Aiden laughed.
“Oh please,” I rolled my eyes.
“Hey, I’m just quoting Dante,” he said, holding his hands up.
My heart skipped a beat.
“Did he really say that?” I asked, trying to squash the flare of hope that flickered weakly in my chest.
“Well, not in so many words,” he shrugged, ignorant to the fire extinguisher he’d just doused my heart with. “But that’s Dante for you. He says more in his actions than his words.”
My brother thought the world of Dante. They’d met when Aiden was working construction, helping to support Mom and me after Dad died. Dante had taken Aiden with him on his meteoric rise, but Dante had started in construction just like Aiden. It was hard to think of the high-powered business man I knew now, doing hard physical labor. Dante was a man of contradictions, but my family had survived thanks to him. It was difficult to reconcile the two sides of Dante. More and more, all I saw was another heartless CEO. Which side was the real him?
“Yeah,” I agreed, already backing away. Aiden was right, but what were Dante’s actions telling me right now? He’d gone out last night to party and presumably have hot sex with beautiful women. That should say everything. 
My brother’s stomach grumbled.
“I better find something to eat,” he said, stretching in his seat.
“Here.” I handed him my choc-chip cookie. “But you better eat a vegetable today too.”
“Yes, mom,” he joked with fondness.
“I better get to work.” I left my brother’s office and took the elevator up two floors to the executive suite. I had an easier morning ahead of me with all of Dante’s appointments canceled or moved. Plenty of time to think about my future.
Ugh.
But when I got to my desk in front of Dante’s office, instead of a dark, silent room, his lights were on and I could hear the movement.
I frowned.
I wasn’t expecting him until later. Much later. 
Maybe his night out didn’t end with him taking a model to bed?
The thought shouldn’t have rekindled the small ember of hope that I kept holding onto, but it did.
I stepped closer, heels muffled against the carpet, heart starting to beat a little faster. I peered around the frosted glass door, expecting to see him at his desk, in one of his immaculate three-piece suits, frowning at his laptop as he often was. Mornings were my favorite, when Dante’s cologne was still fresh enough to hang in the air, woody with a hint of herb and utterly masculine. But he wasn’t at his desk.
He was standing at the window, arms crossed, suit jacket draped over the back of his chair. His tie hung loose around his neck, shirt wrinkled and untucked. He looked like he hadn’t slept at all. These weren’t his work clothes, they were what he wore when he went out.
There was a bottle of water and a crumpled protein bar wrapper on his desk.
I stopped in the doorway. He smelled like women’s perfume. 
Feminine. Citrussy. Expensive. Not mine.
Did he bring one of his date’s back to the office?
“Didn’t expect to see you here this early,” I said, hearing the edge in my voice before I could file it down. “Eventful night?
He turned, slow. His eyes were shadowed, tired—but there was that easy smirk. Like a satisfied leopard after a successful hunt.
“You could say that.”
It was the way he said it. Casual. As if he wanted me to know that he’d fucked another woman, perhaps even right here. As if he didn’t care if I assumed the worst. And I did. Of course I did. If it hadn’t been here, then he’d taken her to his incredible apartment, had her in the same bed he’d had me. He’d probably left some gorgeous woman tangled in his high-thread-count sheets to come deal with the Seattle project. Because Dante Sullivan always showed up for work. Even if he didn’t show up for anything else.
And that—that was the thing that twisted in my chest.
It wasn’t that he’d slept with someone. I had no claim on him. I was the one who stayed. The one who decided it meant something.
No. It wasn’t jealousy.
It was grief.
Because this man—this brilliant, infuriating, devastating man—was never going to be the version of him I saw in my stupid daydreams. He wasn’t going to suddenly realize he loved me. He wasn’t going to become the man who brought me coffee because he knew how I liked it, or kissed me in public like he didn’t care who saw.
He wasn’t going to become mine.
“Must’ve been quite the night,” I said tightly, stepping inside. “You didn’t even have time for a shower.”
He quirked a brow. “That a hint?”
“No.” I made myself take a few steps into his office. Enough to show him that everything was normal, that I wasn’t breaking my own damn heart every day waiting for Dante to be someone else. “Just an observation.”
He shrugged out of his shirt without preamble, tossing it across the armchair in the corner. My breath caught.
Six year. The last time I saw him like this, we were in his bed. His arms wrapped around me like he didn’t want me to leave. His skin damp with sweat and smelling so delicious I wanted to bury my face in his chest forever.
Defined muscle. Short, well groomed chest hair that faded into a line that led over his flat stomach and into his pants. 
His body hadn’t changed, but somehow it looked sharper now. Like time had carved him deeper. There was a tattoo on his ribs I hadn’t seen before, something in stark black script. Latin, probably. He liked things that didn’t give themselves away too easily.
Just like him.
He pulled the electric razor from his drawer and clicked it on, stepping in front of the mirror like I wasn’t there. Like I wasn’t watching him try to erase the night from his face.
I stared down at my tablet, but I wasn’t reading the screen.
“I’ve moved the Carter Group pitch to noon,” I said, trying to inject steel into my voice. “Since you said you wouldn’t be in this morning.”
“Fine. We’ll move Seattle updates to two. Still haven’t heard back from the city about rezoning. Typical.” He ran the razor along his jawline, brushing the stubble away with his fingers. “Let’s also finalize the Montauk suite specs today. I don’t want to push another deadline.”
His tone was pure business. Crisp, distracted. As if he hadn’t just spent the night screwing someone who wasn’t me.
And that was when it hit me. Really hit me. He didn’t even care that I knew.
Of course he didn’t. Because it didn’t mean anything to him. I didn’t mean anything to him, not like that. And that was my fault, not his.
I was the one who stayed too long. The one who clung to a maybe. I was twenty-eight years old, still playing assistant to a man who saw me as nothing but a tool, while the life I wanted slowly slipped out of reach.
I thought I could handle the proximity. Thought I could watch him sleep with other women and still keep my heart intact. But I couldn’t. Not anymore.
And it wasn’t his fault. It was mine.
I can’t keep doing this to myself.
I swallowed, hard. My fingers clenched the tablet, white-knuckled.
“Dante,” I said quietly.
He glanced at me in the mirror.
“I quit.”
He turned.
The razor stopped buzzing in his hand. The hum cut off like a record scratching, replaced by silence so sudden, it roared in my ears.
His eyes locked on mine, unblinking.
I didn’t look away. Not this time.
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She said it so quietly, I almost didn’t hear her. And for a second, my brain just… stalled. For a heartbeat, I thought I’d misunderstood her. Misheard. But Josie didn’t flinch.
“I quit.” She repeated herself, louder this time.
My thoughts buzzed, white noise in the space where rationality should be. Because Josie wouldn’t quit. She was always there for me, no matter what I needed or how late, or early, it was. I could rely on her. More than I could rely on anyone else. Josie was the one who stayed, who didn’t take my shit but never backed away. 
She stood there, waiting for my response, tablet pressed to her chest like a shield, chin lifted. She was ready for battle. I wasn’t. 
“What?” I said, too sharp. “You—what are you talking about?”
She didn’t look away. Damn her for that. Damn her for always being so composed, even now.
“I’m resigning.” Rephrased, like I hadn’t understood her the first and second time. I hadn’t. And Josie knew that. Knew me.
I blinked. “Is this about money? Do you want a raise? Because if that’s what this is, I can—”
“It’s not about money.” Her voice was steady, but I saw the way her fingers tightened on the tablet. “I’ve made up my mind.”
She couldn’t leave me.
“No,” I said, stepping forward, heartbeat picking up. “No, you don’t get to do that. You don’t just drop a bomb like that and walk out without telling me what the hell changed overnight.”
She lifted her chin higher. “The Seattle project.”
I blinked. “You’re quitting… because of Seattle?”
I swallowed. Was that city really going to take even more from me, right when I was about to conquer it?
“Yes.”
Bullshit. Maybe not total bullshit, but it didn’t smell right. Not from her. Josie had opinions, sure, and she wasn’t shy about voicing them, especially when she thought I was being cold-blooded about something. But she’d never once threatened to walk.
“Because of some old diner and a few sentimental locals?”
Her mouth tightened. “Because you’re bulldozing something that matters to people just to slap your name on it. You always say we build places that mean something, Dante. But this—this isn’t that.”
I stared at her, trying to keep my expression flat while my stomach twisted.
Don’t show weakness. Don’t ever let people see how you feel.
“Fifi,” I started, but she cut me off glare so cold, I almost took a step back.
“Don’t call me that,” she snapped. “You’re not my brother.”
And thank God for that, or that night six years ago would have been a crime.
But I wasn’t amused. 
“No, I’m not. I’m your boss, and you can’t quit,” I said, feeling my control slipping.
“I can and I am,” she said, fire in her warm brown eyes.
“It’s a stupid diner in a city you don’t even know. It shouldn’t be a dealbreaker.”
“Well, it is.” She wasn’t backing down, but neither was I.
I shook my head. “No. You don’t just wake up one morning and decide to throw away a good job and years of—of—” I stopped myself, hands curling into fists at my sides. “I’ve been good to you, Josie.”
Her expression faltered—just for a second—and I went for the opening.
“I’ve always taken care of you,” I said, softer now. “You know I have. Every bonus, every raise, every time someone tried to disrespect you, I stepped in. I protected you. Hell, you’re the reason half our projects actually run on time.”
She swallowed. “That doesn’t mean I owe you—”
“I didn’t say you owe me,” I snapped, then exhaled. Force was only making the situation worse. I wasn’t the one in control here. “I’m saying I need you.”
There it was. Out loud. Honest and ugly.
I meant it in the business sense, of course. Of course.
Because it had nothing to do with how she looked at me that night in my bed, or the feeling of her lips on mine that I hadn’t been able to get out of my head for weeks after. Nothing to do with the fact that I hadn’t been able to follow through last night.
She didn’t respond, just looked at me like I’d turned her world upside down.
I ran a hand through my hair.
“Josie, come with me to Seattle.”
She blinked. “What?”
“Come with me when I talk to the owners of the diner,” I said quickly. “You’ll see I’m not screwing them. The offer’s generous, and if you think they should get more, consider it done. Their profit margins are minimal, they won’t be able to keep going for long even if I move the project elsewhere. It’s not some faceless buyout, it’s—look, I’ve done my homework. Come with me. Let me show you that what you care about is being taken seriously.”
She hesitated.
That was the first crack in the armor. I saw it.
“I’m not just building another apartment block,” I added, lowering my voice. “It’s not about that. I’m trying to build something that lasts. And if you really believe I’ve stopped caring about the people involved, then come with me. Prove me wrong.”
Her eyes searched mine.
She wanted to believe me.
I could see it—could feel it—this invisible thread between us tugging tight again. And still, she didn’t say yes.
Not yet.
I stood there, shirtless, half-shaven, still smelling faintly of someone else’s perfume—and for the first time in a long time, I felt completely exposed.
And terrified she might leave me for good.


Josie

I should have walked out. I was ready. Heart steeled. Resignation practically burning a hole through my throat.
But he’d said it.
I need you.
I was sure he didn’t mean it as a friend. Or a woman. Just as his assistant, probably. But still—it landed like a punch, low and deep, knocking the breath from my lungs and leaving me in freefall.
I stood in front of Dante. Frozen. He was looking at me like he wasn’t sure if I’d stay or explode.
God, I wanted to explode.
“You want me to come with you to Seattle,” I repeated, buying myself time. “To prove you’re not the villain?”
If this was just all about his ego…
“No, so you can make sure that what you care about happens,” he said. “You’ve got more heart than everyone else in this building put together. Come with me and put it to good use.”
I should say no.
I should walk away before I talk myself out of it. Before I crumble under the weight of that damn look in his eyes—the one he doesn’t even realize he’s giving me. Soft and urgent and… real in a way I haven’t seen in years. 
I don’t want to give away my power right when I’m trying to get it back.
I crossed my arms tighter. “You can’t just throw more money at me and expect me to change my mind.”
“That’s not what I’m doing,” his voice was more gentle than I’d ever heard it. 
“But you did offer more money,” I said, my nearly donned armor already cracking.
He hesitated. “Yes. And I meant it.”
And I hated that I was thinking about it. Hated that the number echoing in my head sounded suspiciously like my mother’s next round of physical therapy sessions.
I could help. Really help. Not just scrape by. Not just stretch every dollar like it was elastic about to snap.
I pressed my thumb against the corner of my tablet.
“I want final say over the community impact statement,” I said, suddenly sounding more confident than I felt. “And I want oversight on the relocation proposals if the diner sells.”
“Done.” He said it so easily, it took me a moment to process.
“I’m not bluffing.”
“I know.”
“And I want the raise in writing.”
“Of course.”
He agreed so fast it made my breath catch. He was desperate for me to stay. He knew my value and he was showing it.
No. Don’t romanticize this.
This wasn’t love. This wasn’t hope. It was business.
Strategic. Efficient. Smart.
And I was damn good at what I did.
I stared at him—still shirtless, half-shaven, the fine lines around his eyes more visible without the usual armor of grooming and charm.
He looked tired. Raw, even. And more human than I’d seen him in ages.
The smell of some other woman’s perfume still clung him.
I shouldn’t care about that. I did care about that.
But the thing ringing in my ears louder than any doubts was his voice, low and rough and just a little shaken: I need you.
“Josie, please,” he said. 
I swallowed the lump rising in my throat.
“This isn’t me staying because of you,” I said slowly. “It’s about the project. About doing it right. About making sure this company doesn’t steamroll someone’s life for the sake of quarterly returns.”
“Understood.” The tension in his shoulders was visible, I could see his muscled bunching and I wished I didn’t want to reach out and soothe them.
“I’m staying because it’s the right thing,” I added, not sure who I was trying to convince—him or me. “Because I can make a difference.”
“I know you can.” It sounded like praise, but I couldn’t let it warm me.
“And because the raise better be generous,” I added, chin up. “I’m not going to apologize for making a smart decision.”
“You shouldn’t.” I wasn’t used to him agreeing with me so readily. It was weird. But I could get used to it.
I took a breath. Then another. I felt taller than I had in weeks.
“I’ll stay. I’ll go to Seattle.”
His shoulders sagged in relief. “We’ll leave on Monday. I’ll tell my pilot to expect another person.”
I’d never been on Dante’s private jet before. I tried to squash the excitement and nerves that bubbled up inside of me.
“But this doesn’t mean things can just go back to normal,” I warned, trying to stay on task. “I expect my voice to be heard on this.”
His eyes flicked to mine, unreadable. “Right.”
“Just so we’re clear.”
He gave a small nod.
And I told myself this was a win. That I was empowered. That I was still in control.
Even if the echo of I need you was still unraveling something in me I’d fought hard to keep tightly wound.
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Monday morning came with stomach clenching nerves and white knuckle resolve. I was determined to use this Seattle trip to make an impact. I might not be disconnecting from Dante and finding true love, but I was doing something important. Something that would make a difference to real people.
I arrived at the airport alone, packed for a two week trip in a small suitcase that could have easily fitting in overhead storage, if we were flying commercial. But we weren’t and Dante’s private jet sat on the tarmac ready and waiting. I’d organized so many trips for him over the years, sometimes even packing his bags and making sure Enzo, his dog, had everything he needed. Dante often traveled with Enzo, a German Shepard who looked mean and intimidating but was basically a pampered lapdog.
I took a deep breath as I walked up the stairs to the jet. I’d never even seen inside it before. 
I can do this. I belong here. 
The new dress helped.
It was still work appropriate—knee-length, dark teal, with sleeves and a subtle cinch at the waist—but it wasn’t one of my usual gray or beige shapeless uniforms. Margo had taken me shopping to celebrate the trip. She’d tried to get me into something more flashy, but while she’d been pulling dresses off the rack with plunging neck lines, bold prints, and flowing skirts, I’d been looking for something more professional. A dress that would make people take me seriously. I’d picked it because it made my eyes look sharper in the mirror, and because it whispered something I needed to hear: you’re not just an assistant today.
Dante’s jet gleamed like something out of a billionaire’s fever dream. Leather seats. Gold fixtures. A bottle of champagne already chilling in the side bar. 
Enzo thudded down the aisle the moment he saw me, tail wagging like a slow metronome.
“Hey, big guy,” I murmured, crouching to ruffle his ears. His tail kicked up a notch and he pressed into my legs like I was the only person who had ever gotten him. My heart did something stupid in my chest.
I was still bent over when a woman’s voice behind me said, “Wow. He really likes you.”
I straightened so fast I almost bumped into her. I spun around.
What is Camilla doing here?
I blinked. “Oh. I didn’t know you’d be coming.”
She smiled the way someone might smile at a new intern who just sat in the wrong chair. “Well, it’s a design-forward project. I like to be hands-on with sites that have… charm. I talked to Dante about it over the weekend and he was eager to have my expertise on hand.” Her gaze flicked to my dress, then my face. “Love the color. That’s new, isn’t it?”
I smoothed my dress instinctively. “Just something I picked up.”
“It’s good to try something different sometimes,” she said, settling into the seat like she had been born in it. “First time flying private?”
The question shouldn’t have made me flinch. But it did.
“Yeah. First time,” I admitted.
She made a soft noise—somewhere between a hum and a sigh. “You’ll get spoiled. I haven’t flown commercial in, God, four years? Maybe five. I honestly can’t imagine going back. All those people in sweatpants and anxiety.”
I smiled politely and sank into the seat across from her. Enzo padded over to us. Camilla reached out to pet him but instead of his usual friendly demeanor, he huffed out a low growl.
“Enzo!” I scolded him, shocked. “Stop that.”
Dante’s head popped out from a room in the back, the crease between his brow only growing deeper when Enzo gave a loud bark. Camilla leaned back in her seat, her mouth set in a thin line.
“No,” he said in a stern voice. 
I swore for a moment Enzo looked like he wanted to argue, but finally he turned to lie down beside me, one paw resting lightly on my shoe.
Camilla’s brows lifted slightly. “Well. I suppose they say dogs know who the alpha is.”
I stared at her. Did she really think she was the alpha in the situation and not have a clue about dogs? Or was that just to cover up discomfort.
“Good boy,” I muttered, rubbing behind Enzo’s ears.
“I’ll be with you in a second,” Dante said, disappearing into the back room again.
Camilla crossed one leg over the other, red-bottom heels catching the cabin light. “Dante says you're indispensable. I suppose he’s right.”
My traitorous heart fluttered. Praise from Dante always had that effect and knowing he had said that to someone else was even more potent.
I’m not here for Dante’s praise.
I looked at her, steady. “I’m here to make sure this project respects what it’s supposed to. That diner means something. To a lot of people.”
Camilla’s smile twitched—something between amusement and challenge. “Of course. Community. Heartstrings. That sort of thing.”
My stomach tightened, but I didn’t flinch. “Exactly that.”
A flight attendant came by to offer us something to drink before we took off. I didn’t even know private jets had flight attendants. 
“Triple ristretto, two shots, extra hot, no foam,” Camilla ordered as if she knew the menu off by heart and did this all the time. I didn’t even know what was available.
“And you, Ms. Blake?” the flight attendant asked. How she knew my name, I had no clue. Maybe process of elimination. Which made me wonder if Camilla had flown on Dante’s jet before…and why.
“Oh, um, just a bottle of water if that’s alright. Please,” I said.
“Are you sure? I can make you any kind of coffee you like,” she said sweetly.
“Alright…” I hesitated. “A latte then. Caramel, if its not too much trouble. Otherwise just…a normal cup of coffee is fine.”
“It’s no problem,” she assured me.
I avoided Camilla’s gaze by focusing on Enzo, who rolled onto his back so I could scratch his tummy. The flight attendant returned with our two, very different orders. Camilla stared at mine like I was a child who has just ordered hot chocolate.
Camilla sipped her ristretto like it was aged scotch, eyes never leaving me. “You and Dante seem close.”
I sipped my latte to avoid having to answer immediately. It was delicious.
I kept my expression neutral. “I’m his assistant, that’s my job.”
She tilted her head, lips curved. “Sure. But…have you ever hooked up?”
The pause hung like bait. It took all my will power not to react. 
I looked straight at her as I lied. “No, never.”
Camilla raised a manicured brow. “Shame. I hear he’s really good.”
The coffee in my stomach soured.
She leaned back with a casual shrug. “I’d take a ride if I thought it’d help, but I’m more focused on my career these days. I was hoping you could tell me what I was missing out on. If what I hear is true, phew, sounds like he’d be worth the detour.”
I blinked and tried to ignore claws of jealousy that dug into my heart. I knew Dante slept around, but it was different to hear it from someone else. He was good, not that I had a lot to compare to. And I guess a part of me thought it was so good because of our chemistry, not practiced technical skill. “You’re already the head of interior design. Isn’t that the top?”
She laughed, low and knowing. “Darling, the top is wherever the decisions get made. C-suite. Strategy. Influence. Dante’s job, maybe.” She smiled like it was a joke, but there was nothing soft behind her eyes. “Or one like it.”
Before she could respond, Dante stepped back into the cabin, phone at his ear, jaw set in that way that meant someone on the other end was either about to be fired or sued. He gave a nod to both of us, mouthing five minutes, before ducking back out toward the rear of the jet.
I tried not to feel like he was avoiding me. We hadn’t spoken much after my attempt at quitting. The whole workday on Friday had been awkward, stilted.
I watched him go. I wasn’t here for him. Not for the way his voice could make my skin hum. Not for the way he said he needed me. Not even for the raise he’d given me. I was here for that diner. For the promise I made to myself when I agreed to come. For the version of me who was tired of standing behind someone else's ambition, hoping the scraps were enough to build a life.
I glanced down at Enzo, then out the window to the runway stretching like a fuse ahead of us. This was the point of no return. And for once, I wasn’t waiting to be told where we were going.
Dante reappeared. The tension that had coiled under my skin loosened an inch. 
He came straight to me, brushing his fingers across Enzo’s stomach in passing. “God, remind me to fire everyone in legal except Sasha,” he muttered.
“Which Sasha?” I asked, because there were two, and the second one was always one mistake away from being escorted out.
He grinned. “The one who doesn’t use Comic Sans in contracts.”
“Noted.”
He dropped into the seat beside me like we were in the office, like this wasn’t a luxury jet, like Camilla wasn’t sitting six feet away, watching us like she was memorizing every gesture.
“Thanks again for coming, Josie.” His voice dipped slightly when he said it. Familiar. Intimate. “Couldn’t do this without you.”
My chest tightened. Camilla watched him with sharp eyes, sipping her coffee without blinking.
“Of course,” I said lightly, though it didn’t feel light at all.
He stretched out, elbows balanced on the armrest, casual and confident in a way that made it hard to remember the tension from Friday. That made it too easy to fall back into orbit.
Camilla didn’t say another word, but I could feel her watching. Like she was studying a chessboard she already planned to win. And I suddenly wasn’t sure what piece I was playing.
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Josie

We landed in Seattle just after lunch and took a private car to the hotel we’d be staying at for the next two weeks. For once, Dante had taken care of the booking since he knew the owner. The Sullivan Hotel in downtown Seattle looked like the sort of place that didn’t just expect you to have money—it assumed your ancestors did too. Even the doorman had a more expensive haircut than mine.
Good for him.
Inside, the lobby was a sun-drenched atrium of marble, velvet, and cascading greenery. Light glimmered off brass fixtures. A harpist was playing something soft and celestial near the staircase, as if we’d stepped into some kind of billionaire fairy tale. My heels clicked against the gleaming tile, making me self-conscious about the noise I was making. As if I was intruding.
“This place is… wow,” I whispered.
Camilla made a sound that was technically a hum but felt more like a sigh of superiority. “A little heavy-handed with the mid-century influences, don’t you think? It’s trying so hard to be timeless it’s dated.”
I glanced around at the walnut paneling, the soft gold accents, the oversized modern art piece that actually made me feel something. “I think it’s beautiful.”
She didn’t bother hiding her smirk.
Enzo trotted beside us proudly, a bellhop wheeling Dante’s mountain of luggage behind him. His bowl was tucked into a side pocket of one of Dante’s suitcases, packed by me as I usually did when Dante traveled with Enzo. But finally, I had come along too and I planned to make the most of the opportunity.
“Normally they don’t allow dogs,” Dante said over his shoulder, stopping at the reception desk. “But I know the Sullivans and they made an expectation. And Enzo is technically cleaner than half the humans I know.”
The front desk manager beamed at him like she’d been waiting all day for this moment. “Welcome back, Mr. Callahan. Your suite is ready. And we’ve made accommodations for Mr. Enzo as requested.”
“Good,” Dante said, ruffling the dog’s head. “He’s picky.”
“I can see why,” Camilla murmured under her breath. “I’d have standards too if I were a nepo dog.”
Dante glanced back at us. “Josie, they’ve got your room ready too. Just down the hall from mine.”
Camilla raised a brow. “Convenient.”
My face stayed politely blank. “That way he can reach me if he needs anything.”
That was my line and I was sticking to it.
“Sure,” she smirked. This was going to be a problem if she kept at it. The company had rules about fraternization and the last thing I needed were rumors that I’d slept my way into my position. 
Yeah, that was just a fringe benefit.
Still, knowing I’d be close to him made something flicker low in my belly.
The receptionist handed me a keycard
 “Room 1106,” she said with a professional smile. “We’ve stocked it with the oat milk and chamomile tea you requested.”
I blinked. I hadn’t requested that.
I glanced at Dante, who just gave me a shrug like it was nothing. I hadn’t told him I drank oat milk in my morning latte and chamomile when I was stressed. And with Dante as a boss, that was fairly often. But he’d noticed anyway.
“Ms. Sharpe, your room is 1010, one floor below,” the receptionist said, handing Camilla her key card too.
“Of course,” Camilla said, like this had all been planned to maximise the time Dante and I got to spend with each other. 
The trouble was, a part of me did wonder if Dante had booked it that way on purpose. But I was deluding myself to think that it was for any reason other than him wanting his assistant on call at all times. There was nothing deeper or more scandalous than that. Right?
I couldn’t dwell on it, because two bellhops, one with my little suitcase and Dante’s luggage, and one with Camilla’s, were leading the way and the Sullivan hotel pulled focus. The elevator ride up felt like floating. Everything was so bright and shiny, from the gold-colored buttons on the elevator to the light fixtures on the ceilings that looked like glittering bursts of fireworks in white and platinum. 
Camilla was dropped off a floor below, exiting with the bellhop and a look over her shoulder like she was a chaperone on a co-ed school trip.
One floor up, Dante and I stepped onto the plush carpet and I hoped my excitement didn’t show on my face. It was the nicest place I’d ever seen, but for someone like Dante this was probably just par for the course. I didn’t want to look inexperienced or foolish. Enzo leaned into me, like he could sense I needed grounding. I patted his head. 
“I can just take my luggage from here,” I said, indicating to my petite suitcase. It was easy enough to carry.
“Don’t be ridiculous, we’ll drop you off first,” Dante said, making a courtesy sound like a strategic move.
I opened the door to my room with butterflies in my stomach and nearly gasped as I entered.
Floor-to-ceiling windows framed the glittering Seattle skyline, and the room looked more like a magazine spread than a hotel. White linens, plush robes, a rainfall shower that probably cost more than my rent. There were fresh peonies on the side table.
“Good, they delivered the flowers I asked for,” Dante commented from the doorway.
I spun around so fast, I almost made myself dizzy. He didn’t give anything away with his closed off expression. I wanted to ask why, but that seemed ungrateful so instead I said, “Thank you.”
“It’s nothing,” he shrugged. But it wasn’t.
The bellhop took my suitcase off the rack and placed it on the luggage stand in the corner of the room and I thanked him.
“Is that really all you packed?” Dante asked, looking at my suitcase like it personally offended him.
“Yeah,” I said, feeling like I was missing something. “I have all my essentials and I can get laundry done if I have to rewear something.”
Even after my shopping trip over the weekend, it wasn’t like I had a huge amount of clothes anyway. I’d packed work clothes. What else did I need?
“Hmm,” was Dante’s only reply, leaving me without any answers. “Come to my room when you’re done settling in here.”
He turned and left, the bellhop and Enzo following up.
My door shut with a soft click. I knew I should probably unpack. I’d never done that in a hotel before, I’ve never stayed in one for long enough and the low budget hotels I was used to didn’t really feel clean enough to do that in. 
Instead, stood inthe middle of the room, soaking it all in. The softness. The silence. The oatmilk, chamomile tea, and peonies that I wanted to bury my nose in. He’d done this for me. Maybe as an apology or a bribe. But I was touched nonetheless.
Stop it. I’m here for the diner, not Dante.
But standing in that room surrounded by luxury, I couldn’t help feeling like I’d stepped into someone else’s life.
And I wasn’t sure if I ever wanted to give it back.


Dante

Seattle hit me like a cold draft through a cracked window, infringing on a life I’d built for myself with memories I didn’t care to revisit.
The skyline looked the same. The streets hummed with that same buzz of ambition, desperation, and overpriced coffee. Not that it mattered anymore. I’d left here a poor man, now I could afford to buy whole city blocks without batting an eyelid. I’d returned victorious, not the prodigal son some had expected. 
I stepped into the suite with Enzo, tension curling in my shoulders even as the hotel staff had done everything right. The thermostat was set to exactly sixty-eight degrees, the annoying, overly fluffy pillows had been replaced with firm, memory foam, and black-out curtains had been hung instead of those billowy white ones that reminded me of those stupid movies where the male leads remembered their dead wives who were seemingly always inexplicably laughing.
The bellhop unloaded my luggage and I tipped with a hundred dollar bill for his troubles.
I walked to the window and Enzo followed me, my ever loyal companion. I scratched his head as I gazed out at the gray sky. I’d dreamed of this moment ever since I left for college in NYC, but I didn’t feel the satisfaction I’d thought I would. There were too many memories and too much to do.
“Dante?” came Josie’s voice from the door I’d left open for her.
“Can you set things up?” I asked Josie without turning. “You know how I like it.”
“Of course,” she said, already slipping into her rhythm like she always did. Efficient, quiet, tuned to my every need before I had to ask. 
As much I was wanted to stay detached, especially after her threats of quitting, my eyes found her regardless. 
I need you.
Those words had haunted me all weekend, no matter what I did to distract myself. If it had been anyone else but Josie who heard those words, I’d probably jumped off the Brooklyn bridge. If it had been anyone else but Josie, I wouldn’t have said them.
She unzipped one of the bags, pulling out Enzo’s blanket and collapsible food bowls like it was second nature.
Enzo padded to her side immediately, his tail sweeping the polished hardwood floor as she scratched behind his ears. The dog gave a little huff of contentment and flopped onto his side. Yeah, he was loyal, right up until he saw Josie and then suddenly I was chopped liver. I couldn’t get myself to mind.
I watched the scene with a tightness in my chest. Enzo didn’t like many people. Especially women. There was a reason I didn’t bring anyone home with me, and it wasn’t just my desire for privacy. Enzo wouldn’t tolerate it.
But Josie? He adored her. Practically melted every time she got near him.
She was smoothing the corners of his blanket now, then checking the food portion like she somehow already knew his exact appetite on a travel day.
“Can’t believe how fast he turned on Camilla,” she said, glancing over her shoulder with a grin. “I thought he was going to bare his teeth when she tried to pet him.”
A quiet laugh escaped me. “He has taste.”
Josie grinned wider, and for a moment, it didn’t matter than I was in Seattle. My world narrowed down to her laugh, Enzo’s tail wagging, the edge of something warm pulling at the corner of my chest.
Too warm.
I stepped back, drawing that invisible line I knew I couldn’t cross. Not again.
“I’ve got a few calls to make,” I said briskly. “Zoning permits, legal stuff. Could take a while.”
She straightened up. “Do you want me to—?”
“No,” I said, a touch too fast. “You should take the afternoon. Explore the city. You’ve earned it.”
Her smile faltered for half a second. Then she tucked it away behind that same practiced expression she wore in meetings and at my side. Professional. Composed. Like she hadn’t just laughed with me a moment ago, like she wasn’t still kneeling on my suite floor, feeding my dog.
“Sure,” she said. “Let me know if you need anything.”
Always back to that. If I needed anything.
I needed too much, that was the problem.
I nodded and turned away before I could say something I’d regret.
The door closed behind her with a soft click. And I was alone—with Enzo curled up, Josie’s gentle floral perfume lingering in the room, and the city I’d left behind pressing in from every window.
She’d said yes. After all that.
I’d begged her to stay. It left a bitter taste in my mouth. I didn’t beg. I didn’t need. Not people.
Except… apparently, I did.
I could tell myself it was about the Seattle project, about the timing, about the impossible hassle of breaking in a new assistant when everything was riding on this deal.
But that wasn’t the truth.
The truth was that when she said she was quitting, it felt like the floor dropped out from under me. Like something essential was being torn away.
And that terrified me.
She was supposed to be… what? A professional asset? An assistant? Someone smart and capable and useful. Not someone who lived in my mind during long flights. Not someone whose laughter felt like the only real thing in a room full of yes-men.
Not someone I couldn’t imagine my life without.
So I told myself stories. That I needed her skills, her competence, her knowledge of my schedule and my moods and how I take my coffee. I told myself it wasn’t about the way she looked at me sometimes—like I wasn’t the man everyone else had already made up their minds about.
I hated the way it made me feel. Vulnerable. Dependent.
But she stayed.
And I had no idea if I’d just won something or lost the last of my defenses.
Having Josie here, in the city I once swore I’d never return to, felt like standing in front of the ruins of a place that used to burn me and daring it to catch fire again. Seattle was all ghosts and grit, the place I came back to prove I’d become more than what I was born into. I’d built an empire to silence the echoes of that old life. But now Josie was here—bright, steady, good—and part of me wondered if bringing her into this place would tarnish her, or if she’d chase away those demons.
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Josie

I stepped out of the hotel and into the Seattle air, sharp with spring damp and something earthy underneath—something that reminded me of home, even though I’d never set foot in this city before. Dante probably thought I’d go see the Space Needle or browse some overpriced boutiques. But I had other plans.
The diner wasn’t far. Just a twenty-minute walk from the luxury bubble of the Sullivan Hotel. With every step, my nerves tightened, not because I was doing something wrong—technically, I wasn’t—but because I hadn’t told him. A lie of omission was still a lie, and I wasn’t comfortable doing it. I wasn’t the kind of person who kept secrets, not like this. But I was here for a purpose and that had to come first.
I spotted it from the corner. A squat brick building, paint peeling around the windows, the sign out front a little crooked but still proud: Peggy’s Place – Since 1952.
I hesitated at the door, catching my reflection in the glass. When I’d left my apartment that morning, my teal dress had felt like a departure, not gray or beige for once. I was making a statement that I was just some background assistant with no power. But in front of such a humble, down-to-earth building I looked corporate. An outsider. I didn’t feel like Josie from Asbury Park, whose parents owned a small restaurant just like this. Instead, I felt like a representative for Elysian Enterprises, the corporate giant that threatened places like this.
I smoothed my dress down, wishing it wasn’t so figure hugging. I took a breath, squared my shoulders, and stepped in.
The bell above the door jingled. The air inside was warm with the scent of bacon grease and syrup, like Sunday mornings used to be at home. Red vinyl booths, wood-paneled walls, framed photos of regulars from decades past. I lingered at the photowall, staring at the smiling customers. But one caught my attention, a young girl and boy, siblings by their shared dark hair. Not that I could make out their faces much, in the grainy picture. They were too far away from the camera. But they weren’t smiling like all the other people in the photographs. It must have been taken in the nineties by the style of their clothes. They looked…sad. And yet the diner had made a place for them too. 
The diner was held together by memory and pride more than polish. I felt it in my chest, that ache of nostalgia mixed with something close to guilt. I didn’t want to be a part of machine that brought it down.
I slid into a booth and picked up a laminated menu that had clearly seen better decades. A woman with kind eyes and salt-and-pepper curls pulled into a bun came over, apron tied tight over her waist.
“What can I get you, hon?” she asked, pen poised.
“Just a coffee for now, thanks,” I said automatically, then caught myself. My voice—clipped, clean, all assistant-perfect—didn’t belong here. I softened it. “Just visiting. Thought I’d stop in. Place feels like home. My parents used to own a diner like this back in Jersey.”
That earned me a smile. “That’s what we aim for. I’m Melinda. Been working here for forty years. We’re a family affair, founded by my granddad. My uncle owns it now. I’m glad you could find a little slice of home so far away.”
She disappeared for a few moments and came back with a pot of coffee, a mug, and a few single serve cartons of creamer. The same brand my parents used. I almost teared up.
“You let me know if you need anything else,” she said.
I nodded, curling my hands around the mug she placed in front of me. “Thanks, Melinda.” I gave her my mom’s smile, the one with warmth tucked in the corners, and lowered my voice just a little more. “I think I’ll be here a while.”
And I meant it. I sat in my booth for an hour, just people watching. It was clear there were regulars and new, incidental customers alike. Monday afternoons were never going to be the busiest, but they had enough customers to keep Melinda, who seemed like the only waitress on duty, busy. I settled into my seat with the same comfort I’d always had at home, before my dad died and mom sold the diner to a developer because she couldn’t keep up. 
Melinda came back with a fresh pot of coffee and a wink like we were old friends already. 
“Are you sure I can’t get you anything to eat?” she asked. 
We’d eaten well on Dante’s private jet, there’s been enough sushi for ten people. But comfort food was different and I was reluctant to go back to my luxurious hotel room.
“I bet you do great pancakes here,” I said.
Melinda’s smile broadened, “Oh, you have no idea. Best pancakes on the West Coast. We have a family recipe for buttermilk syrup that will ruin you for anything else. It was my grandma, Peggy’s recipe.”
The namesake of the diner, clearly.
“I can’t pass that up, can I?” I said.
“And what about a side of bacon, too?” she asked. She was a great salesperson, that was for sure. 
I wasn’t that hungry, but I found myself saying yes, regardless.
“Coming right up,” she said, walking away to give my order to the kitchen before seeing to an old couple who were ready to leave. 
When she came back with my order, a steaming pile of three pancakes, topped with a generous pat of butter and a jug of the promised buttermilk syrup, I was the only customer left in the diner.
“This looks incredible,” I said truthfully. The bacon was the perfect level of crispy and the pancakes were a gorgeous golden brown.
“You’ll have to tell me what you think of the syrup,” she said, like she was genuinely interested. It was the personal touches like that which were invaluable. I could understand why they hadn’t accepted an offer from Dante. No amount of money could make up for the loss of a place like this.
“I’ll tell you right now,” I said, pouring the syrup onto my pancakes. It was thick, slightly opaque, and a lighter shade of golden than the pancakes themselves. I cut off a small section of the pancakes, making sure it was drenched in syrup and butter, and took a bite. I was in heaven. I almost moaned. “Oh my God.”
“I warned you that you’d be ruined for anything else,” she laughed, pleased.
“And you were absolutely right,” I gushed. “I can really taste the richness of the buttermilk. I bet there’s butter in it too. And vanilla essence.”
“Now how do you know that?” she asked, surprised.
“I don’t know,” I blushed. “It’s just in the taste.”
I was being modest, I had a knack for identifying ingredients by taste. Aiden used to call me a freak, in that big brother way of his, when we I recreated dishes we’d eaten at restaurants from taste alone. But I didn’t want Melinda to think I was trying to steal her family recipe.
“I’m pleased you’re enjoying it. It’s nice to have a customer who appreciates the finer details,” she said.
“I bet you get your fair share of crazy customers, I knew we did,” I said, remembering the old man who fell asleep in his soup, covering his glasses in it, and immediately waking up and thinking he’d gone blind. He’d almost yelled the whole place down because Dad had calmed him down.
“Oh plenty,” she chuckled, “but nobody can match my family, that’s real crazy.”
“How so?” I asked, sensing a story there.
“Around thirty years ago, before granddad died, he decided to dress up as a giant pancake for our Fourth of July promotion,” she said, giggling at the memory like she was a kid and not a woman in her sixties. “The thing is, he got changed in the walk-in freezer because he wanted to surprise us, only he didn’t realize how big the costume was, and he ended up bumping the door closed and locking himself inside. We were so busy, none of us noticed until one of my cousin’s needed to get some ice-cream out. But the costume ended up wedged in the door. So my mom’s wailing about needing to call the fire department, my uncle’s talking about getting his tools to take the door apart, one of my younger cousins was crying about granddad dying of frostbite. It was quite the spectacle. Next thing we knew, granddad kicked the door open with more strength than any of us knew he had. Turns out, he had gotten out of the costume while everyone was panicking and took care of it himself. So there’s granddad, in just his underwear, shivering and huffing and puffing from the exertion. If you thought there was pandemonium before he he got out? By then I think everyone in the family was screaming and there was no one out on the floor serving customers. We never let him forget about it, every Fourth of July it was all, ‘hey granddad, where’s your pancakes outfit.’”
I laughed—really laughed. The kind that bubbled up from somewhere deep in my ribs and startled me with how easy it was. I covered my mouth, a little embarrassed by the suddenness of it, but Melinda just grinned at me.
“There she is,” she said, pleased. “Knew you had a real laugh in you. No more tightly wound businesswoman.”
I felt my face warm. “Was I that obvious?”
But I wasn’t a businesswoman. I was an assistant, to the man who was trying to tear this place down.
“Only to someone who’s played hostess longer than you’ve been alive.”
I didn’t know what to say to that. She’d seen right through me, and weirdly, it didn’t feel like an exposure—it felt like relief. Like I didn’t have to pretend in here. Like I’d stepped out of a role I hadn’t realized I’d been performing.
I looked around at the booths and tables, thinking of all the people who had sat here over the years. I could imagine an older man helping his wife stir creamer into her cup, a kid bouncing on the vinyl seat while his mom tried to wipe syrup off his face. These people weren’t just customers. They were part of something.
And the thought struck me, sudden and sharp: Surely there’s somewhere else Dante could build his high-rise.
There had to be. A buyout, no matter how generous, was never going to cut it.
Because what was the point of creating luxury places for people to live if there was no community left to live in?
And right now, this diner felt more like living than anything I’d seen on a blueprint.
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Josie

Later that evening, I met Dante and Camilla in the hotel restaurant and bar. With its low lighting and gleaming brass, it was one of those places where the drinks came in cut crystal glasses and everything smelled like money. Dante was already there when I arrived, sitting stiffly on a leather stool, a half-empty glass of whiskey in front of him. He didn’t smile when he saw me, but he stood up like always, that old-school courtesy of his slipping through his tension.
Camilla arrived moments after, dressed in a silky black blouse that probably cost more than my rent and heels that clicked like punctuation marks. Her smile was polished but perfunctory, and her eyes scanned the bar like she was still in a boardroom.
We ordered a round—Dante whiskey again, Camilla a dirty gin martini, me sticking with a glass of white wine I couldn’t pronounce. I perched on the velvet bench and tried not to feel like a middle schooler at the adults’ table.
“Do you think this place does good salads? I’m on a diet,” Camilla said, scanning the menu like it personally offended her. “No offense, Josie, but I could never eat as much sushi as you put away on the plane, I’d feel sick.”
I bit the inside of my cheek instead of defending myself. I’d eaten six pieces, it was hardly overindulging. I was just thankful she didn’t know about the pancakes I’d eaten this afternoon. And I’d enjoyed each and every one. Bacon included.
“I’m sure a Sullivan hotel has something that lives up to your standards,” I said instead, because Dante didn’t seem interested in responding and I couldn’t leave a question hanging like that, no matter how insulting.
I stole glances at Dante, afraid that Camilla might read into, well, anything that I did. He was even more distant that usual, quieter too. Tense, focused, like something was grinding underneath his usual clipped calm. I didn’t know if it was because I’d almost quit, or if this project was really that important. He’d always cared about Elysian projects, but this one had a different energy. Sharper edges.
A waiter came around and took out orders. Camilla ordered a Caesar salad without croutons or dressing, which just sounded like sadness and unnecessary restriction, and Dante ordered a steak, rare. Which left me having to choose between what I really wanted–a butternut squash and grilled chicken risotto–and something that wouldn’t attract Camilla’s judgment. I ended up ordering tomato soup instead.
While we waited for our food, Camilla got to business. She tilted her glass toward Dante, the candlelight catching the edge of her smile. “I’ve been thinking we lean into steel accents for this project—maybe even a blackened finish. Something with weight. Gravitas.”
“And contrast,” Dante added, swirling the amber liquid in his glass without looking at it. “Let the glass do the lightwork. The steel holds the line.”
Apparently he was talking, if it was work related.
Camilla nodded, already sketching ideas in the air with her fingers. “Exactly. It’ll draw the eye up. I want the rooftop garden to feel like the crown, not an afterthought. Clean edges, native greenery, maybe a reflective pool if the structure allows it.”

“The views alone will sell it,” Dante said, turning slightly toward me. “Even unfinished, you could see the Sound from every top-floor unit.” 
He was always had a glint in his eyes when he was planning projects. He didn’t show his passion outwardly, not in any way that people who didn’t know him would be able to see. But I knew him enough to notice it, I’d had a front row seat to Dante’s brilliance for six years. Mostly, his job was numbers and networking, but he thrived when he was envisioning the buildings he was going to bring to life.
“And we’ll outfit it with the highest quality fixtures,” Camilla replied.
She was in her element, describing textures and lines and curated experiences, her voice as smooth as the vodka in her glass. I nodded along like I understood, though all I could think about were the red vinyl booths and the worn linoleum floor of the diner. It wasn’t fancy or well designed, but it was honest and it mattered. Not everything had to be new and shiny to be worth something.
“Any news on the buyout yet?” Camilla asked Dante.
He glanced at me, for the first time since I sat down, and answered, “They haven’t come back to me about the offer.”
“They’re lucky to get any offer. I’ve seen the pictures, that place isn’t worth the price of the land it’s on,” she scoffed.
Something in me flared, and this time, I wasn’t going to bite my tongue.
“That’s someone’s livelihood you’re talking about,” I said, sharper than I intended.
Camilly raised her eyebrows, but instead of angry, she looked…impressed. As if she was happy I’d stood up to her.
“And that’s why my offer is generous,” Dante replied stiffly.
“It’s not just about the bottom line,” I argued, my passion rising. I’d spent the afternoon with these people, I was even more invested now. “It’s generations of family memories, it’s the regulars who have someplace to go, that they can rely on to always be there for them.”
Camilla lips curled faintly. “You’re sentimental, Blake. That’s sweet.”
“Not every memory is worth keeping,” Dante snapped, his blue eyes cold and harsh like a blizzard.
“I just think–” But Dante cut me off.
“I grew up here, I know what I’m talking about, Josie,” he said, voice deep like a warning. I was wrong, this wasn’t a blizzard, this was fire. Rage. I didn’t know what to say.
Even Camilla shut her mouth, stunned at Dante’s sudden outburst. He usually kept cool and calm, unless someone royally messed up. But this sounded personal, I just didn’t know how. Another puzzlepiece in the mystery that was Dante Callahan, and I had no clue where it went.
“I need another drink,” he said, getting up without another glance at either of us, leaving me alone with Camilla. 
There was an awkward silence. Awkward for me, at least. Camilla seemed above such things.
“It’s nice to see you speaking up for once,” she commented, her eyes passing over my like she was scanning for weakness. “But a piece of advice: if you want to make it in business, leave sentiment at the door. There’s no room for softness when you’re playing in the big leagues.”
“There should be,” I countered. The world would be a better place if there was.
She pulled out a silver compact and touched up her lipstick, her expression sharp and bored.
“It’s exhausting,” she murmured, not looking at me. “Keeping up the version of yourself men will tolerate. But it’s worse if you drop the act. Then you’re no use to them at all. Have whatever feelings you like, but keep them to yourself.”
Her gaze lingered on the mirror and from the angle I could make out that she was no longer looking at herself, but a view of Dante at the bar.
I didn’t know what to say. Her words hit something raw in me—an ache of never feeling good enough. I sipped my wine instead, my throat stinging and not from the alcohol.
Camilla snapped the compact shut with a click.
I wasn’t the only one used to supressing my thoughts and feelings, and I was getting tired of the act. I couldn’t be like Camilla, burying any softness I had until there was none left. Without that, who was I?
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Dante

The next morning, I laced up my running shoes before the sun even cracked the horizon. Seattle was still sleeping, fog curling low over the streets. I left through the service exit with Enzo trotting beside me, leash loose in my hand, his nose already twitching like he couldn’t wait to explore the city.
“Come on, Enzo, time to meet Seattle,” I said as my sneakers hit the sidewalk
I didn’t need a map. My feet remembered the roads whether I wanted them to or not.  Downtown had been given a facelift since I’d been gone, and I intended to be a part of it’s erasure. But everywhere I ran, my past followed. I didn’t know I’d see the place where the corner store used to be before I was there. 
“I used to steal candy from there,” I told my dog. He was my secret keeper. The one being I could tell everything to. There was no way he could break my trust, even if he wanted to. But even he didn’t know everything. There were some things I hadn’t told a soul. “I’d take the candy back to my sister, Iris. I did it just to make her smile.”
Enzo huffed like he approved.
Next, we ran past an alley that always stank of piss and rain, now home to an independant coffeeshop already filling up with hipsters. 
“I used to hide down there,” I muttered to Enzo, leaving out the details of why. But the echoes of loud yelling, words slurred, and the ache of wrenched limbs and heavy fists filled my mind.
The ghosts of my past were still here, etched into every cracked sidewalk and behind painted over facades.
I picked up speed, like I could outrun the memories.
Enzo kept pace easily, tongue out, tail high. He was happy. He didn’t carry the weight of this place. I envied that.
I tried to push my mind toward work: the site plans, the community board meetings, the permits we’d need, the upcoming pitch for investors. Numbers, schedules, architecture—clean lines I could control.
But that was it’s own minefield. Josie kept cutting in. The way she’d defended that diner last night, soft-spoken but firm. The way her eyes had narrowed just slightly, like she was seeing more than she should. She always saw more than she should.
By the time we got back to the hotel, I was sweating and agitated. I toweled off Enzo, gave him water, and then, before I could stop myself, picked up my phone.
“Can you come to my room?” I said when she answered.
Fifteen minutes later, there was a knock on the suite door. Josie stepped inside in khaki slacks and a slate-colored blouse, hair pulled back, that always-professional expression on her face.
“You wanted me?” she asked, voice neutral.
I gestured to the small conference table I’d set up by the window, covered in paperwork and my laptop.
“I’ve got back-to-back meetings today. Zoning board, historical impact review, and the meeting at the Gates Foundation. I need you to sit in on them to take notes.”
“Got it,” she said, nodding. Then, after a pause: “I didn’t know you were from Seattle.”
I didn’t look at her. “Didn’t come up.”
The last thing I wanted was Josie digging around in my past. I wished I hadn’t said anything last night. I’d lost control, all that pushing and prodding, Camilla being an ass, Josie being…well, sweet and passionate. It was too much and I’d let things slip.
“Did you like growing up here?” she asked, moving closer to the table, flipping through one of the reports.
It wasn’t the place that was the problem.
I shrugged. “It’s just a city.”
“Nothing special about it?” she probed. I half expected her to strap me to a chair and shine a light in my eyes, the way this interrogation was going. Not my usual kink, but under different circumstances…
“No.” I didn’t want to talk about it. I looked up, hoping that some eye contact would make her think I wasn’t hiding anything. It was an error on my part.
Her eyes searched mine. Anybody who thought brown eyes were boring had never met Josie. They were warm, like thick Italian hot chocolate made with the real stuff, not the powder. Expressive too. One look from her was enough to almost break me apart. Usually, she just threatened my vow to never sleep with the same woman twice. But today…
“Do you still have family here?”
Jesus Christ. She should work for the CIA.
I hesitated. “A sister. And my niece.”
The only two family members worth a damn.
“Will you see them while you’re in town?”
It was like she was trying to wear me down. 
“If I have time.” Please stop asking questions.
Josie gave me a small smile. “Shame if all you do is work. I’d love it if you showed me around. You know… the real Seattle. Not just the parts Elysian wants to pave over.”
That last part made me bristle, but she didn’t say it like a dig. Just honest. Somehow that was worse. There was nothing to fight. 
Still, I almost told her no. I almost reminded her we were here to do a job.
But what came out instead was, “Yeah. I can do that.”
She smiled like I’d handed her a million dollars. I had no idea why I agreed. It was like something short-circuited in me when she asked. Like disappointing her was a crime. I couldn’t say no to her even if I wanted to.
Which I did. I wanted to keep everything clean, professional. Distant. But there she was, looking at me. More than distance, what I really craved was erasing that distance entirely and finding out if that night six years ago was a fluke or a fantasy made more intense in memory than it really was.
“I’ve got to shower,” I said abruptly, already turning away.
“Oh.” Her voice was small, surprised. I grit my teeth to stop the gnawing sense of guilt. “Just…let me know when you’re ready to go to the meetings.”
I nodded, unable to look at her any longer.
In the bathroom, I stood under the spray, letting the too hot water bite down my spine. I tried to think of anything but her, so naturally she took up all the space in my brain. It should have been a welcome respite from the memories that had plagued me that morning, but she came with her own…baggage wasn’t the word.
Complications.
Because even when she was infuriating me, or guilt tripping me, or reminding me of a meeting I’d rather not attend, I still remembered was it was like to have her lips on mine and her legs wrapped around my waist.
I shouldn’t have asked her to my room, not when my blood was still pumping from trying to run away from my memories. I was self aware enough to know that I used sex as an escape. And a damn good one too. But in this case…
I shouldn’t be thinking about the curve of her waist, the soft gasp she made when I kissed her throat, the way she clutched at me like I was something solid in a world full of shifting ground—
I cursed under my breath, turning the hot water off so there was nothing but ice-cold to temper my arousal. Indulging in fantasy wasn’t going to do me any good. No woman had ever lingered in my head like Josephine Blake, but then, no woman had ever stuck around long enough for me to remember them. I made sure of that.
She wasn’t special. Just someone in close proximity.
Usually, this was the point where I’d head to a bar and pick up a woman to scratch my itch. Because that’s all it was, the need for release. Even if none of them felt as good. None of them moaned quite like her, tasted as sweet, felt as soft.
The cold water wasn’t doing a good enough job, but I didn’t let my hands wander apart from a perfunctory clean, even though I ached for release.
That night meant nothing. It had to mean nothing. I didn’t need anyone. I couldn’t afford to. And Josie was the last woman I could let get under my skin because no woman had ever come as close to picking me apart as she had.

[bookmark: _e5gvzvp3z1li]Chapter 11

Josie

Dante came out of his suite freshly showered and glowering like someone had cut up all his expensive silk ties. He didn’t say much as we went down to the private car he’d hired for the trip, which I had arranged, of course. The driver was friendly. Dante was not.
We rode in silence and somehow the space between us in the back seat seemed wider than usual. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Dante was leaning away from me, but he was the kind of man who stood his ground no matter what.
His freshly applied cologne didn’t help. It’s deep masculine scent reminded me of what it was like to have my face buried in his neck.
The first few meetings were fairly standard. The zoning board was boring and would require a follow up at the city council offices, because local goverment was nothing if not deeply bureaucratic. I expected the historical impact review to at least be interesting, and hoped that it would help me in my quest to save Peggy’s Place, but those were dashed quickly.
“The buildings on that block are of no historical or architectural significance,” the mousy looking woman in her forties has said, pushing up her glasses as she spoke. “You’re free demolish once you’ve acquired all the properties.”
She said it so blandly, like tearing down buildings was of no consequence unless they’d been designed by some important man a hundred years ago, or something major has happened in its walls. The diner wasn’t even a blip on the radar for people like her, but that didn’t mean it was worthless. It might not have been involved in something the history books would talk about, but personal history mattered too, and the only way to keep it alive was on a micro lever.
But my disappointment was no match for my excitement as we headed to our final destination for the day.
“Have you been to the Gates Foundation before?” I asked Dante, shifting in my seat.
“No.” He’d been giving me one word answers all day. No one would ever accuse Dante of being chatty, but this was getting ridiculous.
When we arrived, I felt very much like a tourist, gawking at the campus like I wasn’t a professional assistant on my way to a meeting inside. It was bright and open—sleek glass buildings curving around carefully landscaped green space like the future had paused here for air. I stood in the courtyard, flanked by modern architecture and wide paths lined with native plants, watching people pass with purpose and badges, the kind of people who made decisions that rippled across continents.
“It’s beautiful,” I murmured.
“It…really is,” Dante agreed. Three whole words. Things were looking up.
 Inside, the walls were all warm wood and clean lines, full of natural light and quietly powerful energy—like even the building itself believed in impact. I tried not to feel out of place. My mission to save the diner wouldn’t have global impact, but I had to believe it still mattered.
The conference room at the Gates Foundation had all of the money and ambition that I was used to seeing in Dante’s meetings around NYC, but paired with a sensitivity and care that was all too rare.
I sat near the edge of the long glass table, pen poised over my notepad, trying to look like I belonged. Across from me, Dante leaned forward, all calm authority and crisp tailoring as he spoke to a woman in a tailored navy blazer—Amira, I think she’d said—who represented the Gates Foundation.
“So we’d be integrating reclaimed timber and carbon-smart concrete,” Dante was saying, gesturing lightly with one hand. “It lowers environmental impact without driving up costs. We’ve run the numbers—we can scale this.”
“And what’s your stance on mixed-income housing?” she asked. “For the foundation to get involved, we’d need more thant just a sustainably playground for the rich.”
I’d seen the project briefs, mixed income wasn’t in them. But Dante didn’t even blink.
“I’m all for it. We want to start with the more expensive, luxury apartments, which will help fund the lower income buildings on the same block.” God, he was smooth.
“And you’re not going to be skimping on materials for that? Good quality for everyone, not offloading substandard knockoffs on the lower-income buildings?” she asked shrewdly. I wished I had her presence. She wasn’t afraid to speak her mind, stake her claim, or stand up for what was right. I was trying, but it felt like an uphill battle.
“Not at all, the building materials will be the same, only the furnishings will be different, to make things more affordable. Still good quality, though. I have no interest in being a slum lord.”
Amira nodded, visibly impressed. “That’s ambitious. Especially for mixed-income housing. But the public-private partnership piece makes it viable?”
He didn’t miss a beat. “With the city behind it, and if the foundation signs on, yes. The pilot would prove what’s possible. If it works, I’d be looking to convert more blocks in Seattle and across the West Coast.”
It was the kind of conversation that should’ve made me feel better. Dante was clearly in his element—confident, composed, completely in control. Not the man who danced around the diner like it was a landmine with legs. This Dante was sharp. Impressive. Unshakeable. Moral.
“You’ve done your homework,” Amira said with a faint smile.
“I don’t like wasting people’s time,” he replied.
And God, he was good. Really good. That kind of good where people listened when he spoke. Where they nodded, took notes, started imagining possibilities because he made them sound so damn achievable.
I should’ve been proud to be on his team. And I was. But the knot in my stomach tightened anyway.
Because if someone like Dante—brilliant, strategic, impossibly capable—thought the diner should be wiped off the map...
What did that say about the things I believed in? About the kind of world I thought was worth fighting for?
I shifted in my seat, eyes flicking back down to my notes, where I’d written “reclaimed timber” three times without realizing it.
The conversation continued and I kept scribbling notes even as my thoughts drifted. Because it wasn’t just the diner that worried me. I was still caught on the way he’d barely looked at me this morning when we’d gone over the itinerary. No mention of our conversation the night before. No acknowledgement of the way I’d defended that diner, or the way Camilla’s words had been sharp and mean. Just straight to business. As always.
I knew Dante was a good person, I just didn’t understand why he only showed it in conference rooms like this. Where was this man when we were in his office alone together, or his hotel room…It sounded so sordid, even in my own head. No wonder Camilla was suspicious. Dante and I were closer than a normal boss and assistant. Usually, I savored that. Today, I felt further away from Dante than when he’d been a stranger.
When the meeting wrapped, I stood and collected my things, expecting to beeline back to the hotel where Dante would inevitably disappear into emails and CAD renderings. But instead, he turned to me and said, “Let’s walk.”
I blinked at him. “Walk?”
“There’s something you should see.”
I followed him out of the building, hurrying a little to keep pace with his long strides. “I thought you’d want to get back and work.”
He glanced over at me, mouth tugging into something dangerously close to a smile. “I thought you wanted me to show you around.”
I almost stumbled but saved myself just in time. With the way he’d barely spoken to me all day, I’d felt like I was being punished for asking questions. I definitely didn’t expect him to show me the sights after a slew of meetings.
“Sure,” I said, struggling to keep my voice level while confusion and happiness played tug of war in my brain. “Lead the way.”
We crossed into the Seattle Center, the plaza opening up like a deep breath between the looming buildings. The Space Needle soared above us, catching the late morning light, and families milled around the International Fountain. Somewhere nearby, a saxophone player wheezed through a moody rendition of Fly Me to the Moon.
“This whole area used to be kind of a mess,” Dante said, hands in his coat pockets. “Before the revitalization. Now look at it.”
“Still has its rough edges,” I said lightly. “But that’s part of the charm.”
He cut me a look, something skeptical and amused all at once. “You think everything’s more valuable if it’s falling apart.”
“I think history is valuable,” I said. “People connect to it. The stories behind things matter.”
“And I think people need solutions more than sentiment. They need places to live, to work, to feel safe. Progress fixes things nostalgia never will.”
We walked in silence for a beat, the only sound our shoes on the concrete and the distant spray of the fountain. He wasn’t wrong. But neither was I.
We passed Musuam of Pop Culture, its shimmering, warped exterior catching reflections like a hall of mirrors. I slowed. “Now that’s a building.”
It looked liquid, two silvery building with undulating metal exteriors flanking a a central building with more structured curve, which somehow shone purple and orange and blue and copper all at once.
“I hated it at first,” Dante said. “Thought it was chaotic. Now I think it’s kind of brilliant.”
I raised a brow. “You? Liking something unpredictable? That’s a plot twist.”
He shrugged, but the ghost of a grin lingered at the corner of his mouth. “Even I evolve.”
I laughed and finally Dante gave me a real smile. It was small, like he tried to suppress it the second it slipped out, but I’d caught the crinkle of his eyes and the flash of his teeth. It felt like the first positive, genuine expression I’d seen on him since I told him I wanted to quit.
Warmth spread through my chest and I didn’t have the heart or the control to try to stop it.
We wandered closer to Chihuly Garden and Glass, and I watched his eyes flick up toward the vibrant explosion of blown glass spiraling in the atrium window. I hadn’t expected him to stop, but he did. Just long enough for me to notice the way his jaw tightened—like he was remembering something.
“You know,” he said, eyes still on the glass, “I used to come through here as a kid. Not this exact place—this wasn’t here yet—but the center. I’d stare at the skyline and think about how I’d change it.”
I looked at him sideways. “That’s why you got into development?”
He nodded once. “Most people look at a building and see what it is. I see what it could be. What it should be.”
“Always forward,” I murmured.
He glanced at me. “You say that like it’s a flaw.”
I shook my head.  “I say that like it’s different from how I see things. Progress for progress’ sake is just vanity. If it’s not people focused, what’s the point?”
Another silence, but this one felt warmer, charged. He looked at me like he was really seeing me for the first time today—and it made my skin hum. There was always something just under the surface with Dante, some pull I couldn’t ignore no matter how hard I tried.
“I’m glad you’re my assistant, you’d be wasted on anyone else,” he said, something that looked dangerously like pride and respect shining in his eyes. 
My breath hitched.
We kept walking, and his arm brushed mine. Just a graze, but it was enough. I felt it like a live wire. And maybe he did too, by the way his fingers twitched and his gaze flicked away quickly, like he’d accidentally looked straight at the sun. Or maybe I was just flattering myself. Dante Callahan was not the kind of man to be affected by a simple touch. He was far too experienced than that. I was touch-starved and chronically single, despite my brother’s best efforts.
“You will go and see your sister, won’t you?” I asked, needing to break the moment before I flew headlong into a fantasy where Dante actually wanted me and I wasn’t just a notch in his belt.
His expression shuttered. “Like I said. If I have time.”
“You should make time,” I said, gently. “Family is the one place we can find unconditional love.”
He didn’t answer.
We reached the edge of the plaza, where the crowds thinned out and the noise softened. I stopped to glance back at the Space Needle. “You’ve done so much,” I said. “Built so much. I just hope there’s room for you to feel something about it, too.”
Dante didn’t say anything at first. Then: “I feel plenty.”
I looked at him, about to ask what—but he was already turning away, motioning for us to head back.
And I followed, because I always did, even when I knew better.
But behind my ribs, something fluttered. He’d brought me here. Not because it was useful. Because he remembered I asked.
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Dante

The next day, we headed to the district South of the Dome. Or what used to be, when the Kingdome Stadium of my childhood has still existed. I had a meeting with a potential investor, Walt McAllister, for future Seattle projects. SoDo was our next target. This trip wasn’t just about the project we’d be building on top of that damn diner, it was about my domination of the city.
I’d brought Camilla along with us. Her designs were second to none when it came to luxury buildings and she could pitch them just as well as she could draw them. But she served a second purpose. With her there, I hoped Josie wouldn’t wax lyrical about how important family was and keep pushing my towards places that she couldn’t even imagine. When she wasn’t tempting me with those full lips and guileless brown eyes, she was pushing buttons in me like an emotional sniper with perfect aim.
Mr. McAllister had picked the venue, a wine tasting room that hosted local and international varieties. I was more of a whiskey guy, but I appreciated a man who mixed business and alcohol. It was a lot better than stuffy, generic boardrooms. 
He was waiting for us when we arrived, and looked exactly like the old school Seattle revitalizer that I expected. Salt-and-pepper hair, hard-set jaw, a golf shirt instead of a suit. Former steel magnate turned reluctant urban investor he was Seattle royalty in a way I wasn’t—and that he didn’t let anyone forget. 
“Mr. McAllister,” I said, shaking his hand. He had a firm grip and callused hands, like he wanted to prove he put in the hard work. I’d worked back-to-back twelve hour days in construction that absolutely violated labor laws in my teens and twenties, but I preferred to moisturise. “Thank you for meeting with me. May I introduce my assistant, Josephine Blake, and the head of interior design as Elysian Enterprises, Camilla Sharpe.”
“Call me Walt,” he said, his voice naturally loud and booming. “Nice to meet you all.”
He shook hands with Josie and Camilla in turn.
“I’m looking forward to discussing the future of Seattle with you,” I said.
Walt wave his hand dismissively at me, “No shop talk until I’ve had a glass or two, there’s no rush.”
I bit my tongue and let him lead the way into a private booth at the back of the overwise open plan tasting room. It had an industrial aesthetic, paying homage to the building’s previous life as a warehour, with exposed red brick exterior walls and steel rafters. There partition walls of the booth were painted midnight blue and the low, warm-yellow lighting gave the impression of night time even though it was eleven in the morning. Clever way to get people comfortable with day drinking. It wasn’t a hangup of mine.
At Walt’s insistence, we tried a range of whites and reds. He was in his element, recommending his favorites and extolling the virtues of each one. I didn’t need his guidance, I might have preferred whiskey, but I’d made sure I knew the details of all the finer things in life that I hadn’t been exposed to in my younger years. Wine, whiskey, golf, suits. They were just as important as knowing the work. 
“I much prefer the complexities of red wine,” Camilla said, swirling a glass of Malbec. I wasn’t surprised she knew about wine, or that she like red. She rattled off a list of notes she was getting, like she was auditioning to be a sommelier and not here to pitch a design.
“That’s what all the aficionados say,” Walt said, and I couldn’t get a read on whether that was a compliment or an insult. “What do you think, Josephine?”
He leaned in closer than I would have liked, waiting for Josie’s opinion. She didn’t like red wine, but she hid her distaste as she sipped her glass. Would she lie for the sake of impressing him?
“I guess I can see the appeal, but…” she put her glass down, “I like white wine.”
That’s my girl.
Camilla hid her scoff poorly, but Walt chuckled.
“A woman after my own heart,” he said, angling towards Josie like she was the only person here. “I know what all the so-called experts say, but give me a Sauvignon Blanc and I’m a happy man.”
He ordered a flight of whites for the table and seemed to take great joy in teaching Josie the finer details of how to tastes the notes in whites correctly.
“Here, smell this,” he said, placing a glass in Josie’s hand before guiding to her nose like she couldn’t lift it herself.
“Mr. McAllister,” I snapped, far louder than was necessary. Three pairs of eyes stared at me. Camilla’s were the most shocked, but they quickly narrowed. Walt was just gormless surprise. But Josie…was the a hint of gratitude?
“Yes, son?” he asked, taking his hand off of Josies. Son. I fucking hated that word.
“I really would like to discuss business, before the wine goes to our heads and we forget about it completely,” I said, covering.
“You’re right, of course,” he nodded, pulling his professional persona back on like it was a jacket. “Go on, then. Pitch me.”
Camilla was the first to speak, allowing my a moment to recover myself. She pulled out her expertly rendered designs and I jumpedin to talk numbers, rattling off projected profit margins and areas for growth.
But Walt wasn’t buying what we were selling, not yet.
I took a sip of the white in front of me. The wine was sharp and dry, with notes of something herbal I couldn’t name. I nodded absently at whatever Camilla was saying about modern design being timeless.
“This all sounds sleek,” Walt interrupted her, swirling his glass with theatrical disinterest. “But there’s no anchor in it. No identity. You want to strip the soul out of SoDo and call it progress.”
Across the table, Camilla smiled like she hadn’t just been insulted. “We’re offering a fresh interpretation, not erasure. The soul is in the design. With smart spatial programming, we could bring in retail, community—”
“Design doesn’t mean a damn thing if the space doesn’t speak,” Walt cut in. He was far more shrewd than he appeared at first glace. “SoDo’s not supposed to look like New York City lite. It’s Seattle.”
Camilla's smile tightened.
I leaned forward. “We’re not trying to gentrify the soul out of the district, Walt. The proposal emphasizes sustainability and job creation, both of which align with the city’s long-term goals.”
Walt gave a grunt and looked out the window, where cranes and aging train tracks tangled across the skyline like veins. The winery’s exposed brick and reclaimed wood couldn’t hide the fact that this part of the city had a heartbeat made of grit, not glass.
Josie was quiet beside me, stylus in hand, her wine glass having been replaced with a tablet without me noticin. Her eyes darted between us, the wheels turning. I knew that look. I’d started trusting it more than most architects I’d hired.
But still—I hadn’t expected her to speak.
“What if,” she said, voice light but clear, “you didn’t have to choose?”
Walt glanced at her, frowning. “I thought you were his assistant.”
“She is,” Camilla said tightly, her smile like polished steel.
Josie didn’t flinch. “—and I’m originally from Asbury Park, New Jersey. I’ve seen what can happen when history gets erased, and I’ve seen how much communities thrive when you keep the soul of the place alive. There are layers of working history here that still live in the streets. Old train lines. Shipyards. Canneries. And now wineries. The contrast isn’t a flaw. It’s a feature.”
Walt narrowed his eyes, but he wasn’t tuning out.
Josie leaned in slightly. “What if you kept the framework—the bones of the industrial era—and built inside it? Use new materials, green tech, modular housing… but let the space tell its story. Let the original structure echo through the glass. This warehouse look is great, but it’s been done. There’s no reason not to combine the two, update the look but keep the soul.”
Now that got him.
Walt set down his glass, giving her his full attention. “You’re talking about adaptive reuse.”
“Exactly,” she said, smiling. “Innovation rooted in memory. You don’t erase SoDo. You let it evolve.”
I watched as Walt sat back, mulling it over. I could already see the shift—the subtle tilt of his chin, the gleam of curiosity cracking through decades of stubbornness. She’d cracked something open that neither Camilla nor I had been able to touch.
“Well,” Walt finally said, nodding. “That’s something I’d invest in.”
He stood, already pulling his phone out. “Send me the revised proposal. And keep the girl in the room next time.”
Camilla’s jaw tensed.
“Of course,” I said, rising to shake his hand. “You’ll have it by Monday.”
He left with a purposeful stride, wine forgotten. Camilla didn’t waste a second.
“I wasn’t aware we needed a local history tour guide in our pitch,” she said, brushing a strand of hair off her shoulder like she was shaking off the moment. “Or that our admin was leading creative now.”
Josie’s spine stiffened just a little.
Before I could stop myself, I said, “Her timing was perfect. You heard him.”
Camilla’s eyebrows rose. “And I suppose that’s how we’re doing business now—improvised commentary over curated strategy?”
“We do business however gets the deal done.”
Camilla didn’t argue, but the look she gave Josie could’ve frosted over the wine.
She got up and walked off, leaving me with Josie still holding her stylus, her eyes wide like she hadn’t expected to chime in either.
I looked at her, and she finally met my eyes.
“You really do know how to read a room,” I said. “That was sharp.”
Her lips parted in surprise. Something shifted between us again. A beat of warmth. She didn’t say anything right away, but the flush in her cheeks said enough. Like she wasn’t used to being praised—and like my opinion mattered more than it should.
“I meant what I said,” she murmured. “Places have stories. People connect to that.”
“You want to preserve the past,” I said, mostly to myself. Reusing warehouses was one thing, but Josie didn’t know what she was asking for when it came to the diner.
“And you want to build the future,” she replied. For once, it sounded dangerously close to compliment.
Silence hung between us, held in place by our locked gaze. 
We both looked away at the same time.
But I noticed the way she smiled into her wine glass as she took a sip. Did my approval mean that much to her, or was I just flattering myself? One thing I could be sure of: success looked good on Josie. She saved that meeting and subsequently, my plans for this godforsaken city. 
Maybe I needed to start listening to her more.
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Josie

I walked towards the bland government building the next day with a spring in my step. Not even the prospect of another meeting about zoning could get me down. I was still riding the high of talking Walt McAllister around. But more than that, it was Dante’s reaction to him touching me that really stuck with me. If I didn’t know any better, I’d call it jealousy. But at the very least, it was protectiveness and even just the thought of it warmed something deep inside of me.
The building loomed ahead, glass and concrete stacked in the kind of severe geometry. Working with Dante had given me a sharper eye for architecture and now buildings like this didn’t just seem ugly, but like a waste. A few tweaks wouldn’t have been expensive, but could have made all the difference.
Dante was silent as we went inside, which wasn’t unusual. But there was a tightness to his shoulders that grew more and more obvious as we crossed the sad, puke-yellow floor. Something told me his discomfort had nothing to do with the poor aesthetics.
We had to pass several departments on our way to zoning. Building Permits and Inspections. Public Records. Legal Aid. Child Protective Services.
Dante’s steps faltered and he slowed, like he wasn’t sure where he was going.
“Zoning is just up ahead,” I said, reading the signs hanging from the ceiling along the corridor.
He did respond. I looked at him.
“Are you alright? You look a little pale?” I asked, hoping he wasn’t getting sick. Dante liked to pretend he was above such things. I’d seen him work through fevers so high he was shaking, while still denying there was anything wrong with him. I’d had to strongarm him into taking meds and argued with him for an hour about going home early, but he’d eventually relented. I made sure there was an order of chicken soup waiting for him when he got home. 
I didn’t get a reply.
“Dante?”
A janitor up ahead wheeled his cart over a loose tile. The clatter ad scrape echoed sharply through the sparse hallway. And Dante…flinched? It was subtle, so much so that I wondered if I imagined it, but there’d been some sort of reaction.
“Let’s get moving,” he said, striding ahead like it was me who has slowed us down.
The zoning department was tucked away into a cluttered office and the woman at the front desk looked up at us with a bored expression.
“Dante Callahan,” he introduced himself in clipped tones. “I have an appointment.”
She checked the book in front of her. “I’m sorry, Mr. Callahan. The meeting has been rescheduled for next week.”
“Excuse me?” Dante bit out, giving the woman a glare that could melt the polar ice caps.
“My apologies, but we’re short staffed today. Mr. Smith is on sick leave and Ms. Crosby had to go on maternity leave early due to a complication,” she tried to explain, but Dante was already storming out of the office.
“I’m sorry,” I said to the woman before following my dramatic boss out of the office. I had to run to catch up with him. “Dante…”
“Everyone who works here is fucking useless,” he growled, like I’d caught him in the middle of a tirade. “They always fucking have been.”
“I know you’re frustrated, but that’s a bit harsh,” I frowned. 
He scoffed and ran a hand through his hair, heading toward the street like he couldn’t stand the air inside the building.
“It’s a waste of time,” he muttered. “All of this.”
He didn’t mean the project. I knew that instinctively. There was something here that had upset him and not just the rescheduled appointment. Dante was a hard taskmaster but he wasn’t unreasonable. I wanted to ask about it, find out what it was. But I couldn’t. Not when he was practically vibrating with fury. I’d never seen him like this before.
Talking about it wasn’t going to help, not for a man like Dante to kept information about himself more tightly guarded than Fort Knox. 
I adjusted the strap on my bag. “We’ve got a few hours free now. Why don’t we take advantage of it?”
Dante turned to me with a look that said he’d rather sit through a root canal.
“I just want to get back to the hotel and work,” he said.
“And glower at spreadsheets?” I smiled gently, softening my tone. “You said you’d show me Seattle. There’s something nearby I’ve wanted to see.”
It was a long shot, but I had to try.
His eyes flicked toward me, guarded. “Where?”
“The Klondike Gold Rush Museum. It’s only a few blocks.”
He stared at me with shuttered eyes. There wasn’t just a lack of warmth in that blue, there was nothing. Completely unreadable, but I hoped not unreachable.
“Please, Dante,” I asked, placing my hand on his arm. He was so tense it was almost alarming, but there…he relaxed under my touch.
After a moment, he sighed. “Fine.”
I suppresssed my triumphant smile. I wasn’t big on gloating.
“Let’s walk, get some fresh air,” I suggested. He didn’t argue.
We walked in silence for a few minutes, the city buzzing around us—car horns, the rumble of delivery trucks, pigeons scattering like confetti from beneath food carts. The gray sky hung low, but it wasn’t raining. Yet.
Halfway to the museum, we passed a corner building tucked behind an alley garden strung with fairy lights. The bookstore looked like it had bloomed there by accident—a crooked little structure with a turret and mismatched signage. The windowpanes were stained glass, and a chalkboard out front read: “Used, Loved, and Slightly Cursed: Books Seeking New Homes.”
I slowed instinctively, drawn to the rich scent of old paper and dust that spilled out from the open door. Inside, mismatched chairs were scattered between leaning shelves. There was a cat curled up on a pile of hardcovers near the window.
“Looks like a fire hazard,” Dante said dryly behind me. “They probably haven’t upgraded the plumbing since the ’50s.”
I laughed too quickly, too brightly. “Yeah. Totally. Place probably smells like mildew and broken dreams.”
Now wasn’t the time to push. The fact that he was speaking at all felt like a win. But I lingered half a step too long.  Dante didn’t notice. Or if he did, he didn’t say anything. He kept walking.
I followed.
The museum was tucked into an unassuming brick building, part of the Pioneer Square historic district. Inside, it opened up into dim corridors filled with the muffled echoes of another time: black-and-white photographs, maps of frozen terrain, displays of battered tin pans and worn leather boots.
My heart lifted the moment we stepped in. I wasn’t sure why—maybe because history always felt like something I could hold onto. It stayed still. It didn’t disappear without warning.
“This is where the gold rushers would stop to gear up before heading to Yukon,” I said, trailing my fingers along a wooden display case. “Seattle was their last taste of comfort before months in the wilderness.”
Dante gave a faint huff. “Comfort seems generous.”
I looked over my shoulder at him. “You don’t think there’s something brave about all of it?”
He shrugged. “Desperation makes people do bold things. Doesn’t mean it’s smart.”
I turned back to a faded journal under glass. “Smart or not, they were chasing something. Doesn’t that count for something?”
He was quiet for a moment, then came to stand beside me. “Maybe. I guess I just think most people don’t know what they’re chasing. They just want to run.”
There was something in his tone—soft, dark. Not bitter, exactly. Just tired. I wondered if he could relate. I didn’t know why he left Seattle, but I could tell there was a story there.
I glanced at him. His profile was still and carefully blank, but his eyes moved slowly over the exhibit. I’d rarely seen him look at anything that way—like he was trying to see something beneath the surface.
“You seem calmer,” I said gently, hoping I wasn’t going to push him back into rage.
He exhaled. “It’s quiet in here.”
“That a good thing?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe.”
That wasn’t like him. Dante was a man of definites. Absolutes. 
He paused at a wall display about the original port warehouses, where freight was loaded onto northbound ships. Photos of the shoreline in the 1890s. Rough men with grim eyes. Mud and slush underfoot.
“You could build a whole life from scratch back then,” he said, almost to himself. “Or lose it in a day.”
I watched him carefully. He didn’t say anything more, but something about his shoulders shifted. Loosened.
He looked… good like this. Not polished or powerful. Just present.
“I like seeing you like this,” I said before I could stop myself.
He glanced down at me, eyebrow raised. “Like what?”
“Not scowling,” I teased. “Almost relaxed.”
He smirked, and there was something warm and reckless in it. “Don’t get used to it.”
But I already was. And I wasn’t sure that was a good thing.
“We should probably get back to work soon,” I said, even though I was the reason we’d taken this detour.
“Mmm,” Dante agreed, lingering at the photographs of men on their way to starting a new life. A lot of them wouldn’t make it back. “I’m going to that event tomorrow night.”
I knew Dante’s schedule off by heart, this wasn’t news to me. The function was some swanky cocktail evening.
“Do you need me to get your suit pressed?” I asked, trying to figure out what Dante might need from me.
He reached into his pocket and took out his wallet. Dante always carried wads of cash, but it was one of his platinum credit cards that he pulled out and handed to me.
“What’s this for?” I asked, hesitating.
“Buy yourself a dress, you’re coming with me,” he said, waving the card at me. I took it on autopilot.
“What?” I asked. It wasn’t the kind of event assistants went to.
“I’ve seen how small your suitcase is, there’s no way you have an appropriate dress in there,” he commented like it was just plain logical.
“But…why?” I stared at him. His card was the same plastic that my basic, high-interest, low-limit credit card was. I had a picture of Asbury Park printed on it, to remind me of home. But somehow his felt weighter, like it’s importance changed the makeup of it.
“Because you nailed that meeting yesterday and I could use the backup if Camilla keeps alienating people,” he said, his mouth in a harsh line. But the edges of his lips softened. “I want you there.”
“I…alright,” I found myself saying.
“Good.” He nodded. “And don’t just get the cheapest dress you can find. I know how you are.”
“I don’t need anything extravagant, its just one night, it would be a waste,” I pointed out.
“Case in point,” he rolled his eyes. It was nice to see him be more himself. “It’s my money, I can do what I want with it, and I want you to have a nice dress. Don’t make me pick something out myself, I don’t have the time. It’s a cocktail party, so don’t think business casual and polyester is going to cut it.”
“Right,” I said, bewildered. But my excitement was starting to grow. Dante was insisting, and it had been a very long time since I’d bought a nice dress.
“Good, it’s settled,” he said.
“Any other stipulations?” I asked, wondering what would be appropriate. I’d never been to a fancy event like that.
“Surprise me,” he smirked.
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Dante

I shouldn’t have given Josie free reign. She hadn’t chosen something inappropriate, Josie couldn’t be inappropriate if she tried. But it was distracting. Gone were the demure professional blazer and matching skirt or slacks that she wore like camouflage. The dress Josie had chosen hugged her curves so closely that I was jealous of the fabric. It wasn’t low cut, but the rise of her breasts over sweetheart neckline reminded me what it was like to have my face buried in them. Warm, dark purple, with a gold lace overlay on the fitted bodice, she looked like dusk on a warm summer evening and was just as alluring.
I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her.
The function was one of those invite-only developer events with just enough exclusivity to matter and just enough overpriced wine to make sure no real business got done. Held in a private event space above Elliott Bay, the place was full of clean lines, brushed concrete, and floor-to-ceiling windows that screamed money. People milled around sipping wine, talking about “urban activation” and “adaptive reuse” like they were discussing the weather.
For the first hour, I was on autopilot—networking, shaking hands, smiling like I gave a damn. Someone from the city council cornered me about fast-tracking a permitting process. A couple of newer firms asked if I was looking to bring on partners. I knew how to do this part. This was my arena—predictable, strategic, efficient.
But there was Josie, chatting to a man in a slick designer suit who hadn’t bothered with a tie and whose shirt was unbuttoned about three buttons too many. She was laughing at one of his jokes, and not the practiced laugh she gave to be polite. This was real. And I didn’t know why it made me stomach clench.
“Mr. Callahan?” the man I was supposed to be in conversation with prompted me. I didn’t remember his name. I didn’t remember what we were even talking about.
“Sorry, can you repeat that?” I asked.
Focus. You’re not here to monitor Josie, you’re here to make connections.
“The hempcrete,” he prompted me. It didn’t jog my memory.
“Not really my area of expertise,” I grunted. The man Josie was talking to had stepped closer, laughing obnoxiously while he rested his hand on her arm. “Excuse me.”
I didn’t wait for his response. I headed straight towards Josie without a second glance. Halfway there I remembered that conversation I was in the middle of. The guy I’d been talking to was a producer of green building materials. A connection with him was exactly what I needed. But it was too late now.
Camilla floated past me, dressed to kill in a tight fitting scarlet dress, making the rounds like a damn queen. Normally, I might have at least enjoyed the view. Tonight I felt nothing. Maybe proximity had taken away the allure. She caught my eye once and gave me that sharp little smile she always wore at these things, the one that said, You’re on. Don’t screw it up.
Maybe it was getting to know her better that had snuffed my interest. She seemed to forget that I was her superior. 
I made it to Josie in a few long strides.
“Josephine,” I said, stepping into her space and nudging the guy she was talking to back into his.
“Dante, I was just telling Mr. Stewart here about our project,” she said, seemingly unaware that she was driving me crazy. Her hair was down, shining in the soft lighting, and all I wanted to do was brush it back. In her role as my assistant, Josie always wore her hair up, usually in neat bun. Efficient, practical. Maybe that was what bothered me. When it was down, all I could think about was seeing it fanned out on my pillow while she moaned.
“Craig, please,” the man smiled, far too eagerly. “We’re new to the area and looking to invest in real estate.”
“I’m afraid our current project is fully funded.” I adjusted my cuffs.
“That’s a shame,” he said, his smile faltering. “Maybe one of your next projects. I admit, it’s my husband who usually deals with the details, I’m the visionary in our partnership.”
Husband. Ah. 
“We’re looking to expand into the SoDo district if our pilot project is a success. Which it will be,” I offered as an olive branch. I didn’t usually misread situations like this. Seattle was messing with my head. “We could set up a meeting, show you the designs.”
“That would be marvelous,” Craig said, his easy grin back in full force. “Oh, my other half beckons. Josie, it’s been a hoot.”
“Likewise,” she replied.
Craig gave her a long hug before stepping back and shaking my hand.
“It was nice to meet you,” he said, far more professionally than he’s behaved with Josie.
One he was out of earshot, Josie turned to me.
“Well, that was weird,” she said, one eyebrow raised.
“I know. The way he was in your personal space like that?” I scoffed.
Josie crossed her arms. “I meant you!”
“What?” I frowned.
“I don’t know what made you more grumpy than normal, but I was in the middle of convincing him to invest in all your future Seattle projects,” she said, leveling me with a disappointed look. 
“That’s– I’m not–” I let out a frustrated growl. “Nobody has that kind of money.”
“He does,” she cocked her head like I was a fucking idiot. And maybe I was. “Craig Stewart. You must have heard of him.”
My stomach sank. He was one of the richest men in the country. In the world.
“Oh.”
“Yeah, oh.” She stared up at me with unflinching judgment.
“Well…shit.” I scratched the back of my head. “I think I saved it at the end…right?”
I didn’t like being on the back foot. Most people didn’t have the guts to challenge me, but Josie did. Somehow, it didn’t bother me as much when it came from her. 
“Probably,” she said. “What got into you anyway?”
I swallowed. I didn’t really have an answer for that. Not one that satisfied me.
“I thought he was being a creep,” I said, because it was the closest thing to the truth I could find. I could see Josie wasn’t uncomfortable with him, but I’d come over anyway.
Her eyes widened just a little before the corners of her mouth softened into something approaching a smile. “I didn’t know you cared.”
My chest tightened. “Of course I care. You’re…my assistant.”
She looked away, robbing me of the ability to read her expression.
“Of course,” she echoed me. “I need another drink.”
She left me standing there, unsure how I’d fumbled two conversations in under ten minutes.
Fucking Seattle.
My eyes followed Josie against my will as she approached the bar. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever made Josie laugh. Not like Craig fucking Stewart had.
Camilla materialized beside me with a glass of wine and a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“Your assistant cleans up well.”
I didn’t respond.
She raised an eyebrow. “You’re watching her like she’s a demolition site you’re thinking about buying.”
I shot her a look. “I’m not in the mood for your delusions tonight.”
It was harsher than necessary. The kind of shit HR would slap me on the wrist for.
“Whatever you say.” She sipped her wine and drifted away, unphased. If there was one thing I admired about Camilla, it was her complete lack of caring what other people thought of her.
But the comment had already done its job. Now I was hyper-aware—of where Josie stood, how often I was looking, how obvious it might be. For the next hour, I talked shop to at least twenty different people. And every single minute that passed, I was looking for her. 
I made my way to the bar for another drink I didn’t need. She found me there. Or maybe I found her. We just… ended up next to each other.
“You survived the sharks,” she said, tipping her glass toward the room.
“Still breathing.” I handed her a fresh flute of prosecco. “I should have told you earlier. You look…”
She turned to face me fully, eyes bright. “Professional? Appropriate? Assistant-y?”
“Distracting.”
It slipped out before I could stop it. Her eyes widened slightly, and then—damn her—she smiled. Slow and real and completely unbothered.
I should’ve walked away. Should’ve gone back to the safety of logistics and site plans and talk about zoning.
But then she leaned in, just a fraction closer, and said, “You look just as good as you always do.”
The noise in the room faded. The air felt thicker, like the gravity had changed and suddenly everything tilted toward her.
Behind us, I heard Camilla laugh—sharp and elegant and reminding me that I was supposed to be working.
I didn’t move. Josie didn’t either. And all I could think about was how close her mouth was. And how dangerous this was starting to feel.
“We should head back to the hotel. I’ve had enough schmoozing for the night,” I said, stepping back and putting more distance than was necessary between us.
She hesitated before saying, “Sure. I’ll contact your driver.”
I watched her walk away. She wasn’t trying to swing her hips, but they swayed anyway. My hands itched to touch her, to pull her to me. I shoved them in my pockets.


Josie

The elevator ride up to our rooms was too quiet.
Not in the awkward way. Not in the we ran out of things to say way. It was worse. It was full of all the things we weren’t saying.
Dante had taken off his tie in the car. It was tucked into his pocket, the top button of his shirt undone. His sleeves were rolled to the elbows, showing those damn forearms that did something to my ability to speak in complete sentences. He never looked so…casual. Messy. 
It shouldn’t have an effect on me, but oh boy it did.
I leaned back against the mirrored wall and watched the numbers crawl upward.
“Did you make all the connections you wanted tonight?” I asked, a little too casually.
His eyes flicked to me, one brow lifting. “I wouldn’t say all.”
Was he thinking of that weird moment with Craig Stewart? I still couldn’t figure out whether to be flattered or annoyed. 
“Well, I had fun,” I shrugged. 
He gave me that crooked half-smile that was as rare as it was infuriating. “Yeah, I noticed.”
I kept my eye on the numbers. If I was more uninhibited I might have grabbed him by his lapels and shaken him while screaming, “What does that mean?” Or maybe that was the prosecco talking.
He stepped a little closer. Just a little.
“I meant it when I said you were distracting,” he said, his voice low. “I fucked up a conversation with Seattle’s premier eco friendly building materials supplier because I couldn’t stop looking at you.”
The laugh caught in my throat. He was serious. Dante Callahan, the workaholic, was losing focus because of me?
Our eyes locked. The air shifted. Every nerve I had seemed to stand at attention. My heartbeat kicked up, thudding a little too loud in my chest. And I was back in Dante’s bed, six years younger, new to the city, and wrapped up in a man I was about to become so devoted to that I put the rest of my life on hold. And he’d never look at me that way again.
The elevator dinged.
Neither of us moved. The silence wrapped around us, thick and humming.
“Do you ever think about it?” I asked, quietly. Almost without meaning to.
His jaw flexed. “About what?”
I didn’t look away. “That night.”
I didn’t need to specify. I saw the look in his eye. He didn’t answer.
Just stepped out into the hallway. I followed. What else was I going to do?
We walked without speaking, our footsteps soft on the carpet. The space between us wasn’t wide, but it felt like a canyon.
We stopped in front my room.
He turned to me. His hand lifted, brushing my jaw, slow and reverent, like I was something fragile. His eyes searched mine, looking for something I didn’t know how to give. Or maybe didn’t want to.
I leaned into his touch before I could stop myself. My voice came out as a whisper. “Say something.”
His breath hitched. His thumb still against my skin.
“I shouldn’t.”
He dropped his hand. Turned away.
My chest ached with something too sharp to name.
I swallowed hard. “Coward.”
He paused. Just for a second. My heart leapt.
“I’m going to see my sister and niece tomorrow,” he said. I blinked. “Come with me. My sister wants to meet the woman who keeps my life together.”
My only response was to nod. He continued walking.
And I let him go.
But the burn of his touch stayed long after he disappeared around the corner.
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Dante

I hadn’t planned on staying long.
Just a quick visit, enough to prove to Iris I hadn’t vanished off the face of the earth. But the second Josie, with Enzo at her side, stepped into my sister’s small house in a neighborhood better than we’d grown up, I knew we weren’t getting out of there quickly. 
And maybe I didn’t mind.
Josie was wearing a blue sundress with purple flowers printed on it, calf length with three quarter sleeves, unaware that even in the looser fabric than the dress she’d worn last night, my hands still itched to touch her. 
My sister’s smile was all for Josie. “Welcome! It’s so nice to meet you, Josie. Dante talks about you all the time. When he bothers to call.”
Yup, there was my scowl. Iris was only two years older than me, but she had a knack for making me feel like I was her disappointing elder son.
“That’s not true,” I said quickly, before Josie got the wrong idea. “I talk about work all the time.”
“Is too!” My niece, Rose, barreling into the room with all the subtlety of a stampede, dark curls bouncing. At six years old, she was equally into robots as she was daisies and the color yellow. “Uncle Dante has told us all about you.”
Josie crouched to meet her. “All good, I hope?”
“He says you’re the only girl besides mom and me who Enzo likes, so you must be really good,” she said with a seriousness only small children possess.
Josie’s laugh filled the room, soft and real. “I’ve always thought dogs were great judges of character.” She petted Enzo’s head. 
“I think so too,” Iris said, giving me an almighty side-eye. “It makes me wonder what kind of women Dante’s hanging out with.”
My bachelor lifestyle wasn’t something my sister approved of and she never missed an opportunity to let it be known.
“I think there should be a rule that if Enzo doesn’t like someone, then you’re not allowed to be around them,” Rose said, like she was the CEO in the family and I was her lowly underling.
“Sounds like a good rule,” Josie laughed, getting to her feet and glancing at me with amusement.
“I didn’t expect to be bullied before I even sat down,” I complained, but nobody was taking me seriously.
“You know we do it with love,” Iris laughed at me. “And because you are just so easy to rile up. Is he like this at work, Josie?”
The snort Josie let out was annoyingly cute, made even more so when her cheeks reddened.
“At work he rules with an iron fist,” she said. 
Traitor.
“What does that mean?” Rose asked while she scratched Enzo behind his ears. She was only just taller than him and he was never more gentle than when he was around my niece. 
Iris and I spoke at the same time.
“It means your uncle is strict and mean.”
“It means I expect people to actually do their jobs.”
Rose turned to Josie, “He better me nice to you, or I’ll tell Enzo to bite him.”
Josie bit her lip to keep from laughing. “He is nice to me. Sometimes. He should listen to me more, though.”
She shot me a mischievous look.
“Yeah, yeah,” I drawled, because I was outnumbered and I didn’t think even Enzo would take my side, despite being my dog.
“I like you,” Iris said to Josie, and I immediately knew the day would leave my ego in shreds.
“Yeah, we’re keeping you,” Rose said, hugging Josie. My assistant hugged her back like Rose was her niece, not mine. Enzo barked once and wagged his entire body like a metronome set to delighted. Rose squealed and hugged him too.
I watched, uncomfortably warm in a place I didn’t expect to be. I rubbed my chest. My sister caught me looking and raised an eyebrow.
As time went on, the chaos only multiplied. Within minutes, Rose had Josie sitting on the floor, letting Rose braid one side of her hair while the kid explained the entire plot of a cartoon I'd never heard of. Enzo curled up between them, tail thumping contentedly. My sister brought out iced tea and misshapen choc-chip cookies that was Mom’s old recipe. I savored every bite. 
“And then the cat girl who was her enemy kisses her!” Rose was still explaining. “And the power of love saves her and she can save the universe!”
“That sounds really beautiful,” Josie said, genuinely engaged even while Rose tugged her hair into a wonky braid.
I leaned against the doorway, arms crossed.
“She’s got you wrapped around her finger,” Iris said as she handed me a glass of ice tea. I would have preferred something stronger to get me through the day.
I frowned. “Who, Rose?” I thought that much was obvious. My niece was one of the few people in the world I liked.
“Josie,” she said quietly, giving me a look like I was an idiot. “You’ve never brought home a girl before.”
“She’s not a girl. She’s my assistant.” Iris had been the one who expressed an interest in meeting her. 
“Your very attractive, very kind, very female assistant,” Iris said, bumped her shoulder against mine.
I took a sip of iced tea I didn’t need and didn’t respond.
Iris nudged me with her elbow. “Dante, come on. You don’t look at her like she’s just a coworker.”
“You know I don’t do relationships.”
“Right,” she said, like she didn’t believe me at all. “But if you did, I’d hope you’d end up with someone like her.”
I didn’t answer.
Across the room, Rose giggled and Josie laughed with her—head thrown back, eyes bright, like she’d forgotten the world outside the living room existed. I felt that same tug in my chest again. Maybe I needed to see a doctor. 
Rose got up and was acting out something from the cartoon. A battle, I assumed, with all of the sword gestures she was making as she crashed around.
Then came the crunch. A small, heartbreaking sound. Rose lifted her right foot to reveal the source of the news. One of her toys—a little robot she loved—had come apart at the arm.
Her lower lip trembled immediately.
Josie moved to comfort her, but I was already crossing the room. “It’s okay, kiddo. Let me see.”
“It’s broken!” Rose wailed, hugging it like it was a real person.
“I’ll get you a new one,” I offered quickly. I’d scour the whole world to find a replacement. 
She pulled back just enough to glare at me. “I don’t want a new one. I want this one.”
I crouched next to her, holding out my hand. “Let me see it.”
Reluctantly, she passed me the robot, sniffling.
The arm had popped out at a clean angle. Cheap glue. Shoddy joint design. But fixable.
I stood, scanned the room. “I need a screwdriver. And some pliers, if you’ve got them.”
Iris shot me a knowing look. “You still remember how to do all that?”
I gave her a flat look. “Yes.”
Five minutes later, I was at the kitchen table, tools in hand, robot cradled like something living. Josie stood nearby, quiet, watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. Admiration? Curiosity? Something else entirely.
“You’re good at that,” she said softly.
I shrugged. “Had to be. When you’re running a site and something breaks, you can’t always afford to wait for someone else to fix it.”
I didn’t tell her that it started earlier, fixing the few toys Iris and I had.
She didn’t say anything. But she kept watching.
I twisted the joint gently back into place, reinforced it, and handed the toy back to Rose. “Try now.”
She moved the arm. It stayed in place. She grinned, all traces of heartbreak forgotten, and threw herself at me in a hug. “You fixed him!”
I hugged her back awkwardly, patting her on the shoulder like a soldier returning from battle.
Josie’s smile when I looked up was soft. Warm. Dangerous.
I didn’t do relationships. But for one second, I almost wished I did.


Josie

I hadn’t known what to expect when meeting Dante’s sister and niece. I didn’t know if they’d be as emotionally constipated as him or if he was an anomaly in the family. The answer was more complicated than that. Rose had all the exuberance expected of a six year old, but she had the force of personality that Dante had. I could imagine her as the CEO of some major company when she got older, with the way she ordered everyone around. Especially Dante.
Iris was more staid, but not nearly as closed off as Dante. She smiled more easily and had a great sense of humor. I could listen to his family making fun of him and bullying him all day. But I noticed that all of the family photos were just of Iris and Rose. No husband, no grandparents. There was one with Dante, when Rose looked to be about three. He’d been throwing her up in the air, smiling. I could have stared at it for hours.
“I better clean this mess up,” Iris said, beginning to clear the dishes from lunch. Rose had pulled Dante away from the table the second she’d finished eating. Dante’s half-eaten lasagne was still on his plate. Iris packed it up for him.
“Let me help,” I said, getting to my feet. I could never sit idly by while someone else worked.
“Thanks,” Iris smiled. We worked quietly for a while, gathering the dishes while Iris ran a sink of hot water. I washed while Iris dried, so she could put everything away without me having to ask a million questions.
 The sound of laughter filtered in from the living room—Rose's high-pitched giggles, Dante's low, rumbling chuckle that he probably didn’t even realize he made when he was genuinely having fun.
I hadn’t heard it often. But I knew I liked the sound.
I rinsed another plate and handed it to Iris, who was drying beside me at the sink, her sleeves rolled up and her smile easy. She moved like someone who didn’t care if she got wet, who didn’t mind a little mess.
I liked her.
“She’s obsessed with him,” she said, nodding toward the living room. “He doesn’t come by often enough. But when he does, it’s like Christmas morning.”
“I can see why,” I said, nudging the sponge around the lip of a glass. “He’s good with her.”
“He is.” She glanced at me, one eyebrow raised. “You look surprised.”
“I guess I am,” I admitted. “He’s always so… buttoned up. At work, I mean. I couldn’t imagine him being good with kids.”
Iris snorted. “Oh, you mean Dante the Stoic? Yes, we’re all familiar with him. The man who schedules emotions like calendar invites. When Rose was born, he was too scared to hold her. But God, he loved her instantly. It took him a while to figure out how to interact with her. He used to talk to her about spreadsheets when she was only a year old.”
I laughed, and the tension I hadn’t realized I was carrying dropped from my shoulders.
“He used to be different,” Iris said after a moment, her voice quieter.
“When you were kids?” I asked. It wasn’t my place to ask about Dante’s past, especially when he wasn’t a part of the conversation. But curiosity was a hard thing to suppress.
“Yeah,” she sighed. She glanced down the hallway towards the living room. “He was such a deep feeler, Mom worried about him all the time. I was his self appointed protector. Of his feelings, at least. But then…well. Life happened.”
Her voice was hollow as she spoke, like she was stuck in the pain of a memory. I knew all about that. I wanted to know more. Dante had never spoken about his parents. Most people probably thought he was designed in a lab to be a super-CEO. All work, no emotions. I knew differently, but I didn’t know everything.
“Life can be brutal,” I said, thinking about how my father’s death had changed me. I’d had to grow up overnight. Mom was a wreck and bills don’t stop coming just because someone died. Aiden had done even more, going to work construction in NYC and saved us from ruin. And thanks to Dante, we both had well paying jobs. I wondered if Dante knew how much he’d done for us.
“People can be even worse,” Iris muttered. A shiver ran down my spine.
I didn’t ask what had made Dante change. I had my own theories. Some of them I didn’t want to be right about. If Dante wanted to tell me, then it was his story to tell.
Instead, I reached for the next dish. “It’s really nice here. Your place. Feels… warm.”
Iris gave a small smile as she dried a plate. “Thanks. It didn’t always. My ex, Rose’s dad…he liked things in their place. Me included.”
My hands stilled in the soapy water. “I’m sorry.”
She shook her head, waving it off like someone who’d already done the hard work of healing. “It’s okay. I let it go a long time ago. At the time, I thought I had to fit a mold to be loved—quiet, agreeable, small. He didn’t like that I had opinions. Or a backbone.”
Iris’s mouth twisted in something halfway between a smile and a grimace. “Funny thing is, I kept trying to be what he wanted until I didn’t recognize myself anymore.”
I nodded, the familiarity of that tugging at my ribs. 
“I can relate,” I said with a shrug. “I was never good enough for my ex. Even when I did what he wanted, he’d change his mind and act like I was crazy for doing it. I’d wanted to marry him, have kids.”
“Be glad you got out before you did,’ Iris said. “Rose is my reason for being, but getting out of a relationship like that with a kid was tough. If it wasn’t for Dante helping me, I don’t know what I would have done.”
Something twisted in my chest, caught between sadness and warmth. He hid it well, but Dante was a good man. I just wished Iris had never been through that.
“And now?”
“Now,” she said, setting a clean plate aside with a satisfying clink, “I’m dating a man who loves every loud, messy, opinionated piece of me. I wear bright lipstick and play my music too loud and say what I think—and I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.”
I smiled, my heart full and aching all at once. “That sounds… really nice.”
It was hard to imagine it for myself. I didn’t even know where to start. But I wanted it.
“It is.” She toweled off another dish. “Don’t settle for someone who only likes the version of you that makes them comfortable.”
I looked toward the living room, where Dante was showing Rose how to do a perfect robot voice for her newly repaired toy. His hair had fallen out of place, just a little. His sleeves were rolled up. He looked unguarded. Human.
He caught me watching and for a second he smiled. Bare, free, true happiness. Aimed at me.
Then it was gone.
I turned back to Iris, clearing my throat. “I’ll try not to.”
She gave me a long look, like she already knew the battle I was in. “You don’t have to try so hard, Josie. You’re already enough. Just like this.”
And even though I barely knew her, I wanted to hug her for that.
Instead, I nodded, took a deep breath, and reached for another dish.
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Josie

Monday morning meant getting back to work. Another meeting in another beautiful Seattle landmark. And this was one I was really looking forward to.
The Amazon Spheres were like something out of a science fiction movie—three glass orbs rising from the middle of downtown, filled with impossible amounts of green. Inside, it felt like we’d stepped into a terrarium for the ultra-wealthy: lush, misted air, tropical plants from every hemisphere, and not a single leaf out of place.
“You sure your friend’s not a Bond villain?” I asked under my breath as Dante signed us in at a glass-panel kiosk. “Because this feels like the kind of place where someone monologues before pressing a big red button.”
We were meeting with Theodore Navarro, one of Dante’s Dominion Society friends and by all accounts a tech genius. He would be handling the smart tech integration for the project. I’d seen him a few times at the office, but only in passing.
Dante didn’t even look up. “That’s not off the table.”
I snorted. “You’re kidding, right?”
He glanced sideways, a faint smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “You’ll see.”
Right on cue, a tall, sleek man in all black appeared from the shadows like he’d materialized there. Tailored jacket, expensive-looking boots, and a jawline sharp enough to rival Dante’s. His hair was artfully tousled, like he’d fought off five security guards and still had time to style it. His storm-gray eyes sparkled with something wicked.
“It’s nice to officially meet you, Josie,” he said, offering me a hand. “You must be the reason Dante hasn’t returned a single one of my calls this week.”
My eyebrows shot up.
Dante sighed. “She’s my assistant. You know that.”
Theo shot him a michievous look. He was fucking with Dante and enjoying every second of it. “She speaks in full sentences. Has a sense of humor. Doesn’t look at you like you’re about to fire her. You upgraded.”
“She’s not—” Dante began.
“I am right here,” I interrupted, shaking Theo’s hand. His grip was warm, steady. “And I can assure you, Dante ignores everyone’s calls.”
Theo grinned at that. “You and I are going to get along just fine. Now, let me show you why we’re here.”
We followed him deeper into the Spheres, where a discreet elevator took us down to an even sleeker level: brushed steel, floating glass, rooms that looked like they’d been designed by AI with taste. Theo walked ahead, speaking effortlessly as he guided us past prototypes and projectors, talking about immersive smart-home systems like he was describing a lover.
“This is the future of luxury,” he said. “Spaces that anticipate what you need before you even realize you need it. Climate, lighting, mood-setting. Think: ocean breeze scent and cello music the second you start to feel overwhelmed.”
“Sounds like it’s reading minds,” I said. I wasn’t sure I understood the allure when I’d grown up in a place where all I had to do to smell the ocean was open a window. 
He turned, smiling at me. “Almost. But ethically. And with consent.”
“And how does that work?” I asked, wondering why Dante had said a word yet. It felt like Theo was pitching to me, when really we were here for Dante to sign off on Theo’s integration ideas.
“Let me demonstrate,” Theo said, walking up to a panel on the wall. He selected an icon on a touchscreen to enable voice activation. When prompted, he spoke his instructions out loud. “I’ve got a date coming over, set the mood to something seductive but classy, she deserves some wooing.”
He gave me a wink. Before I could even blink, the space around us transformed.
The lights dipped, softening to a warm amber that wrapped around us like the promise of something intimate. The greenery glowed subtly with the help of hidden lights, like the walls were breathing. Somewhere in the distance, a low hum of music began—slow, smooth, sultry.
A soft scent rolled through the air—rich sandalwood, a hint of something sweet and smoky. Familiar. Masculine. Expensive. It reminded me of Dante’s cologne.
“Seriously?” I said, glancing at Theo with an arched brow. “You’re leaving romance up to a computer?”
He shrugged, all cool indifference. “You can’t trust spontaneity with something this important. Besides—” His eyes flicked to me, slower this time. “—some people deserve to know exactly how wanted they are.”
Oh my God, is he flirting with me?
Behind me, Dante shifted. Barely perceptible, but I felt it. A change in his breath. A tightening in his stillness. I didn’t have to look to know his jaw was set the way it always was when he was trying not to react.
“Nice setup,” he said flatly. “Bit much for a first date, don’t you think?”
Theo didn’t turn, but I could hear the smile in his voice. “Depends on the woman.”
I was suddenly hyper-aware of the space between the three of us. The way Theo had closed the distance without me noticing. The way Dante was glaring at his friend, standing just close enough to me that his body heat ghosted across my arm. Was he jealous? Or was that just wishful thinking?
“You should see the bar,” Theo added, almost lazily. “Custom algorithm recommends the perfect drink based on conversation tone and facial expressions. Want to test it out?”
“No,” Dante said smoothly, stepping closer, his fingers brushing the small of my back. His voice was low, intimate. “She already has everything she wants.”
It wasn’t possessive. Not exactly. But it was pointed.
I turned my head just enough to see him. His eyes were on me, not Theo. Dark, focused. Steady in a way that sent a flush through my chest and made my pulse thrum.
I don’t know what Theo saw, but he didn’t push again.
Instead, he turned to the AI and said, “End protocol. Dim to neutral daylight. Save woo mode for later.”
The room cooled back to something resembling normalcy—but the air between us? Still charged.


Theo cocked his head. “Dante’s building palaces, I’m building the ghosts that haunt them—in a good way. Seamless, invisible, a little voyeuristic but in a luxury way.”
“That’s not creepy at all,” I deadpanned.
Theo laughed, clearly enjoying himself. “God, where’ve you been hiding her?”
“Nowhere,” Dante said tightly. “We’re here for the presentation, not whatever this is.”
“This,” Theo said smoothly, “is called human connection. You should try it sometime.”
We stopped in front of another model suite outfitted with all the bells and whistles: light-shifting walls, hidden panels, an AI assistant that could probably write your emails and water your plants. I was starting to wonder if I should worry about keeping my job…But then I looked at Dante, catching his blue eyes trained on me. AI could never replicate this.
I drifted through the space while they talked specs. But I kept an eye on Dante—his shoulders were tense, his mouth set in that hard line I knew by now meant he was either bored or brooding.
Theo leaned in slightly toward me as he gestured to a smart mirror. “This one gives outfit suggestions based on your calendar. Also compliments your butt.”
I laughed. He was a shameless flirt and charming salesman, but I wasn’t buying.
Dante cut in. “Theo.”
“Yes?” he asked, all innocence.
Dante didn’t respond. Just looked at him. And I saw something pass between them—unspoken, a little sharp, like a jab to the ribs that still counted as affection.
Theo backed off with a smirk, hands raised. “Okay, okay. You’re no fun when you’re jealous.”
“I’m not—” Dante started, but Theo was already moving on.
We finished the tour in a sleek lounge overlooking the canopy of greenery below. Theo handed me a sparkling water and clinked his bottle against mine.
“Pleasure getting to know you better, Josie.”
“You too,” I said honestly. His flirtatious nature hadn’t affected me, I got the impression he flirted with every woman with a heartbeat. But getting to know him gave me insight into Dante. Theo was his closest friend and I could imagine him drawing Dante out of his shell and insisting he have fun. Somehow, Dante had surrounded himself with people who loved to needle him, from his family to his friends. 
Theo turned to Dante, eyes narrowing slightly. “Lighten up, man. I know being back home comes with shit, but it’s Seattle, not hell.”
Dante’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing. How much did Theo know about Dante’s past? 
Theo clapped him on the back, all brotherly affection. “I’ll send over the specs tonight. I’m going to survey the site now, see what kind of infrastructure we’re working with.”
“You could just review the site report I sent you,” Dante said, voice smooth but taut.
“You know I’m more of a hands on kind of guy,” Theo said, shooting me another wink. “You guys coming with.”
“No, we have work to do,” he snapped. I knew the schedule better than him. The whole afternoon was free, I’d ensured it in case Dante wanted to spend time with friends. As I understood it, another Dominion guy was flying in later, the mysterious financier Silas Drake. Dante was blowing Theo off.
“Fine, leave me all alone,” Theo sighed dramatically. “But you better not bail on tonight. Silas got us into The Dorian.”
I hated the way my stomach clenched at the idea of Dante going out with his friends. They’d probably do what they always did: drink expensive alcohol and pick up hot women who belonged on catwalks and silver screens. 
“I’ll see you there,” Dante bit out.
Theo leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. My eyes widened.
“Josephine, you look after our boy here, he’s extra grumpy today.”
“I always do,” I laughed.
As Theo disappeared back into the mirrored maze of his kingdom, I turned to Dante.
“Are you sure you don’t want to go with him?” I asked. “It would be a good opportunity to go to the diner and talk to them in person.”
“If you want to spend more time with him, don’t let me stop you,” he snapped, folding his arms.
“Are you mad at me?” I asked, only half-joking.
His eyes found mine. “No.”
“Then what was that?”
He didn’t answer right away. Just looked toward the glass wall, jaw shifting like he was grinding down something he didn’t want to say.
Finally, quietly, he said, “He flirts with everything. Don’t let it mean more than it does.”
“That much is very obvious and I wasn’t interested anyway,” I said calmly, even though my heart was fluttering. He was jealous. Which meant despite it all, he still felt something.
“I don’t want him distracting you,” he grumbled.
I tilted my head. “You sure that’s what you’re worried about?”
His mouth curved—tightly, not quite a smile. “Let’s go.”
And he walked ahead. But for the first time since I’d known him, I didn’t follow right away. Because I wasn’t sure he knew what he was worried about either.


Dante

The Dorian was the kind of bar that charged sixty bucks for a pour and still made you wait behind a velvet rope. Dark wood, low light, crystal glassware that made the whiskey taste smoother, sharper, more expensive than it already was. And women—polished, perfumed, waiting to be wanted.
This was supposed to be our ritual. The break between deals, the old familiar game: order top shelf, talk shop, find someone to take home who wouldn’t expect more in the morning.
But tonight, I wasn’t in the mood.
Not for the whiskey Silas was waving under my nose, not for the women making eye contact across the room, and definitely not for the way Theo dropped into the booth like he hadn’t been a complete asshole all afternoon.
Silas studied me as he sat down, his dark eyes guarded and his suit as sharp as ever. “You look like you just buried a body,” he said dryly. “Tell me it was someone important.”
I grunted. “Not tonight.”
“Then drink.” He slid a glass toward me.
I didn’t touch it.
Theo leaned back, arms spread along the top of the booth like he owned the whole damn place. “Still mad I flirted with your assistant?”
I shot him a look. “Still pretending it was harmless?”
He raised a brow. “I flirt with everyone. That’s not new.”
“You knew what you were doing.”
Theo didn’t deny it. He just looked down into his glass, the liquid catching the candlelight like fire.
“I’d say I was sorry,” he said, “but you know me better than that.”
Silas looked between us. “I’m going to regret asking this…” He sighed. “What happened?”
“I got to know Josie today,” Theo smiled with false innocence. He swirled his drink, voice too calm. “She’s smart. Quick. Doesn’t fawn. I like her.”
“She’s not yours to like,” I said, sharper than I meant to.
That got me a look. “And is she yours?”
I didn’t respond. Because that question felt like stepping on a landmine.
“And you two are sniping at each other like teenage girls over an assistant?” Silas questioned. He was right earlier, by the thin line of his lips and the bored annoyance in his eyes, he was definitely regretting asking.
“I just gave Dante a little lesson today.” Theo shrugged. “Shit or get off the pot.”
“Charming,” Silas drawled.
“Oh, so this was for my benefit?” I raised an eyebrow. “Not because you decided since you can’t have your brother’s girl you’d…”
I shook my head. Josie wasn’t mine. I didn’t want that.
“That’s low, man,” Theo said quietly, a flash of hurt on his face before he shuttered himself again. We didn’t talk a lot about our feelings, but Theo had told me that in confidence and using it against him was a shitty move.
I heaved a heavy sigh and looked away. Being in this city was testing every wall I had, and it turned out my connections with my sister and niece, my friends, and even Josie, were loadbearing. Maybe especially Josie.
“I’m getting another drink,” Silas declared. “You guys better have worked this out by the time I get back. I didn’t come here to host a therapy session.”
He got up, leaving Theo and me alone.
“I’m…” the words stuck in my throat, but I forced them through. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
After a long silence, Theo sighed and leaned forward, rubbing a hand down his face. “You’re right, though. I was being a dick because…”
I waited for him to speak, finally taking a sip of my whiskey. It burned going down and I was glad.
“I came straight from the Hamptons,” Theo said.
“Ah.” His family’s vacation home. They spent most of the year in Manhattan, but come the summer, long weekends, or any other celebrations, they’d gather in their expensive mansion by the sea. Theo had invited me there once, when we were in college together. I’d envied him, growing up with a silver spoon in his mouth. But I’d seen the other side of things pretty quickly. Money didn’t make good parents any more than poverty made bad ones. Fathers were pieces of shit in any tax bracket. 
“Yeah,” he said, tensing his jaw.
I studied him. “What happened?”
He hesitated, then threw back his whiskey like he needed the burn just as much as I did.
“I found out my brother is cheating on his girlfriend. Big surprise, it’s his usual M.O.”
I knew it wasn’t just the moral dilemma that had Theo messed up.
“And?” I asked, glad that I had a sister. Nobody pitted us against each other. We’d been a team, there for each other through the worst.
“I took care of it,” he shrugged.
 I raised an eyebrow at him.
“Let’s just say that I didn’t leave my hacking skills back in college,” he smiled like a shark. 
Theo had crashed the student loan website when I was behind on my payments and refused to let him foot the bill. He’d taken off a few zeros from a lot of people’s loans to cover up the trail, figuring that wiping them completely would draw attention. Nobody had noticed what he did, except those of us who could then afford to keep studying.
“Getting some revenge can’t be why you were so…chaotic,” I pointed out. 
“I almost kissed her,” he finally confessed. I didn’t need to ask who. His brother’s girlfriend. “She stopped me at the last second, said it was wrong, she wasn’t a cheater. ”
I sighed. “That’s rough.”
“I’m an idiot.” He emptied his glass of whiskey like it was a shot.
“No arguments here,” I said with a humorless laugh. 
“Look, I wasn’t serious about Josie,” he said.
“I just don’t need you messing up my assistant with your chaos. She’s too valuable to me.” I looked into the bottom of my glass. 
“Sure,” he said, skepticism smothering the word like it was going to choke the life out of it.
I was saved from having to respond by Silas returning.
“It seems like you two have kissed and made up,” he said, placing fresh drinks on the table in front of us. “So let’s get back to why we’re here. Celebrating another successful joint venture, drinking the best whiskey, and finding someone to spend the night with. Speaking of which, there’s a blond and a red head at the bar and I think they’d be open to a threesome.”
Theo’s grin returned like a switch. “Good. I need a distraction before I end up in a bar fight.”
They both looked at me.
I shook my head. “I’m good.”
Silas blinked. “You’re what?”
“Not tonight.”
“You feeling sick?” Theo asked. “Or in love?”
I didn’t rise to the bait.
Because I didn’t know how to explain that Josie had fit in with my sister and niece like she’d always known them. That having her by my side has made Seattle bearable. That when I looked at the two women by the bar, no matter how objectively attractive they were, I felt nothing. Because they weren’t Josie. 
And I couldn’t do anything about it because I knew I’d lose her the second I let her in. 
So I just said, “It’s not worth the headache.”
Silas rolled his eyes. “You used to say that about relationships in general. Now you’re acting like you’re in one.”
Theo didn’t say anything. Just watched me over the rim of his glass, his expression unreadable for once.
I looked away.
Because what the hell was I supposed to do when every day it became harder and harder to resist Josie, knowing that having her would ruin me?
So I drank instead.
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Dante

The next day, my head felt like someone had taken a wrecking ball to it.
I sat at the long dining table in the penthouse suite, black coffee cooling beside my laptop. Josie stood by the window with my tablet in one hand, rattling off my schedule like she didn’t notice I was dying slowly under the weight of my own poor decisions.
“Meeting with investor reps at nine, then the planning commission call at eleven, and you’re due for a walk-through at the model unit after lunch.” She glanced up. “Still no site visit to the diner?”
I thought I’d dodged that question yesterday, but I should have known she wasn’t going to let it go.
I grunted. “I’ve been sending offers. They keep rejecting them.”
“You’ve been sending impersonal emails,” she said, with that calm, pointed voice that always made me want to throw something. Mostly because she was usually right. “You haven’t stepped foot in the place, spoken to them like people.”
I scrubbed a hand over my face. “You think me showing up in a suit with a buyout offer is going to change anything?”
“I think if you actually visited, you’d get why they don’t want to sell. There’s a real community there.”
I looked at her, hard. “I don’t need a heartwarming tour of pancake specials and burnt coffee.”
She raised her eyebrows but didn’t back down. “You’re trying to build something that’s supposed to feel like it belongs here. Maybe you should see what already does.”
I pushed back from the table. “I said I’m not going there again!”
“What do you mean ‘again’?” she asked.
I swallowed. I’d been avoiding this, hoping that if I just kept my attention on the development I wouldn’t have to think about it, say anything.
“That’s not the point,” I said, trying to sidestep her questions. “The point is that a personal visit isn’t going to do shit if they aren’t willing to sell.”
“Why are you so determined to tear this place down?” she asked, raising her voice. Her passion was usually something I admired. When it wasn’t about this.
“Because a dingy diner doesn’t get millionaires into apartments,” I leaned against the back of the chair, jaw tight. “I’m sorry you give a shit about nostalgia, but the rest of us don’t need reminders of the places we used to visit as a kid.”
That froze the room. Just for a second.
She blinked. “Dante…”
Silence settled in around us. She didn’t ask the next question—Why don’t you want any reminders of your childhood?—but it hung there anyway, echoing louder than anything either of us said.
Her eyes softened, and I couldn’t stand it. That quiet curiosity. That instinct she had to care about people who didn’t deserve it. I looked away, back at the screen I wasn’t reading. She didn’t push, and I didn’t offer. That was the rhythm we had, wasn’t it? Her offering grace. Me choosing silence. And somehow, that made it worse.
“I don’t need your help at the meetings today,” I said, my voice carefully even, detached. It was the only defence I had against the memories that refused to die. “Take the say off.”
“I…”
From the thin set of her lips and the way her hands clenched, I knew she wanted to argue. But a glare from me let her know that the discussion was over.
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll see you when you get back.”
She left my room with the air of retreat, not surrender. Josie was worse than Enzo when he was chewing one of my socks. She wouldn’t let go. Not if she cared. This fight wasn’t over, but at least I didn’t have to face my demons again today.


Josie

I tried to relax in my room all morning, but all I did was go ten rounds in my head with Dante and resolution was nowhere to be found. I ordered lunch, but no matter how good the room service was, I couldn’t enjoy it. In some ways I wished I’d never pushed Dante. In other ways, I wish I pushed more. He was a stubborn asshole sometimes.
I couldn’t stay in my room all day. Idleness had never suited me. If Dante wasn’t going to give me answers, I’d have to find them another way. Anything to save the diner. He might not see the value, but I did. 
Good luck to him getting through the day without me.
I threw on a green, light knitted button up top that I’d bought from a vintage store with Margo, and a pair of pants that wasn’t usually in my assistant wardrobe, so I’d feel more me. I went straight to the diner, my frustration with Dante lessening as I walked. He had his flaws. Many of them. But he wasn’t cruel or uncaring, no matter what face he put on in the boardroom. I was putting together the puzzle pieces and could only come to one conclusion. Something had happened in his childhood and somehow the diner was connected. I just didn’t know how.
Melinda was refilling the sugar canisters behind the counter when I got there, humming something soft and bluesy. The afternoon lull had settled in—the only customers a middle-aged couple who were sharing a banana split and a family of German tourists who were eating pancakes. 
She looked up when I walked in and offered a smile like I was already a regular. I liked that about her.
“Back again?” she said, nodding at the same booth I’d sat in last time. “Coffee?”
“Please,” I said, sliding into the vinyl seat. “Long day.”
She poured the coffee, placing two servings of cream and a packet on sugar on the table. She remembered how I took it.
“Can I get you anything to eat?” she asked.
Tempted as I was by the good food there, my lunch was still sitting heavily in my stomach.
“No thanks. Actually, I wanted to ask you something,” I said after she set the cup down. “Do you remember a boy who used to come here? Dante Callahan.”
Her smile faltered for the smallest second. “What about him?”
“So you do know him,” I said carefully.
She hesitated. “I did. He hasn’t been here for almost twenty years.”
I glanced toward the wall of photos I’d studied on my first visit, where a whole history of the diner played out in frozen, happy frames. I stood up and walked over, nursing my coffee between my palms, and found the photo I remembered.
Two kids. A boy and a girl. Sitting side by side at the counter.
Everyone else in every other photo was smiling—open, easy grins caught mid-laugh or frozen in birthday candle glow. But these two… they weren’t smiling. They looked like they were holding their breath. I could see the resemblance in the girl now, too. Iris.
“That’s Dante, isn’t it?” I asked, turning slightly to glance at Melinda.
She nodded. “And his sister. They used to come in every week. Rain or shine.”
“What about his parents?”
Her expression shut down, not cruelly—just firmly.
“I don’t think that’s my place to say,” she said. “Sorry, sweetheart.”
I nodded, letting it go even though it made my skin itch not to know more. Whatever was behind Dante’s reluctance to visit this place, it went deeper than zoning permits and project plans.
Melinda came to stand beside me, staring at the photo like she could reach into it and tug something loose.
“Do you know he’s the one trying to buy this place?” I asked, figuring by her responses that she didn’t.
“What?” She turned to look at me with wide eyes. “Some big business is trying to buy us out, Elysian something. How do you know any of this?”
I swallowed. “I work for him. Dante. He’s the CEO of Elysian Enterprises.”
“Did he send you here?” She asked, her lips thinning.
“No, he has no idea I’m here,” I assured her. “I came because I don’t agree with what he’s doing. My family owned a place like this and it was bought out too.”
Melinda sighed and ran her hand over her face. “CEO, huh? Sounds impressive.”
“He is.” I gave a small smile. 
She was quiet for a moment, then added, “He’s making good offers. Better than anyone else has. And the truth is, the place doesn’t bring in what it used to. Hasn’t for a while. But it’s been in my family for three generations. Letting go of it feels like letting go of… everything.”
I nodded slowly, understanding that bone-deep ache of trying to hold on to something that time was already peeling away.
“But I’d love to see him again,” she said, surprising me. “Just to know he’s okay. To know he made it out all right.”
I looked back at the photo. At the boy with eyes too tired for his age, shoulders stiff like he was already bracing for whatever came next.
I thought about the man who wouldn’t step foot in this place now. Whatever had happened, Dante needed to face it. He needed to see that tearing this place down was a mistake.
Whether he liked it or not.
Melinda poured herself a cup of coffee and leaned her hip against the counter.
“You know,” she said, tapping a finger against the side of the mug, “he always used to order the same thing. Every single time.”
I tried not to appear too eager but learning anything about Dante felt like a gift. “What was it?”
“Chili mac and cheese. But it wasn’t just that,” she added, her brow furrowing. “It was the way we made it back then. My grandfather had his own recipe. Seasoned the meat just right, added this…warmth to it, like it came out tasting like Sunday afternoons.”
She smiled, but there was a little sadness tucked into the corners of her eyes. “We lost the recipe when he passed. He never wrote anything down. Said recipes weren’t meant to be fixed in ink.”
I felt something flutter in my chest. A fragile thought. “Do you remember how he made it? Could you describe it to me?”
She tilted her head, curious. “Why?”
“Maybe I could try to recreate it. For Dante.”
“How do you figure that?” she asked. “None of us have been able to get anywhere close.”
“I guess I have a knack for that kind of thing,” I shrugged. “I learned a lot about cooking growing up in my parents’ diner. Food evokes so much emotion and somehow I can interpret that into actual ingredients. I want to try. For you and for him.”
Melinda studied me for a long moment. Then she nodded once, like she’d come to a quiet decision. “Come on, then.”
She led me into the kitchen, calling for her cousin and her sister to join us. She explained why I was there. Her cousin and sister remembered Dante too. I rolled up my sleeves. 
“Okay, tell me everything you remember about it. Ingredients, how he prepared it, what it tasted like, how it made you feel.”
We started with the basics—elbow macaroni, cheese, ground beef for the chili. Melinda and her family tossed out little pieces of recollection between sips of coffee and anecdotes about the late family patriarch. 
“Grandad always put extra onions in just about everything,” Melinda’s sister, Lisa, said as she handed me an apron. “Said it was the basis for all savory dishes.”
“That and an extra clove of garlic,” Melinda added, then the three of them chimed in together, “For luck.”
I grinned, happy to be a witness to the shared family memory.
I browned the beef, added chopped onions and garlic, chili powder, a dash of paprika. Tried to keep it simple, straightforward, like a kid’s favorite meal. For the mac and cheese, I leaned on sharp cheddar and a splash of milk. Comfort food 101.
We plated it and tasted in silence.
Melinda’s cousin, Tom, pushed his bowl aside gently. “It’s good. But it’s not the same. The way Grandpa used to make it, it had this…I dunno, zing to it.”
“Dante used to say he liked how spicy it was,” Melinda added. “Grandpa didn’t make it crazy hot, but it had more oomph than this.”
“More warmth too,” her sister added. “It always reminded me of Grandpa’s hugs and his deep voice.”
Back to the stove. I worked while the family did impressions of their grandpa, putting on deep voices and sharing inside jokes. I wondered if this was why Dante and his sister kept coming back to the diner. Just a few minutes in their company and I felt like I was back home.
This time I softened the edges—swapped in Velveeta and Colby Jack for a meltier, creamier base. I added a pinch of brown sugar and more paprika to the chili and let it simmer a little longer, watching it bubble and thicken, stirring in a slow figure-eight like my mom used to. I served it up and waited.
Melinda took a bite, chewing thoughtfully. “Closer,” she said. “But something’s still missing.”
“It’s delicious though,” Lisa said. “Even if we don’t get it exact, we should put this on the menu.”
“Thanks,” I said, accepting the compliment even though close wasn’t good enough for me. Not when I was trying to remind Dante of the value of the diner. And maybe give him back whatever it was he lost along the way.
“Grandpa always gave Dante an extra helping,” Tom recalled. “He had a soft spot for him. And Iris would get extra thick strawberry milkshakes even though they weren’t on the menu. Even if we don’t get this right, thank you for trying, Josie. For us and for him.”
My heart squeezed. The Callahan kids had made a big impression on this family. I was more curious than ever about the circumstances but the more I worked, the more I realized that I needed to hear it from Dante.
“Grandpa used to add something weird,” Melinda said suddenly, frowning in thought. “Not spicy, but it gave it depth.”
“Didn’t he put a splash of coffee in the chili?” her cousin offered. “Not much. Just whatever was left in the pot.”
They all paused.
“That’s right,” Melinda said slowly. “Said it gave it backbone.”
So I brewed a fresh pot. Just a splash went in with the beef, along with a little Worcestershire and a hint of smoked paprika instead of regular. I added green chilies for a gentle heat—more warmth than fire. I stirred it low and slow, letting the flavor develop like a photograph in a darkroom.
For the cheese sauce, I thickened it with cream cheese and whole milk until it was silky and rich, the kind of sauce that coated your tongue and your memory.
We ladled it over the macaroni and sat down again, the kitchen quiet except for the clink of forks against bowls.
Melinda took one bite and stopped.
She set her fork down carefully, then looked up at me.
“That’s it,” she said, voice thick. “That’s the taste. I haven’t had it since…since Grandpa passed.” Her eyes shone with unshed tears. “You brought it back.”
Lisa nodded. “It smells like he’s in the next room.”
I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t known the man. But I felt him. Felt the love he poured into his food. The way he watched over Dante and Iris. Somehow, it had made its way into the pot. Or maybe it had always been there, waiting to be stirred back to life.
I smiled, blinking hard.
“I think he’d be proud,” I whispered.
I stood there, elbow-deep in sauce and memories that didn’t belong to me, chasing a flavor no one had tasted in decades. And somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew I wasn’t just recreating a dish.
I was trying to recreate something else, too.
Maybe if I could give this back to Dante—this one small, vanished piece of his past—he’d stop looking at me like I was just another problem to manage. Like I was something temporary.
Maybe then he’d see me.
Melinda set her fork down and smiled, eyes a little misty. “My grandfather always said a recipe’s not worth anything if it doesn’t have a little of you in it. That’s why he never wrote them down. He wanted us to cook with instinct. With heart.”
I blinked, caught off guard by how that landed in me. Like a knife to the chest.
Instinct. Heart.
God, when was the last time I’d done anything that way?
When was the last time I let myself feel without calculating where it would leave me? Without playing it safe? I glanced down at the plate, then at my hands, dusted in flour and history, and felt something stir.
The afternoon had been the most fulfilling time I’d spent in a very long time. Not because I was cooking, but because I was letting my heart lead me. 
I took another bite, imagining little Dante surrounded by all this warmth. Why was he so reluctant to come back?
I didn’t realize how dark it had gotten until someone flipped the diner’s lights off in the back. The kitchen clock blinked 7:42 PM. I blinked with it, suddenly aware of how stiff my back was from hours of standing. I tugged my phone out of my bag. I’d left it on silent and I had four missed calls. All from Dante.
Crap.
“Thank you,” I told Melinda and family. “Seriously. For everything.”
“No, thank you,” she said. “You’ve given us a piece of our family back.”
“I’ll write down the recipe and send it to you, but I need to go,” I said.
Melinda smiled as she wiped her hands on a towel. “Come back anytime, sweetheart. Maybe next time, we’ll teach you how to make his favorite milkshake. Chocolate malt”
I smiled, but it felt shaky. “Yeah. Maybe.”
All I could think about was that Dante was going to be so pissed at me.
“See you!” I said, heading for the door.
Then I was rushing out into the night, my bag bouncing against my hip as I half-jogged the three blocks back to the Sullivan hotel. I kept thinking I should call Dante back or text him, but I needed to see him. Face to face.
 The elevator ride felt like punishment—slow, humming, my reflection in the mirrored walls more wilted than I wanted to admit.
I went straight to Dante’s suite and knocked on the door.
It flew open within seconds. Dante’s face was like thunder.
“Where the hell have you been?”
I flinched, the words hitting sharper than they should have. There was no way I could tell him. Not now. “I’m sorry,” I said instead. “I didn’t hear my phone.”
“I expect you to be available at all times.” His tone was all ice and clipped precision. “We had things to go over for tomorrow. You can’t just disappear in the middle of a work trip.”
I pulled my bag in front of me like a shield, my fingers trembling. “You told me you didn’t want me with you today.”
“That’s not the point.”
“No? Then what is?” I snapped, before I could stop myself.
He didn’t answer right away. His jaw flexed like he was biting something back, like maybe he didn’t have the right to say the real thing. That only made it worse.
“I’m sorry I didn’t text,” I added, quieter. “But you don’t get to treat me like I’m irresponsible just because I took a few hours to breathe.”
“You’re not here to breathe, Josephine. You’re here to work.”
Something in me cracked then. Maybe it was the way he said my name. Like I was just another faceless employee. Like all the things I’d done these past few days—saving his ass with Walt McAlister, connecting him with Craig Stewart, calming him down when he flew off the handle—meant nothing.
“Right,” I said, voice thick. “Of course. Because that’s all I am to you. Just work. Well, I’m off the clock now, so I guess you’ll just have to save your anger for office hours.”
I turned before he could see the sting in my eyes and headed for my room. I didn’t slam the door behind me, but God, I wanted to.
Inside the safety of my room, I leaned against the wall, breathing hard. My clothes still smelled faintly like onions and nostalgia, and my hands were dry from too many hours at a stove that wasn’t mine. I stared at the wilting white peonies Dante had ordered for my room and let the question I’d always tried to avoid fill my mind:
Why am I still doing this?
Working for a man who never said thank you. Who was critical, demanding, and put the bottom line above all else. Who never even noticed when I bent over backwards—again and again—to make things easier for him. Who had fucked me and acted like it was nothing when it had been everything to me.
I sank onto the bed, my chest tight and my eyes stinging. I was a damn fool, pouring so much effort and care into a man who did appreciate me and wanted to destroy the things I held dear.
But the worst part?
Even now, after everything...I still wanted him to knock on the door.
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Dante

I stood there for a while after the door clicked shut. Just stood there, staring at it like it had personally offended me. My hands were clenched at my sides, pulse still pounding like I’d sprinted up the stairs instead of waiting uselessly in my room.
Josie hadn’t even told me she was going anywhere. She could’ve been hurt. Lost. Hell, kidnapped. And instead of saying that, I told her she was here to work.
I raked a hand through my hair, swore under my breath, then stalked to my bedroom. Enzo was curled up on the bed, ears twitching like he could already sense the storm brewing.
“Come on,” I muttered.
He yawned and looked at me like what took you so long, then hopped down.
I changed quickly—running shirt, track pants, the sneakers that had survived three cities’ worth of mileage. I clipped on Enzo’s leash, not that he needed it, and shoved open the suite door with more force than necessary.
We took the stairs down. I needed the burn in my calves. Needed to do something, anything, other than think about the look on Josie’s face when she walked away.
The night air hit me like a slap—cool, damp, smelling faintly of salt and asphalt. 
We hit the pavement, and I took off fast—too fast—but Enzo kept pace like he always did. Loyal bastard.
“She just vanished,” I said out loud, breath already ragged. “No text. No heads up. Just gone.”
Enzo snorted beside me. I imagined he was rolling his eyes.
“I needed her. For the schedule. The meeting ran long, then the investor call shifted, and—Christ, how hard is it to keep your phone on?”
He glanced up at me. I looked away.
“She’s not a kid. I get that,” I muttered. “But she’s not bulletproof either.”
We rounded the corner, the rhythm of our footsteps thudding against the sidewalk like a second heartbeat.
“She could’ve been in a car accident, or gotten stuck in some sketchy part of the city, or—” I cut myself off, lungs heaving. “I have every right to know where she’s going. To contact her for whatever I need. That’s what I employ her for.”
I could feel Enzo’s judgment. He’d always liked Josie, maybe even more than he liked me. But that wasn’t hard. Josie was easy to like and I…wasn’t
I ran harder. Faster. Like I could outrun the tightness in my chest or the truth clawing its way up my throat.
It wasn’t about the meeting. Or the calendar. Or the stupid schedule that she always had locked down tighter than a bank vault.
It was the empty room. The unanswered phone. The silence I didn’t know how to sit with.
And the stupid ache that came with it.
“She’s just my assistant,” I said. To Enzo. To the night. To myself.
Enzo looked up at me like he knew better.
“Shut up,” I muttered. Even I didn’t believe it. Josie hadn’t just been my assistant since the moment I invited her back to my place and let myself feel something for a night, before locking it all back in a safe and throwing away the key.


Josie

An hour later and I was still pacing around my room like a caged tiger. The room felt like it had shrunk since I stormed in—like the walls were pressing closer with every breath I took. I’d changed into my pjs, done my nightly skincare routine in the hopes that it would calm me. Instead I’d ranted silently in the mirror, replaying every comeback I should have said. Then I’d sat cross-legged on the bed with my arms wrapped around myself like I could hold the frustration in place.
None of it worked.
Dante’s words kept ricocheting around my head. The way he’d barked at me like I was nothing more than a faceless employee who’d made a massive fuck up, and not the woman who’d run his life for the last six years. He’d given me the day off, but he still demanded that I be available to him. 
And wasn’t that exactly the problem. Dante didn’t want me to get close, but he always wanted me on his hook. And I’d been grabbing at that connection like a lifeline, not seeing it for what it truly was. A shackle.
He hadn’t even asked where I was—just launched into his usual demands.
My jaw ached from clenching.
I dragged myself toward the bathroom to splash cold water on my face, hoping the shock would finally pull me out of my frustration. But before I could turn on the tap, I heard something.
A hiss. Sharp and sudden, like something releasing pressure where it shouldn’t.
I froze. “What—”
With a stomach-dropping crack, a pipe beneath the sink exploded. A geyser of icy water shot across the room, sprayed me from head to toe, soaking through my pajamas in seconds. I stumbled backward, but the floor was already slick, and my foot skidded out from under me.
I caught myself on the edge of the door and retreated to the bedroom—only to find that water wasn’t just spraying out into the bathroom, but from a pipe in the ceiling too. Water poured down onto the bed, the mattress absorbing the flood like a sponge until it wouldn’t hold anymore and spilled over. My suitcase sat at the foot, unzipped, contents now soggy casualties.
“Dammit!” I scrambled to unplug my phone charger, but sparks leapt from the outlet, and I jerked my hand back just in time. One of the lamps flickered ominously, then died with a pop.
Water pooled fast, turning the room into a shallow wading pool. The carpet squished as I stepped toward the door, heart hammering, soaked through and shaking.
I grabbed my bag and phone and scrambled backwards, out of the deathtrap flood and into the hallway. For a brief moment, I stepped towards Dante’s room but I stopped myself and headed to the elevators. I went down to the ground floor, grateful that it was late enough that the lobby was empty and the only person to see me looking like a drowned rat was the friendly woman at the front desk.
“Oh my God,” she exclaimed with wide eyes and I walked up to her, dripping.
“There’s been a pipe burst in my room. Everything’s wet. The outlets are sparking,” I started to explain, adrenaline still racing through my veins.
“I’ll call maintenance right away,” she said, already picking up the phone. 
I stood there, arms wrapped around me and shivering. I wasn’t even wearing a bra. I was just thankful the person manning the front desk was a woman.
She completed the call and turned her attention on me, “I’ll get you a towel. And a robe, one second.”
She rushed off through a door behind the desk and I waited again. I shifted from foot to foot. Even my panties were wet and not in a fun way. In a cold, squelchy, sticking to my skin uncomfortably kind of way.
When she reappeared, she was holding a big fluffy towel and an even bigger, fluffier bathrobe. I toweled off as best I could.
“I’ll need another room,” I said, wondering if I’d be able to sleep tonight. Maybe I’d crash once the adrenaline wore off. I tugged the robe on over my wet clothes. It would have been better without my pajamas sticking to me like a second skin, but I wasn’t about to undress in the lobby.
“Of course,” the woman said, her fingers flying over her keyboard. By the way her face fell, I could tell my luck wasn’t about to turn.
“I’m so sorry, Ms. Blake,” she said with genuine distress. “We’re fully booked for the next three nights. Perhaps you could share with someone from your party while we repair your room?”
Camilla or Dante. It was like choosing between lying on a bed of nails or walking over hot coals.
“Are you sure there’s nothing?” I asked. “I’m not fussy.”
“My apologies.” She looked so crestfallen that I felt sorry for her. “But please know that we won’t charge you for your room, we’ll take care of your laundry free of charge, and we’ll provide free room service for the remainder of your stay. I really can’t apologize enough for the inconvenience.”
I sighed and tried to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, but it was stuck to my cheek and I abandoned my attempt.
“It’s fine,” I said. “It’s not your fault.”
“Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked.
“No, thanks,” I said, pulling my robe tighter around me. I had a hell of a choice to make. 
I trudged back toward the elevator. On the one hand, I barely knew Camilla and liked her even less. She was critical, harsh, and seemed like the kind of person who would be pissed about having her beauty sleep interrupted. On the other hand…Dante.
Ugh.
My hair clung to my neck. My clothes were plastered to my skin. And I was officially done.
I pressed the button that would take my back to the floor where both my and Dante’s rooms were. Maybe he’d calmed down by now. At this point, I wasn’t above guilt tripping him. 
I shivered in the cold air of the elevator, the robe not doing much to warm me. Back on the top floor, I walked past my room where several people were trying to mop up the flood. From the sound of things, somebody was chipping through a wall. If the water hadn’t ruined my clothes, the repair work just might. But that felt like the least of my problems.
I approached Dante’s suite with a knot in my stomach. I didn’t have the energy for another fight or lecture. I came to a stop in front of the suite. Dante’s door wasn’t fully closed. A thin strip of light glowed through the crack. I lifted my hand to knock—then froze.
His voice drifted out.
“I know I messed up with Josie. I was worried and I didn’t know how to say it.”
A beat.
Enzo’s nails clicked softly across the floor.
“I don’t know what it is about her, but she drives me insane,” Dante muttered. “Not in the way people usually do. It’s worse. She’s...under my skin. All the time. And I can’t—”
His voice broke off, like he didn’t want to finish the thought. I leaned a little closer.
“Being in this city messes with me,” he went on, voice quieter now. “Too many bad memories. But her? That’s something else. Something I can’t compartmentalize. And I hate that.”
My breath caught.
He sounded raw. Human. Not the man who barked at me about schedules and disappearing acts. Not the man who made me feel like I was nothing more than a convenient tool.
I suddenly felt like I was intruding—but I couldn’t make myself move.
“She’s too good at seeing through things,” he said after a pause. “And I’ve spent my whole life making sure no one looks that close.”
Enzo whined. Dante sighed.
“I know, I know,” he muttered. “I don’t need your judgment too.”
I blinked, stepping back before I was caught standing there like a creep.
Whatever happened to Dante in this city, it haunted him. And I had caught the fallout. But I couldn’t stay angry, not when he sounded so…vulnerable. Not when I knew it was never about him needing me for work, it was about his feelings for me. Whatever they were.
I finally knocked.
The door creaked open the rest of the way, and he turned, towel around his neck, Enzo at his side, hair damp from sweat. He must have gone on a run after I left.
When he saw me, his brows lifted. “Josie?”
I wrapped the robe tighter around myself and gave the most tired, reluctant smile of my life.
“I need a place to stay.”
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Josie

He turned fast—barefoot, flushed from a run, sweat still clinging to his collarbone. Enzo lifted his head lazily from the rug, but Dante stared at me like I showed up dripping blood.
“Jesus Christ.” He was across the room in two strides, reaching for me instinctively before stopping short. His hands clenched at his sides like he had to physically restrain himself. “What the hell happened?”
“A pipe burst,” I said, shivering. “In my room. Everything got soaked. My bed, my clothes, all of it.”
His gaze raked over me, narrowing with every detail. “You’re freezing.” His voice was low, furious. “Are you hurt?”
“No, just wet. And cold. And apparently the hotel’s booked solid. The desk clerk said maybe I could stay with someone I’m traveling with.” I exhaled. “I figured knocking on Camilla’s door might result in being hexed.”
His jaw ticked. “You should’ve called me.”
“Yeah, well, I figured you were still mad at me.”
He didn’t answer that. Instead, he reached for a towel and started wrapping it around my shoulders, careful and commanding all at once. “Get out of those clothes. I’ll find you something dry.”
He disappeared into the bedroom and came back with a long-sleeved tee and soft joggers that looked far too big for me. “Bathroom’s on the left. Go.”
I obeyed.
In the bathroom, which was much bigger than the one in my room, with a hot tub and separate rainfall shower, I peeled off my wet clothes. I didn’t even have any underwear to change into. I dried off as best I could and pulled Dante’s clothes on. They smelled like him, warm and masculine and too much like comfort for my fragile heart to take.
I took a moment to breathe, my mind still racing with what I’d overheard. I couldn’t bring it up, Dante would never forgive me for eavesdropping. But hope had bloomed in my chest once more. If he’d just open up to me…
By the time I emerged, barefoot and swimming in his clothes—still damp at the edges, still shaky—Dante had ordered room service and was pacing the length of the suite like he was about to declare war on the plumbing infrastructure of the entire state.
“I’ll be having words with the Sullivans about this,” he said. “This is an unacceptable failure.”
“It’s fine,” I said, not wanting him to burn bridges with friends on my account. “Nobody could have predicted the pipes bursting.”
“You could have been seriously injured.” His voice was low, gravely. He shortened the distance between us and once again his hands moved like he wanted to reach out to me. I wished he would.
“But I wasn’t,” I said, wishing I had the courage to close the gap between us. I didn’t want his clothes to be the only touch I got from him. I wanted to burrow into his chest and feel his strong arms around me, have him chase away the last of my adrenaline. I wanted to feel his lips on mine again.
“I ordered food,” he said, stepping back and waving towards the plates I’d already spotted on the table.
“Thanks,” I said with a small smile. I hadn’t eaten much of the mac and cheese chili I’d made at the diner.
God, that feels like a lifetime ago, not a few hours.
We sat at the table while Enzo snored in his bed. On my plate was the fanciest grilled cheese sandwich I’d ever seen. Sourdough with what looked like mature cheddar and gruyere, fried in a herb butter if my nose was right. 
“Who knew the Sullivan hotels had grilled cheese on their menus,” I said, picking up half of the sandwich. The cheese was still slowly oozing out.
“I asked them to make it specially,” Dante said, his eyes trained on the steak and garden salad he’d gotten for himself.
“Oh,” I said, pausing with the sandwich halfway to my mouth. “Thanks. It’s my favorite.”
“I remember.” He cut off a large piece of steak, medium-rare, just like he liked it. “You said it reminded you of your mom.”
My heart clenched and I blinked back tears. I’d told him that a few years ago, when we’d ordered in during a late night at work. He’d made some comment about how I could have had anything from some of the finest restaurants in New York and I’d explained. I never expected him to remember.
“She makes the best grilled cheese, but nothing as fancy as this,” I replied, amazed that I could keep my voice even.
I took a bite. It was delicious. Dante kept his attention on his food.
“Is the steak good?” I asked.
“Good enough,” he shrugged, finally glancing up at me. “I didn’t eat dinner.”
I wanted to ask him why, but I suspected I knew. I kept thinking about what I’d overheard—his voice low and raw, telling Enzo that I drove him crazy. That this place did too. That there were things he hadn’t told me.
I didn’t bring it up.
We didn’t talk much at all, which somehow made it more intimate. I was in his clothes. In his space. Eating like we did this every night.
When we finished, Dante looked toward the bed. “You’ll take the bed. I’ll sleep on the couch.”
“It’s your suite,” I pointed out. “And I’m small enough to fit on the couch. Your feet are going to hang over the edge.”
“And you’ve had a hell of a night,” he shot back. “I’m trying to be a gentleman here.”
“I’m just being logical.”
His only response was to glower at me. 
I can’t believe we’re arguing about sleeping arrangements.
“Look, it’s a king bed,” I said. “We could both fit and never touch.”
His expression was hard to read. “That what you want?”
“I want to sleep,” I sidestepped the question. “And I don’t want either of us to have a bad night.”
He exhaled through his nose. “Then we share. But if you kick in your sleep then the deal’s off.”
I had my mouth open to say, “You know that I don’t.” But neither of us needed the reminder of our night together. Not when we were about to share a bed again.
“Noted,” I said instead.
“Fine,” he nodded. “I’m going to shower.”
He retreated into the bathroom. Tired and at a loss for what else to do, I slipped under the covers. I listened to the shower start and tried not to think about how he was naked and the only thing separating us was a door. I didn’t do very well.
When he emerged he was in gray sweatpants and a t-shirt. I was proud of myself for not ogling him. He joined me on the far side of the bed. We didn’t speak. Just lay there in the dark, a canyon of space between us and a storm of tension in the air.
I didn’t sleep for a long time.
Not with the smell of him in the pillows. Not with the sound of his steady breath so close, anchoring and unyielding. Not with the memory of his voice murmuring secrets to a dog instead of to me.
I stared at the ceiling and tried to pretend my pulse wasn’t racing, that my body didn’t yearn to bridge the gap between us. 
Eventually, exhaustion won.

I woke up warm. And not alone.
Dante’s arm was around my waist, his chest curved to my back, our legs tangled somewhere beneath the sheets. One of my hands rested over his. His other was tucked beneath his pillow.
We were wrapped around each other like we’d done it a hundred times before.
I should’ve pulled away. I didn’t.
Instead, I let myself sink into the moment. The soft light bleeding in around the blackout curtains. The weight of his arm. The solid, quiet rhythm of his breathing. The way his thumb brushed—just once—against my hip in his sleep.
My heart did something dangerous. Something reckless. But then reality slipped back in, unwelcome and cold.
He was my boss. He wasn’t even conscious. I couldn’t read into it. I shouldn’t want it.
And sooner or later, I’d have to untangle myself and pretend none of this happened. But for one breathless moment, I didn’t move. I just lay there, in his arms, and let myself feel it.
Then he stirred.
His arm tensed as he woke, and for a second I thought he might pull away. But instead, his fingers twitched lightly against my side, like he wasn’t quite ready to let go either. I stayed still, pretending to be asleep. He held me closer, nose buried in my hair.
We lay like that for a breath. Two. And then he exhaled, slow and heavy, before easing himself out of the bed.
I stayed where I was, watching him cross the room the room to the bathroom in soft gray sweatpants and the faded T-shirt he’d slept in. His hair was tousled, and oh my God,  who knew that Dante Callahan had wavy hair. He usually styled it slicked back and neat, every strand in its place. His jaw  was shadowed with stubble, longer than normal. He looked tired. Human. Beautiful in that messy, morning way I’d never seen before.
He shut the door and I almost drifted back to sleep. When he emerged, he was in his suit pants and shirt, but hadn’t yet donned his tie, vest, or jacket. I heard him doing something at the counter, the clutter of ceramic and metal. The hiss of hot water.
I smelled coffee and shifted, sitting up in bed. I couldn’t delay the inevitable, I had to get up and back to real life before I started to believe the fantasy I’d found myself in.
“Good morning,” he said, his voice still gruff with sleep. He turned around with a mug in his hand, but instead of drinking from it like I expected, he came back and…handed it to me. He sat down on the corner of the bed, facing the window.
I blinked, my heart fluttering. I’d made him coffee countless times. It was part of the job, part of the rhythm. He’d never made me coffee in return, why would he?
 I curled my fingers around the warmth, the heat seeping into my skin.
“You sleep okay?” he asked, his voice softer than I expected.
“Yeah.” I paused, searching his profile. “Thanks again for letting me stay here.”
A beat passed. Too long. I felt the shift coming before he even said it.
“Where were you last night?” It wasn’t an accusation or a bid to restart the fight. He sounded curious.
My fingers tightened around the mug. I didn’t know how to tell him any of it. “I went out.”
“Right. But where?” He wasn’t letting it go. Maybe this was the moment, where I could finally convince him to save something that mattered.
I hesitated. “I was at the diner.”
He turned his head slowly. “The diner?”
“I thought it might help,” I said carefully. “They told me about the mac and cheese you always used to order as a kid, the one with the chili?”
His expression shuttered instantly. A door slamming shut behind his eyes.
“So now you’re investigating me?” His voice was like ice cold steel and his expression was even harder. He stood up, putting distance between us.
“No.” My voice came out quieter than I meant it to. “I just thought—”
“You thought you’d dig around in something that doesn’t concern you.”
“It does concern me,” I said, sitting up straighter. “I’m your assistant. I’m trying to help—”
“By poking into my past?” His voice sharpened. “That’s not helping. That’s crossing a line.”
“Because you won’t tell me anything!” The words slipped out before I could catch them. “You want me to do everything for you, be everything for you, but how can I do that when I don’t even know who you are?”
He backed away like I’d struck him.
“You don’t need to be anything for me,” he said, raking a hand over his face.
“That’s the problem,” I whispered. “I keep trying anyway. If I could just understand why you’re so intent on knocking the place down…”
“You don’t have to understand anything. This isn’t your project. You’re here to help me. Not work against me.”
I put my coffee down on the nightstand, afraid I’d spill it on myself. Or throw it at him.
“I am helping you. Look, I know growing up was tough for you. I don’t know if it was your dad–”
“Don’t,” he snapped, voice cold and cutting. “You don’t know anything. Don’t talk to me about that man.”
“Dante, please—”
This wasn’t at all how I wanted this to go. 
“I don’t owe you anything. Stop trying so hard and just do your damn job like I pay you to do.” He stormed out before I could find something—anything—to say.
I stared after him, heart pounding, tears stinging my eyes.
I was stupid for thinking Dante would be any different. People only cared as long as I was useful to them. Especially men. The second things got real, they pushed me away.
Before the door could even close, Camilla was pushing inside.
I scrambled up, still wearing Dante’s clothes. Camilla stood there with a perfectly arched brow and a look of mild amusement.
“I came here to ask Dante a question about marble countertops, but he flew past me in a mood. Imagine my surprise to find you in here,” she said with a smirk. “Trouble in paradise?”
My stomach flipped. “It’s not—” I shook my head. “It’s not what it looks like.”
“Mm.” Her eyes flicked from my borrowed clothes to the rumpled bed. “Then what is it?”
“There was a leak in my room. I needed somewhere to sleep. All my clothes got ruined,” I swallowed. “This morning we had…a disagreement. That’s all it was.”
“Sure,” she said, as if she meant the complete opposite.
“Camilla, you have to believe me,” I said, feeling like my heart was going to beat out of my chest. The last thing I needed was for people to believe I was sleeping with the boss on top of everything else.
“Hmm,” she cocked her head. “A word of advice, Josie. You’re too…sweet for somebody like Dante. I can respect the hustle, if you’re using a guy to get ahead. God knows I’d do just about anything to advance my career. But you seem like the kind of girl who believes in true love. A guy like him is just in it for the sex. You’re only going to get hurt.”
I swallowed.
“I swear, there’s nothing going on. You can check my room, it’s wrecked,” I said.
Camilla studied me for a moment too long before nodding. “I actually think I believe you.”
For now, at least, she seemed willing to let it drop.
But I had the sinking feeling that the damage with Dante might already be done.
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Josie

It had been hours. I checked the time again, then the door. Still no sign of him.
In the time since he stormed out, I’d fielded calls from the secretaries of the people he was supposed to be meeting with today, demanding to know why he hadn’t shown up. I’d cancelled the rest of his appointments since I didn’t know when he’d be back. And I’d received my freshly laundered clothes from the hotel with a bouquet of pink lilies to apologize once again for the pipe burst. At least I’d be able to change into my own clothes. But still no Dante.
His phone sat on the counter where he’d left it, the screen dark and silent. Every so often I stared at it like it might wake up and give me a clue—where he’d gone, who he was with, whether he was okay. But it stayed stubbornly still. Just like the space he’d stormed out of.
He hadn’t taken a jacket. Or his wallet. Just his keys.
And his anger.
The knock on the suite door jolted me. For a second, I thought it might be him, coming back with an apology and that hard look softened into something tender again. But that was just wishful thinking. It was Camilla.
She swept in with her usual efficiency, tablet in hand and a sharp line between her brows.
“I need Dante to sign off on the new vendor proposals,” she said, like we hadn’t just had a scene-worthy blow-up this morning. “I met with two local teams. They’ve each got some great porcelain tiles made by local craftsmen, and I want his decision today.”
I swallowed. “He’s… not here.”
Camilla gave me a tight look. “Obviously. So call him.”
“I can’t,” I said, motioning weakly to the counter. “He left his phone.”
Her lips thinned. “Of course he did.”
She didn’t say what we were both thinking—Dante didn’t walk away from responsibility unless something serious had gotten under his skin. And clearly, I was that something.
My own phone buzzed again, a board member’s name flashing across the screen for the third time in the last twenty minutes. I silenced it, but the pressure clawed at me like a second skin.
Camilla tapped her foot once before sighing. “If you get a hold of him, tell him to check his damn email.”
When she left, the silence snapped back into place like a rubber band.
I waited five more minutes. Then ten. Each second wound my nerves tighter.
And finally, I caved.
I pulled up the contact list on my phone and scrolled to the name I wasn’t sure I should use—Iris Callahan.
Dante’s older sister.
We’d gotten along great at her house but I hardly knew her. I didn’t want to raise an alarm for no reason, or have Dante shit on me again. It felt like crossing a boundary.
But I crossed it anyway.
She picked up after two rings. “Josie?”
“Hi,” I said quickly, before I could overthink it. “Sorry to bother you. I just… have you heard from Dante today?”
“No.” There was a pause. “Is something wrong?”
“He walked out this morning after a—” I swallowed. “—disagreement. He left without his phone, and I haven’t heard from him since. I’m starting to get worried.”
Another pause, this one heavier. “He’s not at the hotel?”
“No. He was really upset this morning.”
I heard her breathe out. “Okay. Well, there were always two places he used to go when things at home got bad. Back when we were kids.”
My fingers curled around the phone tighter. “Where?”
“The diner downtown,” she said first, and my stomach clenched.
The diner. Exactly what we’d fought about. Great.
“I don’t think he’d go to the diner,” I said. Enzo whined and I reached out to pat his head.
“Then my guess is the cemetery.”
A chill went through me. “Why?”
“It’s where our mom’s buried.” Iris’s voice softened. “He used to go there when Dad got… difficult. He never said much, just sat there for hours. Sometimes I’d go with him. Sometimes not.”
“Oh.” I closed my eyes, guilt crackling through me like static. “I didn’t know.”
“No reason you would,” she said gently. “But if he’s hurting, and hiding, that’s probably where he is.”
I nodded, even though it hurt. “Thanks, Iris. Really. Can you text me the address?”
“Take care of him,” she said quietly. “He’s not always easy, but when he lets you in… it means something.”
The call ended, but her words stayed with me. When he lets you in, it means something. And I’d gone and pushed right past that fragile place he’d offered.
I grabbed my coat and headed for the door, heart pounding. Because I was about to intrude on another personal place for him, but I didn’t feel like I had a choice. 
I took a taxi to the address Iris had sent me. It was far outside of any of the flashy places I’d visited with Dante during the trip. No tourists came to this part of town. 
The cemetery sat at the end of a cracked sidewalk, flanked by rusted fencing and graffiti-tagged brick. The neighborhood had a sort of hollowed-out sadness to it—abandoned shops, boarded windows, empty playgrounds.
I almost didn’t recognize him at first.
Dante looked like a shadow cut from something sharper, darker, as he stood in front of a grave. He didn’t hear me approach.
I stopped a few paces behind, breath catching in my throat when I saw the headstone.

Elena Callahan.
Wife and mother.
1967-1999

She’d been thirty-two when she died. Younger than Dante was now. How old must he have been? Twelve? 
I’d been fifteen when my dad died and I’d been a mess. Twelve was even harder.
I took a step closer. “You left your phone,” I said softly. “Camilla needs your sign-off, and someone from the board is—”
He didn’t move. Just said, without looking at me, “Go home, Josie.”
The cold wind bit through my coat. I didn’t leave.
“I didn’t know,” I said. “About her.”
He stared ahead. “Nobody does.”
My heart stuttered. “Do you want me to go?”
The silence stretched on for so long, I was about to turn back. I was intruding. I’d been worried about him, stressed about fielding all those calls, but–
His jaw tightened. “Not really.”
I let out a long breath, telling myself not to read into it.
I stepped closer, quiet, careful. “Iris told me I might find you here. She said this was one of the places you’d go. When things got bad.”
Another heavy silence. Maybe I should’ve kept that to myself.
Then, low and rough, he said, “It wasn’t like we had a lot of options.”
That opened something—a tiny crack. I stepped through.
“What happened?” I asked gently. “With your mom?”
I came to stand beside him, close enough to touch but leaving enough space so he didn’t feel crowded.
He exhaled like it hurt him. “Sepsis. Fast. Unfair. A lung infection that never got treated.” His voice was distant, scraped raw. “She was everything. She’d hum while folding laundry. Always sang off-key in the kitchen. She made birthday cakes from scratch, even when we barely had enough money for rent.”
I waited, giving him room to stop—but he didn’t. Not yet.
“She got sick and still worked double shifts. Couldn’t afford to see a doctor. My dad just got meaner. And when she died…”
He rubbed a hand down his face, and the motion was full of restraint. Of trying not to come apart.
“That was when CPS should’ve stepped in,” I said quietly.
He let out a bitter laugh. “They did.”
I blinked. “They did?”
“They came by once. Took one look at him in a suit and a charming smile and decided it was fine. We were fine. I told them he hit us. Iris had bruises. Didn’t matter. Dad always got people on his side somehow. Told them I was a liar and Iris was just clumsy. I got even got a lecture from them. They said losing my mom wasn’t an excuse for telling tales.”
God.
My stomach turned. Suddenly the way he’d snapped at the city official made a twisted kind of sense.
“You don’t believe people like that really help,” I said.
“No. Because they didn’t.”
He finally looked at me then. And I saw it—the anger, yes, but beneath it: the betrayal. The kid who begged for help and was told to be quiet.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “For all of it.”
He nodded, jaw working, trying to swallow it all back down.
“I’m not a victim,” he insisted. “I popped him back plenty of times. Made sure he never hit Iris again. I took all of it. His rage, the pain.”
“Dante…” I put my hand on his arm. He didn’t pull away.
“I don’t want you thinking I’m weak,” he said.
“You’re the farthest thing from weak.” I squeezed his arm.
He didn’t respond.
“What about the diner?” I asked, keeping my voice soft.
He turned away again, pulling his arm from my hand. “That place fed us when we had nothing because Dad drank away all his money. It was humiliating. But it wasn’t charity. I insisted. We scrubbed floors. Cleaned grease traps. Washed dishes. I was thirteen. Iris was fifteen. I don’t like thinking about it, feeling that…helpless.”
“Why didn’t you tell me that before?” I asked.
“Because I didn’t want you looking at me like you’re looking at me now.”
I flinched. “How am I looking at you?”
“Like I’m breakable.”
“You’re not,” I said, voice shaking now. “But you are allowed to have been a kid.”
He looked at me again, and something shifted in his expression. A slow unraveling.
I didn’t touch him again. Didn’t close the space. Just said, “My dad died too. When I was fifteen. Car crash.”
His eyes flickered.
“He was everything to me. Kind and funny. He used to write funny poems on my sandwich bags in Sharpie so I’d have something to laugh at in school. When he died, it felt like the world split in half.”
“That must’ve been hard,” he said quietly.
“You know exactly how hard that kind of thing is,” I said. “But I had my mom. And she wasn’t perfect. She fell apart after dad died and Aiden and me took care of her, but she loved me through it. That’s the difference.”
He nodded once, barely.
“She showed me what real love looks like. Her and Dad. They never stopped adoring each other,” I said. “That’s what I want. Not…perfection, but someone who stays, who makes the hard parts easier.”
He stared at me like he was trying to memorize the shape of those words.
Then, almost to himself, he said, “I don’t know how to be that.”
A jolt ran through me. Hope and surprise and something close to grief.
“You don’t have to yet,” I said. “But I think you want to.”
We stood there for a while, nothing but wind and rustling trees and our breathing.
Then Dante took a shaky breath and said, “Come with me.”
I frowned. “Where?”
“To the diner.”
My heart kicked hard.
“You sure?”
He didn’t answer. Just started walking, like it cost him something to do it, but he was doing it anyway.
And I followed.
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Dante

The second I stepped inside the diner, the smell hit me like a punch.
Butter. Burnt sugar. Onions. Grease that had sunk into the bones of the place.
My feet stayed rooted just past the threshold, like my body remembered things I hadn’t let myself think about in over a decade. The vinyl booths were new—a different shade of red—but the counter was the same, polished by time and elbows. That old radio still hung above the pass-through window, humming something low and soulful. I half expected to hear my own voice in the background, younger and sharper, asking for extra syrup.
“Dante Callahan?”
A voice cut through the fog. My head snapped toward it.
She was older now—grayer around the temples, thicker in the middle—but the same eyes. Same laugh lines. Her name tag still said Melinda. I hadn’t realized how much I missed hearing someone say my name like that—like it was a homecoming.
“God, look at you.” She threw her arms around me before I could protest. “I told my husband you’d be tall. Told him you’d be some hotshot one day. Guess I was right.”
I didn’t know what to say. My arms slowly came up around her, the hug awkward at first, then something else—something that cracked open a part of me I’d boarded up years ago.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” she said, pulling back to look at me. “You came back.”
Josie hovered near the door, giving me space, but Melinda turned on her like a magnet to steel.
“And this one,” she said, wagging a finger at her like she’d raised her. “This one’s a keeper. You know she brought your favorite back from the dead?”
I blinked. “What do you mean?”
“We lost Grandpa’s recipe for chili mac and cheese when he died. Nobody’s made it right in years. Then Josie comes along, listens to our descriptions, makes three different versions, and finally! Perfection. Just like Grandpa made it. Love included.”
My throat closed. “She did that for you?”
Melinda grinned. “For us. And for you, I think.”
I turned to Josie, something tightening in my chest. “Would you…make it? For me?”
I hadn’t had that meal since I left Seattle. Hadn’t eaten mac and cheese again either, because I knew it would never be as good.
She nodded, like she’d already been planning to.
“You can use our kitchen,” Melinda offered.
“Thanks,” Josie smiled. She was so comfortable here, like it was her refuge too.
I followed her behind the counter, through the narrow swinging door and into the kitchen I hadn’t seen since I was eighteen. It looked smaller now. Warmer. Like a memory softened by time.
She didn’t speak as she worked—just moved through the motions like she belonged there. I rolled up my sleeves and started washing the dishes that piled up behind her. It felt strange. Familiar. Right.
“Used to do homework at that prep station,” I said, nodding toward the stainless steel table.
Josie glanced back at me, smiling softly. “Yeah?”
“I’d sit there while Iris napped in the booth. Melinda made us share one milkshake because she said it built character. Then her Grandpa would sneak us another round. Strawberry for Iris, chocolate for me.”
She chuckled, pouring coffee into the chili like it was a completely normal ingredient. I had to assume she knew what she was doing. “Sounds like he liked you.”
“Yeah…I forgot all that,” I said. “I locked it away.”
She looked over her shoulder. “Even the good memories?”
I nodded. “Especially the good ones. They hurt the most. Reminded me of what I didn’t have.”
We fell into silence again, but it wasn’t heavy this time. It was peaceful. Like the quiet after a storm.
Then she dished a heaping pile of thick, creamy mac and cheese onto a plate and topped it with steaming chili. She set it in front of me like it was sacred.
I took a bite. It was like falling backward into a memory I didn’t know I still carried.
I saw Melinda, putting a birthday cake down in front of Iris. The first one either of us had received since mom died. I remembered the owner, who we’d affectionately called Grandpa too, teaching me how to repair the milkshake machine, patient and kind. I felt the safety, the knowledge that for a few hours we could be ourselves and not have to brace for fists or insults. And laughter. Not a lot, but enough to echo.
I set the fork, blinking hard.
Josie didn’t ask. She didn’t press. She just placed her hand on the counter near mine.
“It’s exactly how I remembered,” I said hoarsely.
Her voice was soft. “Good.”
“I thought I hated this place,” I admitted. “But I didn’t. I was safe here.”
“Sometimes,” she said, “the pain is so big that we can’t remember any of the good until we face it.”
I looked at her. And for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel like I had to protect myself.
I placed my hand on top of hers, and linked our fingers.
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Josie

The door clicked shut behind us as we returned to Dante’s suite. Enzo was there to greet us, tail wagging so hard it moved hi whole body. We didn’t speak, but the silence wasn’t awkward or charged. It was peaceful.
There was still so much to do, calls to return, things to sign off on. But for now, none of that mattered. What had happened today was far more important than work.
He moved ahead of me, dropping his keys onto the console by the door, but I couldn’t move yet. I stood just inside, watching him in the half-light, my thoughts still tangled in everything I’d learned—everything he finally let me see.
I watched him as he took care of Enzo, giving him his supper, topping up his water bowl.
“I’ll take you out in little while, okay buddy?” he said, his voice so gentle I almost wondered if he’d forgotten I was here.
I couldn’t shake the image of him as a boy—skinny, watchful, carrying too much for someone so small.
And now here he was. This man. In control. Commanding. Sharp around the edges, but holding everyone and everything together with his sheer force of will.
I’d always admired him. But now I understood him.
He turned to look at me then, like he could feel the weight of my thoughts. His expression had softened—still guarded, still careful, but less so than before. His eyes searched mine as if he wasn’t sure what I saw when I looked at him.
I walked toward him slowly. “You were just a kid.”
His jaw tensed. “I survived. That’s all.”
“No,” I said. “You fought. You clawed your way out and became this. You didn’t just survive, Dante. You thrived.”
Something shifted behind his eyes—something raw and tender and wary, like he didn’t know how to accept that truth from someone else.
But he didn’t pull away. He stepped closer.
“Josie…”
My name in his voice had always done something to me. But now, with everything between us finally laid bare, it hit differently—lower, deeper, like gravity itself had shifted to pull me toward him.
Six years of silence. Of stolen glances and buried feelings and careful distance. All of it broke in that one moment.
I reached for him. Or maybe he reached for me. It didn’t matter.
His hands were in my hair, on my face, around my waist—everywhere at once, like he couldn’t touch me fast enough. I kissed him like I needed air, and he kissed me like he’d been holding his breath for years.
We stumbled back, toward the bedroom, barely bothering to navigate.
Clothes came off in pieces—his shirt tugged over his head, my pants falling to the floor. Every movement was messy, desperate, reverent. He paused when I was bare in front of him, his hand skimming my side.
“You have no idea,” he said, voice low, “how long I’ve wanted this.”
I knew. Because I had, too.
He laid me back on the bed, following me so our bodied never stopped touching. I expected him to rush. Just a few short minutes, a few deep kisses, and I was aching for him. His hardness brushed against my thigh, thick and heavy. But he took his time instead.
Kissing my neck, his hands roamed my body like he needed to be sure I was real. Everywhere he touched, my skin tingled like it had been waiting for him to come alive. His lips were passionate, almost demanding as he moved down my neck and over my shoulders.
I ran my hands through his hand, making him messy. Making him mine. And God, when he looked up at me and grinned? I thought I might break apart.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, reaching up to brush a strand of my hair away from my face.
“Nothing,” I smiled. “I just like seeing you like this.”
He didn’t say anything, just leaned up to press a kiss to my lips. I could never get enough of it. His mouth, his hands, his body. Him.
I ran my hands over his strong back, his muscles bunching and stretched as he resumed his downward trajectory. His hands mapped out the route and his mouth followed, squeezing my breasts and rolling my nipples between his thumb and forefingers before sucking them into his hot, wet mouth. While he lavished my breasts with attention, his hands continued, stroking down my sides, over my hips, grabbing at my thighs. 
When I dug my nails into his back, it only spurred him on. He nipped at my hard nipples, stopping just short of hurting but keeping me right on the edge. His hands became rougher, pushing my legs apart so he could settle between them…but still he didn’t slide into me, even though I wanted him so badly I could barely think
And then he gentled again, trailing soft kisses down my stomach while he caressed my thighs, the sensation making me tingle all over. 
“I could spend all night doing this,” he said, resting his head on my thigh and looking up at me with those blue eyes of his. No longer cold and guarded, but full of passion and something I hoped for but didn’t care name.
“I’m not about to stop you,” I laughed lightly, stroking his hair. He leaned into my touch like he was finally allowing himself to feel something good. “Although, I do hope you’re not just going to spend the whole night teasing me.”
Something devilish flashed across his face, reminding me how apt his name was.
“Now there’s an idea.” He pressed a kiss to my thigh, open mouthed and scraping me with his stubble. I shivered with pleasure. “How many hours do you think I could keep you here? Needy and desperate.”
I sucked in a sharp breath, my whole body reacting to the idea. The wetness between my legs actually dripped and Dante’s gaze followed it with naked desire.
“Dante.” His name was a whisper on my lips. “I need…”
“I know exactly what you need,” he said, his voice low and smooth. He ran his hands up my thighs, spreading me more open, his thumbs grazing the edges of where I wanted his touch the most. “But you didn’t answer my question…How long?”
I let out a frustrated moan, my hips rocking of their own accord. It didn’t even occur to me that I could touch myself, relieve my frustration. I was under his spell and I didn’t want to be anything else.
“All night,” I said, staring at him through hooded lids. “God, Dante. I’ll stay in your bed for as long as you want me. But I need you to touch me.”
I expected a quippy reply. A teasing grin. “I am touching you.”
But instead, he squeezed my thighs, keeping his gaze locked on me, and said, “I’ve got you.”
He didn’t keep teasing, he leaned down and licked a long, slow line from the drip of my arousal, up up up, until he cirlced my clit with the flat tip of tongue. Once touch, and I honest-to-God, whimpered. 
Keeping eye contact with me, Dante buried his face in my pussy, his nose pressing into my pubic mound as he absolutely devoured me. I’d thought I remembered how talented his mouth was. I hadn’t. Memory didn’t even touch was he was doing now. Passionate lips, tongue grinding into me, lapping, sucking, pressing. He was making love to me with his mouth and all I could do was grip the sheets of his bed and rock into his face. 
My whole body was on fire in the best way, every nerve alight with pleasure.
He slid his hands under my ass and lifted me, bringing me even closer to his mouth and taking all the control. I was his to do whatever he wanted with and I loved every second of it. He took my weight like it was nothing, eating me out like he’d been starving for me.
“Right there,” I whispered as he flicked his tongue from side to side.
He doubled his efforts, moving his head, his whole damn body, with the rhythm of his tongue as he consumed me. His fingers dug into my butt cheeks, grasping and pulling and kneading, raising me up until only my shoulders and head were still on the bed.
“I’m close,” I moaned, already feeling like I was floating. “Dante, God…”
He groaned into me, the vibrations only making it more intense. My back arched, pressing me even more into Dante’s incredible mouth. The pressure in my core built, stronger and stronger, until my knuckled turned white where I gripped the sheets and my thighs quivered. 
The look in Dante’s eyes urged me on, as if he was telling me to let go. And I did.
My orgasm was like fireworks, explosion after explosion, burst after burst. A technicolor riot that started between my legs and radiated outwards. My stomach clenched, my thighs shook, my vision went white. And Dante was there through it all, never letting up, working his tongue and sucking like he wanted to wring every last drip of ecstasy from my body.
When he finally set me back down on the bed, I could feel my heartbeat between my legs and my skin still tingled.
“You’re incredible,” he said, stroking my legs and staring at me like I was a work of art. “The sounds you make. God, the way you taste…”
He licked his lips, chasing the last of my wetness. I clenched, another wave of pleasure rushing through me. I hadn’t even been aware I’d been making noises, I was too wrapped up in feeling.
I glanced down, biting my lip when I saw how hard Dante was. Straining against his stomach and flushed dark pink, just like his lips after eating me out.
“Come here,” I said, opening my arms. He lay on top of me, brushing a damp line over my inner thigh with his tip. But still, he didn’t push. He kissed me instead, and I could taste myself on his tongue. I didn’t know how it was possible after the orgasm that had just rocked my world, but when we parted, I needed more.
“I want you inside of me,” I told him, cupping his face and brushing my thumb over his cheek. His eyes went dark with lust.
“I need to grab a condom,” he muttered, but I didn’t want to let him go. Af if he might disappear if I stopped touching him for ever a second.
“I’m on the pill,” I said. “And I don’t want any barriers between us. I want you, all of you.”
The noise in the back of his throat was halfway between a grunt and moan.
“If you’re sure.” He squeezed my thigh.
I nodded. He didn’t ask again. 
When he entered me, it wasn’t just physical. It was emotional, visceral, overwhelming. His forehead pressed to mine, our breaths tangled, our hands clasped between us.
It wasn’t slow. It wasn’t careful.
It was everything.
Years of tension and regret and longing crashing together. A dam breaking. A fuse finally lit. And still, through all of it, he looked at me like he was seeing something sacred.
He barely pulled out before he was pushing back in, a primal need to be as deep inside of me as possible. And I felt it too, that electric urge to join.
I rocked my hips to meet him, taking him into that most sensitive part of myself. He thrust hard, fast, rough, messy. I welcomed it with a heady mix of joy and satisfaction. I’d feel him tomorrow and know this wasn’t a dream or a fantasy.
“Josie,” he whispered into my ear, his breath hot and close. “You feel fucking amazing.”
I was beyond words, but answered with a moan, holding him tighter to me, wrapping my arms around his broad back as far as I could.
“The way you’re taking me,” he continued, voice ragged and coming in pants. “So good for me.”
His words had a direct line to my core and I clenched around him.
“You like that?” he asked, and I could hear the grin in his voice. “You like it when I tell you how much I love being inside of you? How your pussy was fucking made for me?”
“Dante,” I cried out, not sure if it was a warning or a plea.
“I can feel how close you are,” he grunted, punctuating every second word with a thrust. “The way you’re squeezing me…I want you to come so hard, baby. That’s it, sweetheart.”
I could have cracked open, the way my heart pounded against my ribs. I blinked back tears even as I dug my nails into his back and the cliff of my second orgasm approached.
“Please,” I moaned, not even sure what I was asking for.
But Dante knew. He snaked his hand between us and found my clit, rubbing me exactly how I needed.
“I’ve got you baby,” he said, his rhythm never faltering. “Fuck, I’m so close too. Let go for me. That’s it, you’re doing so well.”
I buried my face in his shoulder and all it took was one last thrust, one circle of his fingers, and I was falling off the edge. Freefall had never felt so good.
I whimpered as sharp bliss ravaged my body. I bucked against Dante, wild and overloaded. I pulsated around him, feeling every inch of his girth as he pounded into me. But it was the what he said when he came that broke me open.
“Josie,” he groaned, his thrusts becoming erratic as he emptied himself inside of me. “Fuck, I’ve been dreaming of this for so long. You’re perfect, you’re everything.”
Tears leaked out of the corners of my eyes and I clung to him, even as his thrusts slowed and he rested his weight on top of me, panting and languid.
He rested for a moment before pulling out and I missed being filled with him instantly. He shifted his weight, lying half on the bed, half on me, resting his head on his bent arm. The lazy smile on his face vanished quickly.
“Are you okay?” he asked, noticing my tears. “Did I hurt you?”
“No, I’m fine,” I said, caressing his toned side and down over his muscular thighs. “I’m just…happy.”
It was such a small word for what I was feeling, but I didn’t know how else to describe it. Six years of yearning, of holding onto that one night like a light in the dark. We’d gone through so much to get to this place and every bit of it had been worth it.
“Me too,” he said, cupping my face and wiping away my tears with his thumb. He pressed a firm kiss to my lips. “Come here.”
He rearranged us, so he was on his back and I was tucked into his side. We stayed close. Our bodies slick with sweat, our heartbeats still chasing each other. I curled against his chest.
We’d have to get up soon. Enzo needed to go outside, calls needed returning, emails were waiting for replied. But there was time enough for that.
His fingers brushed down my spine. “Stay.”
I knew he didn’t just mean now, tonight. 
I lifted my head. “I’m not going anywhere.”
And I meant it. Because now I saw all of him. And I’d never wanted anything more.
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Dante

The next morning, sunlight spilled through the suite windows, warm and quiet. I’d forgotten to close the blackout curtains. Usually I couldn’t sleep unless there was complete darkness, but with her in my bed, I’d slept better than I had in years.
Josie.
She was curled into my side, her leg slung over mine, her breathing deep and even. Her hair was a mess across the pillow, her lips parted slightly, skin flushed in that way that made my chest tighten.
Last night had been—Incredible wasn’t a strong enough word.
Raw. Honest. Six years of tension burned off like fog in the sun. No barriers. No pretending. I should’ve felt exposed. Vulnerable. But all I felt was her.
But now that morning was here, reality had to be dealt with.
I eased out of bed carefully, not wanting to wake her. My body already missed her warmth, but my mind was racing too fast to stay still. I pulled on sweatpants, padded barefoot over to the counter, and stared at the coffee machine like it might offer answers.
The diner.
That damn building had been a thorn in my side since this whole project started. A rotted-out memory. A liability. And now?
Now it was… complicated.
I poured a cup of coffee and sat at the table, pulling my laptop closer, trying to put it in terms I understood. Numbers. Strategy. ROI.
Not feelings.
Because business still had to be done and idealism was all fine and dandy until you had a board to answer to and investors to please. I needed to talk to someone who spoke my language. I called Theo.
“Hey man, what’s up?” he asked, sounded far too upbeat for this early in the morning. 
“I need a sounding board,” I said, not bothering with pleasantries.
“Only you would call somebody at seven in the morning to talk business,” he laughed. “Alright, what’s got your panties in a twist.”
I sighed. Loudly. Maybe I should have phoned Silas instead. Although he would have just grunted and told me to do the logical thing. Griffin would have made a whole song and dance about it. And Gio…probably just would have made fun of me. Theo was the only one who I could trust with this particular problem.
“The block where I want to put up the apartment building,” I said, running my hand through my hair. “There’s one hold out. A diner.”
“And the usual Dante tactics of throwing money at the problem and strong arming isn’t working?” he asked, as if he was any different. You didn’t get ahead in the tech world by being a pushover. 
“It’s complicated,” I huffed, leaning back in my chair and staring at the ceiling. Enzo trotter over and placed his head in my lap. I rubbed him behind the ears.
“Are you going to make me ask?” I could practically hear Theo rolling his eyes. “You phoned me, remember?”
“Can you just cut me some slack for one minute?” I snapped. 
There was a moment of silence.
“Okay, man,” Theo said, his voice softening in apology. “Clearly this is serious. Lay it on me.”
“Josie has an attachment to the place,” I said, not adding in my own tricky history with the place. I couldn’t think about what it meant to me, not if I wanted to figure this out. 
“Ah,” he said, as if he understood everything. And maybe he did. “So she wants you to spare it?”
“Yeah.” My hand had stilled on Enzo’s head and he nudged me for more scratched. I complied. “But if I do, we’d have to move the building elsewhere. That means new real estate had to be found, new impact studies done, you know the drill. It could set the project back weeks, maybe months.”
Theo let out a low whistle, “That’s a tough one.”
“It shouldn’t be,” I muttered. Logic told me there was only one answer, but disappointing Josie didn’t feel like an option either.
“Okay, pros and cons list,” he said, like this was one of the coding problems he loved to solve. “We already have the potential delay on the con side, and pleasing Josie on the pro side, what else?”
Something like that didn’t belong on a list about an important business decision, but somehow it held more weight that just about anything else. This was exactly why I avoided relationships. I didn’t need attachments messing with my head.
“Con: the board will be pissed,” I pointed out.
“Like you can’t get the board on your side,” Theo drawled. “Okay, pro: saving a small business is good PR.”
“There is that,” I said, leaning forward and putting my elbows on the table. “We could get some really bad press if they find out that be bought out a business to put up luxury apartments.”
It was the same argument Josie had posed to me two weeks ago, I just hadn’t been able to hear it. I’d wanted the place gone, so I didn’t have to think about what it meant to me. Things were different now.
“Exactly, and that’s gotta be worth the small hit a delay would give you,” he said.
“True,” I agreed, already putting the pitch together in my head. The board would agree when I put it that way. “It’s just business sense.”
“It is. But you know…It’s okay to admit you want to do this for Josie,” Theo pressed. “It’s not the worst thing in the world if people find out you have a heart.”
“Pot, meet kettle,” I shot back with hollow amusement. Theo was one to talk. The guy was a walking, talking encrypted firewall.
“Hey, this conversation if about you,” he laughed.
“Uh-huh.” I drummed my fingers on the table. I could make this work. And Josie wouldn’t have to be disappointed in me.
“So you’re going to save the diner?” he asked.
“Looks like it,” I said, glancing at the bedroom door. “It can’t just be about her.”
“Of course not. There’s sentimental capital here. You take a small financial hit in exchange for the longevity that goodwill gives you,” he said. “But  if she’s the reason you’re finally seeing it clearly? That’s not a weakness, man. That’s progress.”
I looked back at the spreadsheet, the tidy rows of costs and gains. If I squinted, I could see the logic. Enough to justify it.
Save the diner. Frame it as a smart play. Josie would be happy. And I wouldn't have to admit, not even to myself, that it meant something to me too. That it felt like reclaiming something. A part of me I’d tried to bury.
I nodded slowly. “Alright. We save it.”
Theo’s grin was clear in his voice. “That’s my boy.”
“Shut up,” I grumbled.
“You know you love me,” he insisted.
“Goodbye, Theodore.” I ended the call before I had to listen to anymore of his bullshit. And made a mental note to send him a bottle of scotch.
I closed the laptop. This was a win. Clean. Strategic. Practical.
And if it made her smile? Well, that was just a bonus.
Right?


Josie

I woke up to the smell of coffee, and for the second morning in a row, Dante handed me a mug while I was still in bed. But this time, he got in beside me. He was cold, like he’d been up for while. Enzo jumped on the bed and lay at out feet.
“How long have you been up?” I asked, before taking a sip of my coffee. It was perfectly made, the right amount of cream and sugar.
“Not long,” he shrugged, staring down at his mug like the black liquid might give him some sort of answer. “I needed to do some work, run some numbers. I’ve been thinking about the diner. I’m not going to tear it down.”
I blinked. “Wait—really?”
He nodded, taking a sip of his coffee like it would fortify him. “Yeah, like you said. It’s too important…to the community.”
A rush of warmth bloomed in my chest. Pride. Relief.
“Put your coffee down,” I said, placing my mug on the nightstand.
“Why?” he frowned.
“Because I want to kiss you and I don’t want to risk spilling hot coffee in your lap.” I leaned into his side.
“We wouldn’t want that,” he said, quickly complying.
“Nope,” I grinned, cupping his face. I was smiling too much to kiss him fully. “Can’t injure one of my favorite parts of you.”
“I knew you only wanted me for my body,” he smirked, and I kissed him again, longer this time.
“Don’t let it go to your head,” I murmured, running my hand through his hair. I loved seeing Dante messy.
“Keep that up and something will definitely be going to my…head.” He leaned into my touch, just a little, just enough that I could feel and he could deny it.
“Do you like having your hair played with?” I asked, carding my fingers through the wavy locks he kept tamed by product and personality.
“I like it when you touch me,” he evaded, and I filed that information away for later. How many people had given Dante affection?
I wished we could spend the whole day in bed so I could give him the love he deserved, but there were responsibilities to attend to and I still had questions.
“What are you going to do about the apartment building, now that you’re keeping the diner?” I asked, withdrawing my hand but staying close.
Dante blinked for a second, like he was struggling to recalibrate. Yeah, I was definitely going to use this to my advantage later. 
“We’ll have to find another place to put it. Keeping it messes with the current footprint.”
That essentially meant starting the project from scratch. Finding another block to build on, doing the permitting, zoning, and environmental processes again. I’d been so focused on saving the diner, I hadn’t thought about what it meant for the project. But an idea came to me.
“What if you kept the project where it is, and just folded the diner in?” I asked.
He turned to me, brow lifted.
“I mean it,” I said. “Keep the bones. Reinforce the structure, sure, but let it live inside the building. Make it a cornerstone. People need places like this to feel connected. You’re building homes, not just units. A community needs places to gather, to belong. It might need a facelift to blend in, but I don’t think they’d mind if it meant having built in customers that the apartments would provide.”
He stared at me for a long moment, and I felt myself flush under the intensity of it.
“You’re incredible,” he said quietly. “That solves everything.”
He pulled me in for a kiss, intense and deep. I melted beneath him and I would have lost myself in his touch if Enzo hadn’t jumped off the bed and started scratching at the door.
“I think he needs to go out,” I murmured against Dante’s lips.
“Yeah.” He rested his forehead against mine. “We’ll pick this up later.”
“We have all the time in the world,” I smiled.
While Dante took Enzo out to pee, I showered and got dressed. Another cup of coffee got me through replying to emails and rescheduling the meetings Dante had missed yesterday, while Dante got ready for the day. When he emerged, his stubble was groomed to the perfect five o’clock shadow he always had, his hair was slicked back, and his three-piece suit was firmly in place. 
Boss mode was back.
We went downstairs for breakfast and found Camilla waiting at a table with a green smoothie, laptop open, and fire in her eyes.
“I need final sign-off on the vendors. If we’re going with the artisanal porcelaine tiles, like in my mock-ups, the suppliers need the order in now. They have a minimum four months lead time and I don’t want to be stuck with unfinished apartments because of supply chain problems.”
“I’ll sign off once I see the samples,” Dante said, completely unaffected by Camilla’s demanding tone. “But we’re going to need a new floor plan for the ground floor.”
“Why?” She questioned him like he wasn’t her boss.
“We’re keeping the diner, folding it into the building,” he told her.
She froze. “What?”
He sat down and motioned for me to join. “We’re not just building another apartment block, we’re making it a community. The diner will be at the heart of the complex.”
Camilla blinked, then narrowed her eyes. “You’re not serious. That place is a rundown shithole. It doesn’t match anything. It's not luxury. It's not the brand.”
Dante didn’t flinch. “Josie had the idea to incorporate it. Keep the integrity of the original building, use it to add character and community value. It’s smarter than anything the rest of us came up with.”
Camilla stared at me, stunned. “You’re taking her design advice now?”
“I’m taking good advice,” Dante said firmly. “We’ll present it to the board when we’re back in New York. They’ve never pushed back before, and they won’t this time.”
Camilla opened her mouth like she might argue—but stopped. She heard it too. The finality in his voice.
Dante had made up his mind.
For once, not just because it made sense on paper, but because it felt right.
And I sat there at his side, knowing I’d helped make something real happen. Not because I fought to be heard—but because he chose to listen.
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Josie

If you’d told me before the Seattle trip that Dante Callahan would take me out on a date—like a real, honest-to-God date—I would’ve laughed. Or choked on my coffee. Probably both.
But there we were. On the rooftop of a swanky restaurant overlooking the bay, lights strung overhead like stars that forgot they belonged in the sky.
Yesterday, I’d found him in a cemetery, raw and hanging on by his fingers tips. But instead of shutting down, he’d finally opened up.. And there he was, sitting across from me at a restaurant, and it was most definitely not a work meal.
He was wearing a navy suit jacket over a black shirt. No vest, no tie. Top buttons open so I could see his well groomed chest hair. Everything about Dante was perfection and I couldn’t stop looking at him. Not just because he was infuriatingly handsome, but because he looked happy. Relaxed in a way I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen before.
And the way he looked at me? It was like he saw something special. Valuable. Precious.
He raised his glass. “To the diner,” he said. “And to you. For the idea I didn’t know I needed.”
I smiled, heart climbing into my throat. “You make it sound like I did something extraordinary.”
“You did.”
His voice was low, serious. That same voice he used in board meetings when he dropped some irrefutable truth and no one dared question him.
Only now, that voice was all for me.
And it hit me then—this is it. The moment I’ve been waiting for. He sees me. The real me. And he likes what he sees.
But the moment passed quickly. Dante leaned back in his chair, eyes flicking to the view like he’d given too much away.
“Would’ve been criminal not to do something with the diner,” he added. “From a business perspective.”
“Of course.” I folded my hands in my lap, the ghost of warmth still lingering in my chest. “Strictly practical.”
He glanced back at me, a smirk tugging at one corner of his mouth. “That tone sounds suspiciously like sarcasm, Josephine.”
“You think you know all my tones?”
“I’ve cataloged most of them.”
I rolled my eyes, but I was smiling. “Then you should know that this one means I’m impressed. Not with the plan—though it’s solid—but with the fact that you listened. That you let someone in.”
The corner of his smirk softened into something almost vulnerable. He didn’t reply, just reached for the bottle and refilled both our glasses.
Dinner came in courses that looked more like art than food, each plate set down with a flourish. Dante seemed at ease in this world—elegant, unreadable, a little dangerous. And yet, with me, he was… softer. Less curated.
“Oysters, huh? Hoping to get lucky tonight?” Dante smirked as we started on our appetizers. He’d ordered sourdough bread with seaweed butter and smoked salmon, while I wouldn’t pass up the oysters with champagne mignonette.
“They’re great,” I said, even though secretly I thought the oysters on the East Coast were better. There was a small restaurant back home that were the best, my bias aside. “And more like I’m looking to have a nice meal. Not that I’m ruling anything out, if you play your cards right.”
“Playing hard to get?” he chuckled.
“I don’t think either of us are playing here.” I cocked my head and held his gaze. He didn’t look away. My heart beat a little faster. 
“No, we’re not,” he acknowledged, before taking a sip of his wine. He’d ordered white. For me. 
“What’s seaweed butter like?” I asked, nodding to his plate.
“Salty, in a good way,” he said, cutting off a piece and handing it to me. 
I took a bite, he was right. But there was more to it than that. “You can really taste that umami flavor, but the butter makes it’s creamy. Softens it a little, right?”
“You really missed your calling as a chef,” he said, staring at me like he was discovering me for the first time. “Not that I think you should change careers. I’m hanging onto you.”
“You’re not the first person to suggest that I should go into food, but honestly after seeing my parents run the restaurant for so long, it’s not for me. I wouldn’t want to turn my love of food into a job, not like that. I’d considered reviewing local restaurants, before I moved to New York. I liked the idea of promoting local businesses, championing all that passion.”
“Well, I’m glad fate brought you to me,” he said, nudging his foot against mine. “You would’ve been wasted on anyone else.”
“You can thank my ex for that,” I laughed. Fate sure had a funny way of working out. “I couldn’t stay in town after the breakup. Although I prefer to credit Aiden with connecting me with you.”
We paused the conversation as the waiter cleared away our plates and placed our main course in front of us. I’d decided to get handmade truffle tagliatelle with wild mushrooms, parmesan crisp, and herb oil, while Dante had chosen seared duck breast with blackberry gastrique, with sage and parsnip purée.
“I bet you left a trail of heartbreak behind in Asbury Park,” he smirked while he while into the tender duck breast.
“Hardly,” I scoffed lightly, twirling the tagliatelle onto my fork. “I’ve only had one relationship.”
Dante looked at me, pausing with his fork halfway to his mouth.
“Oh,” he said, and I couldn’t get a read on his tone. Surprise? Judgment? Discomfort?
“It’s not a big deal, I didn’t mean to steer the conversation towards past relationships,” I said quickly, my heart sinking. I didn’t mean to ruin the mood.
“It’s fine, I just thought someone as beautiful as you must have had a lot of guys after you,” he said, shrugging as if he hadn’t just delivered a compliment that was making me flush. “But aside from serious relationships, you must have had flings. I know Aiden was constantly trying to set you up.”
I couldn’t enjoy the hint of jealousy that tinged his voice, I was too busy being embarrassed by my lack of experience.
“Nope, just…Just you,” I confessed. The pasta was delicious, but I struggled to enjoy it.
“That’s…” he trailed off and I couldn’t meet his gaze. “Is it wrong if I really like the idea that you haven’t had anyone since me?”
I looked up. His blue eyes held a heat that went straight to my core.
“Not if it makes you look at me like that,” I replied, sliding my foot up his calf.
“If we weren’t in public right now…” He gripped his fork tighter. 
“Careful, or I’ll stop caring that we are.” Dante had a way of making me lose all reason, pushing me to a places I never thought I’d go. I wanted him like no other and I tried not to let that scare me.
“I never thought you’d be so adventurous,” he said, voice smooth like melted chocolate.
I returned my attention to my food, both to compose myself and to contain the spike of insecurity that rose inside of me. Dante was used to having a different woman every week, sometimes every night. I probably didn’t live up to the kind of adventurous women he was used to.
“Hey,” Dante said, touching my hand where it rested on the table. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” I forced a smile. By the look on his face, I didn’t fake it very well. “I just…hope I don’t bore you. I mean, you’re used to…more.”
His fingers closed around mine. “If you’re worried about me cheating, don’t. I have many flaws but that isn’t one of them.”
That was a relief, but didn’t get to the heart of the problem.
“I just don’t want you to feel like I’m inexperienced or a let down,” I said, feeling like I was carving open my chest with a steak knife.
“You’re not,” he growled with such intensity that my skin tingled. “God, Josie, if you only knew…” He sighed and squeezed my hand. “None of them compared to you. I spent six years trying to get you out of my head and I never managed.”
My breath caught in my chest. I struggled to believe I was all that, but I wanted to be. For him. 
“Thank you,” I murmured.
“It’s just the truth.” He let go of my hand and I missed the warmth. “If we don’t change the subject now, I’m going to drag you back to the hotel before we even finish dinner, which not only would be a shame, but I you’re going to need the stamina for what I have planned for you tonight.”
Heat pooled in my core. “I think that’s a good idea.”
I tried to focus on my meal, but it was hard with Dante’s promise echoing around my head. After a few moments, we gained enough composure to move onto more PG topics. The food really was excellent and enjoyed every bit of my pasta as Dante and I talked. 
I told him about the summer Dad took Aiden and me fishing. I’d been trying to save the fish and put them back, and Aiden had accidentally hit me in the face with one while wrestling it from my hands. 
Dante was slower to share but after some probing he told me about his friends in the Dominion Society and the time Theo had hacked the college database to mess with exam times so Griffin could film some experimental movie in a forest in upstate New York, which they’d all had roles in.
“Does he still have the footage?” I asked, leaning forward. “I need to see Dante the actor.”
“Lost to time, thank God,” he laughed. “Although it did start a rumor that we were all in a cult.”
“I’m sure your name didn’t help with that,” I teased.
“I used it to my advantage. You know, scare off the weak or annoying, seduce the girls who were looking for a thrill,” he shrugged.
“Yeah, that sounds about right,” I rolled my eyes. 
Dessert was just as delicious. We shared our dishes. Dark chocolate mousse with sea salt, espresso cream, and edible gold leaf, and vanilla bean crème brûlée with caramelized treacle sugar crust and fresh berries. Opposite tastes and textures, but incredible together. There was a metaphor in that somewhere, but I was too busy watching Dante lick cream off his spoon to think about it.
When we stood to leave, Dante held my chair out. His hand brushed the small of my back as we exited, and my whole body snapped to attention like it had been waiting for that one, subtle touch all night. It was affectionate, protective. Not intended to be seductive, although it certainly had that effect. It made me feel like this wasn’t just about sex for Dante, and somehow I only wanted him more because of it.
The car ride back to the hotel was quiet and tense with anticipation. We went back to Dante’s suite, where Enzo waited for us with a wagging tail. But he was a good boy and didn’t need much attention beyond a hello pat.
In the bedroom,I kicked my heels off. My feet had ached all night, but I’d dressed up, comparing myself in my head to all the women Dante had been with. He was used to glamorous model types with perfect bodies who only wanted a good time. But maybe we could have something real, instead.
“Now, where were we,” he said, joining me. “Ah, yes, I had something to prove to you.”
In two strides, he was there, one hand against the wall behind me, the other threading through my hair as he kissed me like the ground beneath us was coming loose and I was the only solid thing left.
This kiss was different from last night. Yesterday had been desperate, explosive.  Tonight, it was slower. Intentional. Deeper. Like he was memorizing what it felt like to be allowed to want me again.
“Dante,” I whispered against his lips.
“I’m not going to rest until you understand how fucking insane you drive me,” he said before kissing across my jaw and nibbling on my ear. He stroked his hands up my legs, drawing my dress with them and caressing my thighs.	Comment by Jane Quite: dante eat out on his knees then fucks her in front of a mirror
“You don’t have to prove anything,” I assured him, holding onto his shoulders like he might slip away.
“I do,” he insisted, pausing with his fingers brushing the edge of my panties. It made it very difficult to think. “I wasn’t…ready before. For anything serious. I don’t want you to think you’re the replacement. Everyone else was, and they never came close to you. Words aren’t enough, I need to show you.”
He didn’t wait for my answer, just got to his knees in front of me like a supplicant ready to atone. To worship. He pulled my panties down slowly, making me feel every touch of his fingers along my thighs and calves. And once they were free from my feet, he brought them to his lips.
“You smell so good,” he said, breathing in, his eyes fluttering closed. A jolt of arousal raced through me so powerfully, I almost lost my balance. “I could spend all day buried in your pussy.”
I tried to suppress the whine that bubbled up in my chest, but it came out, breathy and needy.
“Would you like that?” he asked, like I still had the ability to think in sentences.
“Yeah,” I whispered with a nod, staring down at him.
Dante Callahan, demanding CEO, dominant in every environment, from the boardroom to the bedroom, the man who had featured in every one of my fantasies for the past six years, and he was on his knees. For me. 
He pushed the hem of my dress up like he was unwrapping gift and wanted to keep the paper, slow and methodical until I was revealed to him. Grabbing my hips, he pressed his mouth to me, kissing my mound before sliding his tongue between my folds. 
“Mmph,” I let out senseless noise of desire through my closed lips as I pressed back into the wall to steady myself. And just like the night before, Dante stared up at me with such intensity it made my heart pound. 
Using his hands to guide me, Dante encouraged me to rock into his mouth. He moaned into me, tongue sliding into my entrance to taste me before moving back to my clit.
He pulled back for as long as it took him to say, “That’s it, baby girl, fuck my face.”
I clenched with heightened arousal. Then he was kissing, licking, and sucking me like it was his reason for being.
I put my hands in his hair, needing to ground myself. He nodded against me, the movement making me tug his hair. And the way his eyes closed for a second, the pleasure clear? Fuck, I’d never felt more powerful or full of lust.
Starting slow, I ground against his face. I’d never done anything like this before and I didn’t want to hurt him. But his enthusiastic reaction encouraged me. Seeking out his lips and tongue, I rubbed against him, chasing my pleasure and forgetting everything else. He dug his fingers into my hips, pressing his mouth even harder against me, creating the most intense pleasure.
I lost myself in it. In him. I stopped worrying if I was doing it right, if he was happy with me. All I could think about was the wet slide of his tongue, the warmth of his breath, the achoring of his hands. I tugged his hair, on purpose this time, and was rewarded with a deep moan that traveled from Dante’s chest through to mine, the perfect resonance of our enjoyment.
It wasn’t until my orgasm was building, tiny flutters against Dante’s mouth, that he pulled back, leaving me gasping and rocking into the air.
“Not yet,” he said, stroking my thighs soothingly. It didn’t stop the ache of unfulfilled pleasure. “I want you to see something first.”
He got to his feet and took my hand. I was too far gone to understand what he wanted at first, until he tugged me along gently.
“Trust me,” he said, “it will be worth it.”
“I do trust you,” I replied, realizing just how true that was. Not just in the current moment, but in general. 
He took me to the bathroom and stood me in front of the marble topped counter with twin sinks. A large mirror reflected my image back at me: glassy eyes, flushed lips and cheeks, nipples hard and visible through the fabric of my dress.
“I want you to see youself how I see you,” he said, standing behind me and unzipping my dress. He helped me out of it, letting it fall the floor and kicking it out of the way. My bra followed, leaving me completely naked.
“Dante,” I said, unsure. It wasn’t that I had a terrible opinion of myself, but I wasn’t about to gaze lovingly at my own reflection either.
“You said you trusted me,” he pointed out. Dominant Dante was back, and the uneasy part of me melted away under his confidence. 
I nodded.
Dante gave me a cat-like smile before stripping out of his clothes too. Now I really had something to look at. I would never get over his strong body, broad chest, neat body hair, and big cock. I wasn’t a shallow woman, but he looked like a sex god and knowing that he was now mine was thrilling.
“Look at how beautiful you are,” he said, stepping up behind me and bringing his lips to my neck. His hands wandered, over my hips and up my sides. Snaking around, his fingertips ghosted over my nipples. “I can’t get enough of you.”
I flushed at the compliment and Dante leaned into me, his erection rubbing against my lower back. “Do you feel what you do to me?”
“Hard not to,” I said, aiming for teasing but landing somewhere far too needy. He pressed back against him, swaying my hips.
He smirked into my neck and cupped my breasts, squeezing them for a moment before running his hands down my stomach. He didn’t stop until he was running two fingers between my folds, and finding my entrance. I angled my hips to allow him easier access, watching in the mirror, amazed at how naturally my body responded to him.
He pressed two fingers into me, going as deep as he could. My head tipped back against his shoulder, but not for long. Dante used his free hand to cup under my jaw and guide me back to the mirror.
“Uh-huh,” he chided in a low voice. “I want your eyes on the mirror at all times.”
“It’s tough when you’re touching me like that,” I said, as he pumped his fingers in and out of me.
“Oh, I plan on making it much harder.” His smirk was pure filth.
Withdrawing his fingers, Dante brought them to his mouth. The glistened in the bright bathroom light. “So wet for me.”
He sucked my arousal off his fingers, a look of pure pleasure on his face, and when he was done, he offered his fingers to me. I didn’t think, just sucked them into my mouth and tasted myself. He pumped his fingers in and out of my lips, just like he’d done with my pussy. And I watched in the mirror, dirty and erotic and so turned on I was dripping down my leg.
“Good girl,” he growled into my ear. “Bend over for me.”
He guided me to put my hands on the counter and I came even closer to my own reflection. He put his hands on my ass, spreading me while he ran his cock between my folds before pushing inside. I was met with my own widening eyes and mouth falling open.
“Now you get to see how beautiful your pleasure is,” he said, drawing back and thrusting into me. 
He worked up to an easy pace, watching me through the mirror as the tiled room amplified the sounds of our sex. Skin slapping against skin, the slick wet sound of him thrusting into me, our heavy breathing. 
It didn’t take long for Dante to take me back to the edge, soon the pressure of my orgasm was growing, even more intense than when he’d been eating me out.
“Almost,” I whispered, my expression in the mirror somewhere between blissed out and desperate. 
He sped up his thrusts, making my breasts jiggle. I reached between my legs but Dante stopped me with a hard look and even harder thrust.
“I want you to come from just my cock,” he growled. “Watch how much pleasure I can give you.”
I sucked in a sharp breath and nodded. I’d never come from penetration alone, but I was too caught up in the moment to doubt him.
“So good for me,” he said, stroking his hand down my spine and over my ass, kneading me.
I held onto the cool countertop as watched as Dante fucked me, each hard, deep thrust growing more and more intense.
I was memerized by the picture we painted, something primal but intimate, erotic but meainful. I was right on the edge, teetering in the space between bliss and oblivion. And Dante was right there with me, jaw clenched, hands anchoring, hips pistoning.
“Dante,” I groaned, not sure if I could get there.
“You’re so close,” he groaned. “I can feel how you’re tightening around me. Come for me, let go, Josie.”
He twisted his hips right as he said my name and suddenly I was falling into ecstasy. It was surreal, watching the way my mouth fell open as moans and cries escaped my lips. The widening of my pleasure-drunk eyes, my orgasm coming like a shock.
My whole body undulated, the force of my orgasm rippling through me. And through it all, Dante kept my grounded, his hands, the way he thrust into me, his hips hitting into my ass. 
His own orgasm followed seconds after mine and I bit my lip as he thrust at the peak of each wave, my body answering in kind, like our pleasure was linked. 
We came down together and when Dante finally pulled out, he gathered me into his strong, safe arms kissed me like I was the most important thing in the world.
“You’re incredible,” he said, holding me against his chest.
“And you are…” I searched for a word to describe the man I had waited six years for. The man who I’d spent one night with and never been able to forget. The man who took up every moment of my work life and spent the rest of the time in head. The man who had shown me how beautiful I was, and made me feel it. “You’re everything.”
After, we lay tangled in the bed, his chest warm beneath my cheek, fingers drawing lazy circles on my back. My body hummed, but it was my heart that felt full.
“Josie?” he murmured.
“Hmm?”
“When we get back to New York…we’ll have to keep this between us.”
We were flying back tomorrow.
I blinked, lifting my head. “Oh.”
He looked at me carefully, like he wasn’t sure how I’d take it. “If the board caught wind of it, it wouldn’t look good. For either of us. Especially you.”
My stomach dipped slightly. “Right. That makes sense.”
“And I still want you as my assistant,” he added. “We’re a great team. I don’t want to mess with that.”
“And Aiden…” I said slowly, connecting the dots.
“He’d lose his shit.”
I let out a small laugh, even though part of me wilted. He wasn’t wrong. None of it was unreasonable. And I didn’t want to ruin this—whatever this was—by making demands. Especially when it felt like we were finally starting. Keeping secrets felt wrong, but losing what we had felt worse.
“I get it,” I said. “We’ll be discreet.”
His arms tightened around me. “Thank you.”
I pressed a kiss to his collarbone, closed my eyes, and let the warmth of him wrap around me like armor.
Because I was hopeful. He trusted me. He saw my ideas, valued them. Wanted me beside him. This was only the beginning.
And if I had to wait a little longer to make it real in public?
I could do that.
I’d waited six years already.
“Are you ready for round two?” Dante asked, his hand gliding down my back. “I have a lot of catching up to do. I owe you six years worth of orgasms.”
“You’re hardly going to make it all up tonight,” I laughed, even as the ember of arousal sparked.
“I can try,” he grinned, pushing me onto my back and disappearing under the covers.
His lips found me. I gasped.
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Josie

New York hadn’t changed while we were gone—same constant hum, same rush of cab horns and sidewalk chatter. But something in me had shifted. Like I’d stepped through one of those revolving doors and come out just a little different on the other side.
Aiden noticed it first.
“You’re glowing,” he said, leaning against the edge of my desk like he always did. His grin was wide and unbothered. He had no clue why I was elated. “Seattle must’ve been good to you.”
I wanted to tell him why, to share my happy news about being with Dante. But I’d made a promise, and Dante had good reason for wanting to keep us a secret. I just hadn’t realized how hard it would be, or that my first lie would be to my brother the minute I got back in the office.
I forced a smile. “It was productive.”
There, not exactly a lie. Just not the whole truth.
“Productive,” he repeated, amused. “Okay, boss mode. I get it.”
I laughed, but it felt wrong in my mouth. Like it didn’t belong to me. Like I wasn’t allowed to have it.
He pushed off the desk, still grinning. “You just seem lighter. Happier.”
God, this is painful.
I’d been the one to bring up not telling Aiden. He definitely wouldn’t approve. But in theory was different than having to look my brother in the eye and lie to him.
“I am.” I swallowed. “I actually got more involved in things. Convinced Dante to go another route and save this really amazing diner instead of buying them out and knocking the place down. It reminded me so much of Mom and Dad’s place.”
“Really?” Aiden’s eyes went wide. “Fifi, that’s amazing! Come here.”
He rounded my desk and pulled me into a big bear hug. 
I’m the worst human being alive.
Aiden and I had been through so much together with Dad’s death and Mom’s health problems in the aftermath. We’d had to stick together or lose everything.. And now I was keeping the biggest secret of my life from him.
Because the truth? It would hurt him. And maybe ruin everything I had with Dante before it even really started.
“Thanks,” I said, my voice so quiet I was surprised he even heard me.
“You should come over this weekend, to celebrate,” he said, letting me go. “The girls are dying to see you again. And you might want to meet my new neighbour. He’s just your type.”
It was like the universe was conspiring to punish me.
“I’ll only come by if you promise not to try and set me up,” I laughed hollowly.
“I see you’ve been working on your negotiating skills too,” he smiled. “Dante must be rubbing off on you.”
Aiden didn’t know how right he was.
“Something like that.” My cheeks hurt from fake smiling.
I told myself I was protecting him. But it felt like betrayal anyway.
It only got worse when my phone lit up with Mom.
“Mom’s calling, I better take this,” I told my brother.
“Tell her hi from me,” he said, completely unaware that I was a mess. “And invite her to the thing on Saturday. I’ll drive to the home to fetch her.”
“Will do,” I agreed.
I stepped into the hallway to take the, heart already thudding with guilt.
“There’s my girl,” she said brightly. “How was Seattle?”
“Busy,” I said, too quickly. “Lots of long meetings.”
“I hope your boss gave you some time off to relax,” she said. I flashed back to last night. We hadn’t gotten much sleep, but four orgasms was plenty relaxing.
“I got to do a little sightseeing,” I said. My sex life was one thing I didn’t mind keeping to myself, but I still felt bad not saying anything about Dante. I wanted to be able to tell my family that I was happy and why. I wanted them to know that I might have finally found my person.
I knew it was early to be thinking those kinds of things. Technically, we’d only been together for two days. But those two days were six years in the making. I knew Dante deeper than maybe anyone else did. That meant something. 
“That’s wonderful, honey,” Mom replied. “I’ve missed you.”
“I missed you too, Mom,” I said, swallowing back a welling up of emotions. “Aiden said to invite you to spend time with us over the weekend. He’s offered to fetch you.”
“This weekend?” she asked.
“Yeah.” I leaned against the wall, fiddling the the hem of my jacket. I was back in my normal beige professional wear, but the dress I’d bought with Dante’s card was hanging in my closet, reminding me that I could be more. 
“I’m afraid I can’t,” she said, apology clear in her voice. I frowned. Mom had never passed up an opportunity to see us before.
“Is everything okay?” I straightened up, alert. I’d been so busy thinking about my own stuff, I hadn’t even asked how she was. 
“Yes, all fine. That new physio is doing wonders for my arthritis,” she said. “I just have plans, with a friend.”
“Oh!” My eyebrows raised. I hated having to move Mom to an assisted living facility when I came to New York. I wanted her to be with family, with people she knew, not some sterile environment. It had taken her a while to settle in and I’d gone back to visit her as often as possible. It was nice to know she had made friends, even if guilt gnawed away at me because I hadn’t known anything about it before. “That’s great. Maybe next time?”
“Of course.” I could hear her warm smile through the phone and I wanted nothing more than to hug her. “I should go, send Aiden my love.”
“Will do, Mom.” She’d never ended a call so fast before. “I love you.”
“I love you too, angel,” she said.
We hung up. Was this how it was going to be? Disconnected from the people who mattered most to keep a secret?
I returned to my desk just in time for Dante to call me over the intercom. I grabbed my tablet and went into his office. He was sitting at his desk. Three piece suit in place, hair styled to perfect, not a stray strand or wave in sight. I wished we were back in the hotel in Seattle, tangled in each others arms, messy and real.
“I’m drawing up new plans for the Seattle project, I want to present it to the board by the end of the week,” he said, all business. “Do you have the diner blueprints I requested? It’s important every detail in accounted for, this is a big departure from the original plan and I need to anticpate and matigate any objections from the board–Josie, are you alright?”
I hadn’t noticed I’d been staring out the window until my gaze snapped back to Dante.
“Sorry,” I said.
“Is everything okay?” he asked. The concern was real, there, but so was his agitation. I knew what this project meant to him. And what was I going to say? That I had changed my mind a whole twelve hours later about keeping our relationship a secret?
“Absolutely fine,” I put on a fake smile. It was getting easier. “I guess I’m just a bit tired.”
His gaze heated. “Me too. But I think it was worth the loss of sleep.”
“Definitely,” I said, my smile turning real. These were just teething problems. We were still figuring this out. And it wouldn’t be forever. Once things were more settled and the Seattle project was underway, we could talk about it, figure out how to make work and our relationship fit. I wasn’t going to be lying forever. “I’ll get those plans for you immedaitely.”


Dante

I leaned back in my chair, eyes flicking to the clock. Nearly six. Most of the staff had gone home an hour ago, which meant we were finally approaching the quiet I’d been waiting on all damn day.
I pressed the intercom button.
“Josie?”
Her voice came through, tired but clear. “Yeah?”
“Can you stay late tonight? I need help finalizing some of the Seattle numbers for Friday’s board check-in.”
A pause. Then, “Sure. Want me to come in now?”
“Please.”
I stood, adjusting my cuffs as I moved to lean against the edge of my desk. I didn’t need help with anything—not tonight. But I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about her all day. The hotel felt like a lifetime ago. The way she’d looked in the mirror, flushed and whispering my name like it meant something.
She knocked lightly and stepped in, her tablet clutched to her chest. She was so put together, in her modest work clothes that hid her gorgeous curves and vibrant spirit. Still, the sight of her did something to me—like my body remembered more than my brain could process. I wanted to undo her.
“Do you want me to order dinner for us?” she asked, all cool effciency, just like before our trip.
I shook my head. “No. I had something else in mind.”
She blinked, confused. “What?”
“I couldn’t stop thinking about you,” I said, my voice dropping. “About being in here. Having you. This desk.”
Her eyes widened as she realized what I meant.
“I used to picture it,” I went on, slowly. “I’d be in the middle of a call, and you’d be outside my office, answering emails or biting the cap of your pen while you read something on your screen—and all I could think about was bending you over this desk.”
“Dante,” she whispered, half warning, half wanting.
I took a step toward her. “I’ve been good, Josie. Professional. For years.”
“I know.”
“But I’m done holding back.” I took off my jacket. “Close the door.”
She hesitated—but only for a second—before she turned and did as I asked. I beckoned her to me, watching her every step as my cock hardened in my pants. And when she was close, I pulled her to me, spinning us around. Her breath caught as I backed her up against the desk, lifted her onto it, and kissed her like I’d been starving for it.
There was no finesse, no teasing. Just months—years—of restraint snapping like a live wire between us. One day on not having her had felt like a lifeline. 
“I want you so much, you’re all I could think about all day,” I said, cupping her breasts through her buttoned-up-to-her-neck shirt.
“I thought you were just focused on work,” she said, arching her back and pushing into my touch. I was so hard I ached.
“I can multitask,” I chuckled, before grazing my teeth over her neck and drinking in her shiver.
Her fingers tangled in my hair as I pushed up her skirt and tugged her underwear down. She was already wet, already soft for me. If we were somewhere more private, if I wasn’t rock hard ad desperate, I would have fingered her for hours, just to hear her moans and watch her squirm in pleasure. But that would have to wait for another time. 
I opened my fly and pulled my cock out, already lining myself up.
“You feel so good,” I sighed as I sank into her. Wet and hot and clinging to me like she never wanted me to be anywhere else.
She wrapped her arms around my neck.
“Give me everything,” she said, rocking her hips to encourage me deeper.
I took her hard and fast, one hand braced on the desk beside her hip, the other gripping her thigh as she bit her lip to stay quiet. Her head fell back, eyes fluttering shut. She was beautiful like this—undone, breathless, mine.
“Touch your clit for me,” I urged her, never faltering as I pounded into her. My favorite place in the world.
She obeyed with the same efficiency as when she was working, her hand snaking between us and rubbing herself. I tried to made note of how she did it, so I could replicate her technique to drive her crazy when we had more time. Fast circles, palm pressing into her mound. But soon my attention narrowed to the onslaught of pleasure that was growing inside of me.
“I’m close,” I warned, ready to fill her and make her mine.
“Me too,” she whimpered breathlessly.
We came undone in near-silence, swallowing each other’s moans, careful even in our abandon.
I wished I could have stayed there, wrapped up in her arms, buried in her gorgeous pussy, but my frosted glass walls only hid so much and I didn’t need security catching us. They reported to Aiden after all.
I pulled out and tucked myself back in. I pulled Josie’s panties up, securing them in place, trying not to think about how I’d be spilling out into them on her way home. 
“Come back to my place?” I asked, already eyeing round two.
She had her mouth open to reply when we heard it. 
Click.
The door opened.
“Dante?” Camilla’s voice rang out, a second before she stepped inside.
Shit.
Josie dropped off the desk so fast I almost didn’t see her move, grabbing her discarded tablet from the floor and pulling it in front of her like a shield. I yanked my jacket off the back of my chair and draped it over the front of my pants, willing my face to look composed. I hadn’t even gone soft yet.
Camilla blinked at the two of us. “I saw your light on. Didn’t realize you were still with someone.”
Josie cleared her throat, managing a fairly steady voice. “Just wrapping up some figures for the Seattle project.”
Camilla nodded, oblivious. “We’re all burning the midnight oil on this one thanks to those…chance. Dante, when you’re free—I could use your input on some of the apartment staging finishes. Nothing urgent.”
“Tomorrow morning,” I said smoothly. “First thing.”
“Great.” She glanced between us one more time, then gave a polite smile. “Have a good night.”
The door clicked shut again.
Josie let out a shaky breath, half laughing as she leaned against the desk. “We just nearly got caught having sex in your office.”
“I’m aware.” I straightened my shirt, watching her as she composed herself.
Her cheeks were still pink, eyes wide with adrenaline. But there was something in them too—something too close to reckless tenderness.
“I told you this was risky,” I said quietly. “It’s why I wanted to keep things between us…private.”
She nodded, not quite meeting my eyes. “Right. Private.”
There was too much on the line for anything else. I was just glad Josie understood.
“Maybe you shouldn’t come home with me tonight, after all. We don’t want to be seen leaving together.”
“Yeah, we wouldn’t want that.” She stared at her tablet.

Josie

Four days later, I stood outside his office for a full minute before knocking.
The blinds were down, light glowing through the frosted glass. It was past seven, the building dead silent except for the faint hum of the cleaning crew and the occasional honk from the street below. Everyone had gone home hours ago. Everyone but us
“Come in,” Dante called.
He didn’t look up when I entered. Just kept typing, his brows drawn, jaw tight. Jacket slung over the back of his chair, sleeves rolled, forearms tense as he worked. It had been likethis since Camilla almost caught us. Dante barely looking at me while I tried to figure out what the hell had happened.
I hated how good he looked. Hated that it still made my chest ache.
“I thought you might be here all night,” I said lightly.
He grunted, eyes still on the screen. “Board meeting’s at nine. I need to get these numbers solid.”
I crossed the room slowly, stopping in front of his desk but not sitting. “You didn’t need me to stay?”
“I’m good.” Finally, he glanced up. Just for a second. “You should go home, Josie. Get some sleep.”
That was the moment I knew I couldn’t leave. Not without saying something.
“I don’t like this,” I said.
He blinked. “This?”
“This. Us. The way you’ve been acting since that night in your office.” I wrapped my arms around myself. “You’ve barely looked at me all week unless it was about a calendar conflict or a file update. And when you do, it’s like…” My voice caught. “Like I’m just something you regret.”
He stood suddenly, coming around the desk. “That’s not fair.”
“Isn’t it?”
“You know what’s at stake right now. The board is watching every move I make. I’ve been pushing this Seattle proposal for over a year and this is a major change. If they don’t approve it, that diner might be gone forever, whether I like it or not.”
I swallowed. “I know, and this matters to me too. I just don’t see why that means you can’t spend a moment with me that isn’t about work.
“I can’t afford distractions.”
I flinched. “Is that what I am?”
“Yeah, you are. Because when I’m with you, all I want is you.” He exhaled, dragging a hand through his hair. “God, Josie. You think this is easy for me?”
“You’re not the one being hidden,” I said softly. “You’re not the one sneaking out of your office like a one-night stand, doing a walk of shame home. You’re not the one dodging your family’s questions. You’re the boss. I’m just…” I forced the words out. “Your assistant. Convenient. Disposable.”
“Don’t.” He stepped closer, expression darkening. “Don’t talk like that. You know this isn’t just sex.”
“Do I?” I swallowed hard, fighting the tremble in my voice. “Because ever since we got back, that’s all it’s felt like. We haven’t had a real conversation. Not one. You won’t let me in again. Not really.”
We’d grown so close in Seattle, shared so much. Now it was starting to feel like it had never even happened.
His eyes searched mine, conflicted and tired. “I’m trying to protect what matters.”
“Then maybe it’s time you figure out if I’m part of that or not.”
Silence stretched between us. My heart beat painfully in my chest. I didn’t want to lose him, but I didn’t want whatever this was either.
“Josie, please.” He took my hands, begging me with his eyes. I didn’t relent, even though my soft heart was screaming at me to do it.
Dante looked down, exhaled, then lifted his eyes to mine again—softer this time. “Tomorrow. After the board signs off on Seattle, I’ll finally be able to breathe. Things will be different. I promise.”
I wanted to believe him.
Desperately.
“I’m not asking for a grand gesture,” I said quietly. “I just don’t want to feel like I’m the only one trying, or that I’m just this…dirty little secret.”
“You’re not,” he said, and this time when he touched me—fingers brushing my arm, voice quieter—he didn’t feel like a stranger. “I want this too. You. Us. Just give me until tomorrow.”
I nodded slowly.
But even as he leaned in and pressed a kiss to my temple—chaste, careful—I just hoped I wasn’t going to have to keep coming second. There’d always be another project.
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Josie

The next day the boardroom was just as it always was, glass and chrome, as sharp and bloodless as the people seated around the table. Dante stood at the head, three-piece suit immaculate, jaw set like steel. I took my usual place at his right.
This was it. Dante would get the board to sign off on the changes to the Seattle plan, the diner would be saved, and Dante and I could be together without so much stress. We might not be able to go public, but maybe we could loosen the reins a little.
Dante was halfway through his presentation when Camilla walked in. She didn’t sit. Just tossed her designer bag onto the table and pulled out a folder.
“I think the board should see these before they decide to change the plans we’ve been working on for months,” she said, tone pleasant like she was offering everyone a warm croissant instead of a hand grenade.
Photos. Laid out like evidence.
Me, with my head tipped back in ecstasy on Dante’s desk. Dante, recognizable even from the back, between my legs. Another of us kissing. Both our faces clear. There was no denying it was us. No denying it was Dante’s office. Camilla had pretended to be oblivious the night she’d almost caught us. We thought she’d almost caught us. She was a good actress.
Time froze. My stomach flipped so hard I thought I might throw up on the sleek, thousand-dollar table.
Gasps. Whispers. Someone muttered, “Jesus Christ.”
The COO, Reynolds, turned to Dante with a pinched expression. “This is a serious breach of ethics. You know the rules.”
Camilla smiled like the snake she was. “It’s not just bad optics. It’s textbook abuse of power. He’s sleeping with his assistant.”
“I’m right here,” I said, louder than I meant to. My voice cracked through the tension like lightning. “There hasn’t been any abuse.”
But no one looked at me. Not really.
Except Dante. And only for a second.
Camilla was holding court, “I had my suspicions during the trip. Dante and Josephine always seemed far too close to me. But when Dante suddenly changed plans, capitulating to his assistant’s demands that we change our designs to include her pet project, I knew there was something else going on.”
“That is not why–” but nobody was paying any attention to me. I wasn’t important. Not to them. 
Dante turned back to the board, eyes laser-focused. “We can all agree this is a distraction. Let me be clear—this project will generate a projected return of twenty-five percent above the original projections. I’ve rerouted the designs to preserve a historical neighborhood staple and add high-value community infrastructure.”

Reynolds raised a hand. “That’s not the point, Dante. We can’t have scandal tied to this firm—”
“Then I’ll fix it.” Dante’s voice was calm. Confident. Calculated. “Fire Josie. Today. That way no one has to worry about favoritism or influence. The integrity of the project stays intact. So does the board’s reputation.”
He didn’t even glance at me.
I couldn’t breathe.
Something in me shattered—and I wasn’t quiet about it.
“No,” I said, standing so fast my chair screeched. “You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to make my decisions for me while pretending it’s some noble sacrifice. You didn’t even ask me.”
The board shifted uncomfortably. Dante finally looked at me, and there it was again—that blank mask. Cold. Corporate. A man in crisis management mode.
I saw the flicker in his eyes, though. The guilt. The fear. The relief.
“Josie—” he started.
“No. You made your move. Congratulations.” My voice wobbled, but I stayed standing. “You saved the building. Saved your job. But you lost me.”
I walked out. Behind me, I could hear Camilla raising her objections in a near screech.
“Dante should be fired for this! He’s not fit to be a CEO,” she shouted. “He’s ruined all my designs for that whore!”
My eyes burned with tears but I didn’t let them fall. I was too furious.
I walked down the hall back towards Dante’s office, the raised voices beginning to fade. By the sounds of things, Camilla wasn’t winning her case. Of course, she wasn’t. Dante was too slick to be outmaneuvered.
A door slammed behind me and I turned, my traitorous heart hoping that Dante was coming to follow me. But it was Camilla, looking murderous.
“You fucking bitch,” she shouted.
“Didn’t go well, I take it?” I asked, my voice eerily calm. Maybe I was in shock.
“You ruined my chances at becoming CEO,” she shouted. “I got fired because of you!”
“You did that all on your own,” I smiled even though I felt sick. “You’re delusional if you think you ever had a chance of breaking into that boys club.”
“And you slept your way to the bottom,” she sneered.
I didn’t dignify that with a response, just continued on to my desk before the adrenaline wore off and I couldn’t stand anymore. I packed up my things with shaking hands and I was almost done when Dante appeared.
“I need to talk to you in my office,” he said through gritted teeth. “Please.”
Is was the last word that did it. Or maybe it was a shred of the same hope that had kept me on Dante’s hook for six years. I followed him.
The door closed behind us with an unsatisfying whisper.
Dante placed his laptop on the desk and rounded on me with an expression I’d seen dozens of times before. It was how he looked when he was going to face a difficult client or deal with negotiations, like he could bend the world to his will. Like now that the fire was out and the board had approved his precious plan, I’d sit quietly and let him smooth things over.
He misread the room.
“You didn’t even look at me,” I said. My voice was calm, icy.
“I did what I had to do.” Hhe straighten his cuffs, as if the whole debacle was a mere bump in the rode. “The project’s safe. Your reputation is intact. You don’t even technically work here anymore, so—”
“You’re unbelievable,” I cut in, heat flashing across my chest. “You made a unilateral decision about my life, Dante. You just stood there and offered me up to save your ass.”
“I was protecting you.”
“No, you were protecting yourself,” I shot back, my blood boiling.
His jaw clenched. “Don’t you understand? This way, we don’t have to hide it anymore. You were the one who was unhappy keeping things a secret. Now the problem is solved.”
“You didn’t even ask me,” I said, stepping closer, daring him to meet me head-on instead of hiding behind his logic and boardroom instincts. “I need this job. I’m not like you. I don’t have an army of lawyers and six investment portfolios to fall back on.”
He scoffed—actually scoffed. “I pay you more than most executives. You should have savings.”
My hand curled into a fist at my side. “I help support my mom, Dante. I pay for her medication, her rent at the assisted living place, her physio, everything. Not that it’s any of your goddamn business.”
That stopped him. But only for a second.
Then the shutters came down again. Cold steel where there used to be warmth.
He crossed his arms, defensive now. “I didn’t know.”
“Yeah. That’s the problem. You never ask. You assume. You control. And I let you, because I thought maybe if I worked hard enough, you’d finally see me.”
“Fifi—”
“Don’t you dare call me that,” I said, voice cracking, eyes burning. “You want me around, but only as long as I fit into your perfect world. Your assistant. Your secret. Your fallout plan.”
His gaze hardened. “That’s not fair.”
“What’s not fair is falling in love with a man who cares more about his position and power than the people who give a damn about him.”
He flinched, like the word love was a sucker punch.
Too bad. I was already walking.
“I was stupid,” I said, turning away. “So stupid for thinking you could ever be what I need.”
And then I walked out of his office—out of his life—before he could say a single thing to stop me.
Because I finally realized…
He wouldn’t.
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Josie

I spent the rest of the day on my worn couch. First, too numb to do anything other than stare at the TV. The tears had come later, when Margo had arrived home and I’d spilled everything to her. She’d gone to bed because she had an early shoot in the morning and I’d insisted. But I stayed on the couch because I couldn’t make myself get up and face the night alone.
There was a knock on my door just past ten. Not a text first. Not a call.
I almost didn’t answer.
But when I looked through the peephole and saw Aiden’s face—tight with something between worry and fury—I opened it.
He stepped inside without a hello.
“I heard what happened,” he said, hands in the pockets of his coat. “Camilla’s telling everyone.”
Of course she was. Trust her to go scorched earth policy.
I sank onto the edge of the couch, suddenly so exhausted my bones ached. “Did she send out a company-wide memo or just blast it over the PA system?”
Aiden didn’t smile.
“You slept with him?” he asked, voice clipped. “With Dante?”
I stared at the coffee table, at the chipped corner and the takeout menu from last week still sitting there. “Yeah.”
“And you didn’t tell me.”
I flinched. “I couldn’t.”
“Why?” he demanded. “Because you knew I’d tell you it was a terrible idea?”
My eyes burned, but I didn’t look up. “Because I didn’t want to hear it.”
He paced a slow line across my living room, dragging a hand through his hair. “Jesus, Josie.”
“I thought it was more than just physical,” I whispered. “I thought he was different. That he saw me. That maybe—if I worked hard enough, if I just kept being useful—he’d love me back.”
The silence stretched long between us.
And then Aiden came over and sat beside me, letting out a long breath as he dropped his hand on my shoulder and pulled me in.
“You’re more than useful,” he said quietly. “You’re you. That should be enough.”
My voice broke as I asked, “But it’s never enough, is it?”
He didn’t answer that. He just held me.
“You deserve better,” he said after a long minute, his voice softer now, the edge gone. “You’ve always deserved better than him.”
I wanted to believe that. Maybe someday I would.
But for now, I just sat there, tucked into my brother’s side, trying to hold myself together with nothing but bruised pride and broken dreams.


Dante

The day after Josie left, I stared at the blueprint on my desk, the lines blurring and doubling until they were just useless ink. I’d gone home to feed and walk Enzo but I couldn’t stay. I couldn’t sleep. Because when I closed me eyes, all I could see was the look of betrayal on Josie’s face. All I could hear was her telling me that she’d loved me. 
Well, not anymore.
Camilla had made sure of that. I had made sure of that.
I’d redrawn the facade three times. Still looked like shit. It wasn’t the building. It was me.
Everything inside me felt brittle. Tense. Like I was one misstep away from shattering.
There was a knock on the door. Sharp. Clipped. Not Josie’s knock. I looked at the time. It was 8 A.M.
Before I could say anything, it opened.
Aiden strode in, jaw tight, a man with a mission. He didn’t even pretend to play it cool.
“I’m quitting,” he said, tossing a folded piece of paper onto my desk. “There’s my resignation. I start somewhere else in two weeks.”
I stood up slowly, trying to find the mask I usually wore with at work. I couldn’t summon it.
“You’re making a mistake.”
“No,” he snapped. “You made the mistake. When you threw my sister under the bus to save your own ass.”
I clenched my jaw. “You don’t know what happened in that room.”
“Don’t I?” he shot back, eyes blazing. “Because I heard you offered to fire her. Just like that. No warning, no backup plan. Like she was disposable.”
I took a breath, careful. Controlled. “It was the only way to keep the board from pulling the plug.”
“And what about Josie?” he asked, voice low now, dangerously steady. “What about everything she gave up for you? What about the fact that she believed in you when no one else did?”
He didn’t wait for my answer.
“I was wrong about you,” he said. “I thought there was a real person buried under all that control and ambition. Someone who cared about more than winning. But maybe Camilla was right—you’d sell out anyone if it meant another deal in your pocket.”
That one landed. Right in the ribs.
I looked at the resignation letter, still unopened on my desk. I didn’t touch it.
“I never meant to hurt her,” I said quietly.
“Yeah, well,” Aiden muttered. “You did.”
He turned and walked out without another word.
The door clicked shut behind him like a final nail in a coffin.
And just like that, I was alone.
No Josie. No Aiden. No voice of reason. No laughter in my office. Just silence, and an empty desk chair where she used to sit.
I got what I wanted.
The board backed my plan. The building would go forward.
And somehow, I felt like I’d lost everything.
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Josie

Five weeks after leaving Dante, I stared at my laptop screen, but the words on the job posting weren’t sinking in. “Dynamic go-getter” and “self-starter” just read as “someone who doesn’t cry over their cereal every morning.”
Which was another damn lie.
I closed the tab and leaned back on the couch, the ache behind my eyes spreading into a headache.
It had been weeks. I’d applied for everything—from executive assistant to office manager to front desk at a spa in Queens—but nothing had come through. Not even a rejection. Just silence.
My stomach turned again, a slow, churning twist that had nothing to do with hunger. I pressed a hand against it, willing it to stop.
Margo walked in from the kitchen, a mug of tea in one hand and a deeply skeptical look on her face. “Okay, that’s the third time you’ve looked like you’re gonna hurl this week. Either you’ve got the flu, or…”
I shot her a glare. “Don’t say it.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Josie.”
“I’m on the pill,” I said, more to myself than her. But my period hadn’t come when it was supposed to, just a bit of light spotting. I’d told myself it counted.
“Yeah, and that’s not exactly a forcefield. You’ve been stressed out. Didn’t you say you had to double up a few days because you forgot?”
I groaned. “That was once.”
The day I’d found Dante in the cemetery and he’d poured his soul out to me. Now I wished he hadn’t, because there was still a small part of me that understood him, that felt sorry for him. I was a fucking sucker.
She gave me the look.
“…Okay, twice.”
The day we flew home to NYC. We’d spent most of the night having sex and slept late. It had been a rush to get to the plane. I’d only remembered the next morning.
“Babe.” Margo sat beside me, handed me the mug. “Let’s just take a test and get it over with. It’s probably nothing. But if it’s not, better to know, right?”
My pulse skittered in my chest. The words if it’s not hit me like a cold wave.
“I don’t even have a test,” I said, feebly.
“I do.” She stood. “Emergency stash. You’re not the only one with chaotic dating history.”
Ten minutes later, I was in the bathroom, hands shaking as I unwrapped the test and stared down at it like it might explode.
“This is ridiculous,” I muttered.
But I took it. And then I waited, sitting on the edge of the tub while Margo leaned against the doorframe, silent but present.
When I finally forced myself to look, there it was.
Two pink lines.
Positive.
My breath whooshed out like someone had punched me. The edges of the room blurred.
“Josie?” Margo’s voice was gentle. “What does it say?”
I held it up. My fingers trembled. My heart felt like it was trying to claw its way out of my chest.
She pulled me into a hug without another word, arms tight around me.
“I can’t—” I choked. “I didn’t plan this. I can’t be—”
“You are,” she said softly. “But we’ll figure it out. Whatever you decide, you’re not alone.”
But I already knew what my decision was. I’d always wanted to be a mom. I just thought I’d be married. And for the last six years, when I allowed myself to dream, I imagined it was Dante I’d share my life with.
I nodded against her shoulder, trying to swallow the rising panic. But underneath it—buried deep in the chaos—was something else.
Something terrifying. Something tiny and wild.
Hope.
Not for Dante. I wasn’t insane, no matter how much my heart still ached for him. But hope for the future. It might not be what I envisioned, but my love hadn’t gone to waste either.
“I need to see my mom,” I said.


Dante

The pavement pounded under my feet, the steady rhythm of my run syncing with the echo chamber of thoughts I couldn’t shut off. Enzo trotted beside me, leash slack between us, his tongue lolling out like this was just another day. Because for him, it was.
For me, today marked forty days since Josie had walked out of my life for good.
“Don’t look at me like that,” I muttered. “I’m fine.”
Enzo gave a soft huff, which I interpreted—naturally—as judgment.
“I didn’t do anything wrong,” I told him, picking up the pace.
I’d chosen the best outcome for all involved in a high pressure situation on a ticking clock. I could have helped Josie out with money, if she’d given me a chance to talk. 
That’s what I kept telling myself, at least.
The air was crisp, slicing through my lungs like knives, but it felt good. Sharp. Real. Better than the sterile quiet of the penthouse or the tension in the office, where Josie and Aiden’s absence felt like a missing limb and the rest of the staff looked at me like I might detonate.
“I had to protect the project,” I said. “That’s my job.”
Enzo sniffed a lamppost, unimpressed.
“She didn’t have to make it personal,” I added. “It was just business.”
That word tasted bitter now. Business. Like it was supposed to be a shield. But somehow it had become a sword.
I slowed near the edge of the park, letting Enzo tug toward a patch of grass. My chest was heaving—not from the run, but from something deeper. Something I didn’t want to acknowledge.
“She knew what she was getting into,” I said, dragging a hand through my hair. “It was temporary. Complicated. She agreed.”
But even as I said it, I remembered her face in the boardroom. The shock. The betrayal.
God, I hadn’t even looked at her when I said it. I’ll fire Josie. That way there’s no issue.
The words twisted in my gut like barbed wire.
I sat on the nearest bench, Enzo sitting dutifully at my feet. I stared straight ahead, like maybe if I focused hard enough, I could rewind everything. Fix it. Pretend I hadn’t bulldozed the one person who ever made me feel worthy. I wasn’t.
“She believed in me,” I said quietly.
Enzo laid his head on my knee.
“She saw something good and I wrecked it.”
The wind stirred around us, rustling the leaves like an accusation. I glanced up at the gray stretch of sky.
“I can’t fix it,” I admitted, the words barely audible.
But I knew one thing, with aching certainty.
I missed her. And missing her wasn’t going away.
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Josie

I hadn’t even realized how much I missed home until the sea air hit my lungs.
Asbury Park was gray and gusty that afternoon, the boardwalk mostly empty except for a few bundled-up dog walkers and one kid kicking a soccer ball against the railing. I could hear the waves even from the parking lot—relentless and unapologetic.
Mom’s assisted living community was one of the best in town. Right on the water with beautiful sea views, great gardens, and the best care. I’d paid a year in advance, so I didn’t have to worry about being able to afford the bills right now, and Aiden had told me he’d cover everything else in the meantime. I was lucky to have the family I did. Luckier than most. 
When I saw her, my heart clenched. My mom, standing at the edge of the assisted living community's front path, cardigan fluttering in the wind like she’d been waiting there all day. Her health has been bad since Dad died, but today she didn’t look so bad.
“Hi, honey,” she said, pulling me into a hug that undid something inside me.
I didn’t cry. Not yet. I didn’t want to say the words out loud. Not yet.
“I’ve missed you,” I mumbled into her shoulder.
“Me too, baby.” She kissed me on the cheek, “let’s have something to drink.”
We went inside, sat in the little café area with its cheerful yellow walls and slightly stale coffee. She ordered tea for both of us, and I stared at my hands, trying to find the right moment.
But then she said, “I have something to tell you.”
I blinked. “Okay…”
Her smile was nervous and a little giddy, the kind that reminded me of her before everything—the days when she danced around the kitchen barefoot and kissed Dad just because.
“I’m engaged,” she said.
For a second, I thought I’d misheard her. “Wait… what?”
“His name is Harold. He lives down the hall. He’s very sweet, a retired music teacher. Makes terrible lasagna but excellent martinis.”
I stared at her. My mom. With her soft gray curls and gentle voice. Engaged?
“What about Dad?” I asked, before I could stop myself.
Why do I feel like my parents just told me they’re getting a divorce? 
Her expression softened. “Oh, sweetie. I’ll always love your father. Always. But that doesn’t mean I can’t be happy now. It’s been thirteen years. I didn’t think I’d ever want this again, but…Harold makes me laugh. He listens. He sees me.”
I swallowed hard, suddenly unable to look at her. My whole life, I’d held their love like a lighthouse—constant, untouchable, safe. And now? This felt like rewriting the map.
“But you and Dad were—” I stopped. “You were perfect.”
She reached across the table and took my hand.
“We weren’t perfect, Josie. We were in love. There’s a difference.”
If love was enough, Dante wouldn’t have done what he did. 
“But you never fought. You always made it look easy.”
She laughed softly. “We fought plenty. You just didn’t see it. We worked hard at being in love. We grew up together. We failed each other sometimes. And then we tried again.”
I didn’t know what to say. My throat was tight, my heart all over the place.
She squeezed my hand. “Love isn’t about perfection. It’s seeing all of a person, the good and the bad, and choosing them. Over and over again.”
And wasn’t that the kicker. Dante hadn’t seen me and he hadn’t chosen me. But I’d seen and chosen him. And tried to be what he needed.
“I didn’t go into this blindly,” Mom explained gently. “I thought long and hard about it. About what your Dad might think, about what you and Aiden might think. I know…I know I’ve been a burden–”
“Mom, don’t,” I rushed to say. “Don’t say that, you’re not a burden.”
She gave me a sad smile. “But you have had to look after me, from when you were too young to have to be doing that. And I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to be sorry,” I insisted. I’d do anything for my mom. Not out of duty, but out of love. Because Mom was right, and not just about romantic love. It was about seeing all of a person and choosing them.
“Being with Harold, it’s like I got a part of myself back,” she explained. “We even do water aerobics together, keep each other motivated and fit. This is the healthiest I’ve felt in a long time. And when we get married we can move in together, which means this place won’t cost so much.”
I looked at her then, really looked. She was older. Softer around the edges. But her eyes—those were the same. The same ones that used to watch over me, and calm me after nightmares, and know the truth before I could say it.
And I wanted to tell her.
But the words tangled in my chest, too heavy, too fragile.
I tried to hold it together.
I nodded along as she talked about Harold, about second chances and love after loss, but I could feel it building—like pressure behind my ribs, like grief and fear and heartbreak all tangled together.
And then it just…broke.
“I’m pregnant,” I said, voice cracking as the tears spilled over.
Her face changed immediately, softening into that calm, sure kind of love only moms seem to know how to offer. She didn’t gasp or clutch her pearls. She just reached for me again.
“Oh, sweetheart.”
I wiped at my face uselessly, the napkin tearing in my fist. “It wasn’t supposed to happen. I was careful. I was on the pill. But I messed up. I must’ve messed up and—” I couldn’t catch my breath. 
“Why don’t you drink some tea and start from the beginning, okay?” she said, placing a calming hand on my shoulder.
I nodded and took a sip. It helped. And I told her everything. The mom-appriate parts at least. I explained about Dante, that I’d been in love with him for years, that we’d grown closer in Seattle. That I thought it meant something. That I meant something. 
“But he chose work over me,” I explained. “And now I’m carrying his baby and I don’t know what to do.”She didn’t say anything at first. Just handed me a clean napkin and let me cry.
When I finally quieted, she leaned back and looked at me like she was seeing all the way in.
“Do you want this baby?” she asked.
“Of course, I do,” I said. I could be certain of that, at least.
“Then what you’re going to do is be a mom,” she said gently. “When I got pregnant with your brother, your dad and I had just opened the restaurant. We were broke and scared and had no idea what we were doing. You and your brother, you cracked me open, Josie. In the best way.”
I blinked at her through blurry eyes.
“Kids… they strip away all the masks,” she went on. “You don’t have a choice but to be yourself when you’re sleep-deprived and covered in vomit at three in the morning because your baby got sick and then they smile at you like you hung the moon and suddenly none of that matters. It’s terrifying. And beautiful. You have no choice but to make it work, to do whatever you can for them, and the next thing you know, you’re looking back on it all, proud at how it all worked out.”
She reached across the table again, smoothing my hair behind my ear like she used to when I was little.
“You’re scared right now. That makes sense. But fear isn’t the end of the story.”
“I don’t know if I can do this alone,” I whispered. That was the crux of it. Not the baby, that part I was sure of. But should I tell Dante? Did he even deserve to know? Would this end up with him paying child support and resenting me, or with him feeling trapped in a relationship?
Mom squeezed my hand. “You don’t have to decide everything today, but when you do, I hope you’re making the choice for you, not for me. And I do know this—you’re not alone. I’m here. Margo’s there. Aiden would kill for you.”
A breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding slipped out.
“I just thought… if I loved him enough, he’d choose me.”
Her eyes went sad at the edges. “That’s not love, honey. That’s proving. And you don’t have to prove your worth to anyone.”
I looked down at my stomach, still flat, still mine, and yet—something about it already felt different. Like my body was holding a secret it couldn’t keep forever.
“I hope,” my mom said softly, “that you find the kind of love your father and I had. But more than that, I hope you love yourself the way I wish I’d learned to sooner. And that you teach your baby how to love themselves, too. That’s the real legacy.”
I just sat there, curled into my mom’s shoulder, letting her words settle inside me like warm stones. Each one quieted something that had been rattling around in me for too long.
And then it hit me—not with a jolt, but with a slow, steady certainty that spread through my whole body like light:
I already love this baby.
It wasn’t the kind of love I’d been chasing all these years—the kind that demanded I twist myself into knots to be chosen. It wasn’t love that asked me to shrink or wait or carry the weight alone. It wasn’t romantic or flashy or something I needed to earn.
It was just…true. Uncomplicated. Undeniable.
I sat up straighter.
“I want to raise it alone,” I said aloud, surprised by how sure I sounded.
My mom gave a soft smile and squeezed my hand.
“I want to do it differently,” I said, more to myself than to her. “Not like how I’ve lived so far. Not with me always trying to fix things, always being the glue. If I tell him, then I’ll always feel like I have to please him or answer to him. I’ve been looking after everyone since I was fifteen—running the house when you were too sad to move, doing your taxes, making sure the fridge had food. And then Dante... God, I practically managed his entire life.”
I let out a breath, not bitter, just honest.
“I can’t do that anymore. I can’t live my whole life being useful. I have to be whole. And my priority has to be this baby.”
Tears pricked again, but they were different this time. Not grief. Not fear. Just… release.
This baby deserved the full version of me. The messy, healing, still-growing version. And maybe I did too.
My mom looked at me like she saw it happen—the shift, the becoming. “You’re already braver than you think,” she said.
I reached for my tea, lukewarm now, and sipped it slowly, anchoring myself in the moment.
This wasn’t the life I’d planned. It could be something better.
“Why don’t you stay in Asbury Park?” Mom asked. “That way I can help you for a change.”
“I’d like that,” I said, the decision easy. “I want to be home.”
The place I’d been able to be myself, before circumstance and selfish people had made me feel like I had to be someone else.


[bookmark: _ikmd85dq0hje]Chapter 30

Dante

Breaking ground in Seattle should’ve felt like a victory.
I was standing on the lot we’d fought to secure, the permits signed, the diner temporarily relocated while we gave it a facelift. It was the kind of legacy project people would talk about for years. I’d come back to the city where I’d been nothing. I’d proven myself. It was everything I’d said I wanted.
But it felt hollow. Like shaking hands with a ghost.
Even Enzo knew something was off—he’d been ignoring me all day, trotting ahead with his tail stiff and uncharacteristically still. I didn’t blame him. I didn’t want to be around me either. Every day without Josie, I only got more frustrated, more empty.
I needed to see someone who knew the real me.
By the time I reached Iris’s house, I was a raw nerve. She opened the door, took one look at my face, and stepped aside without a word. Enzo barreled in, tail immediately wagging as he leapt onto her couch like he owned the place.
Betrayal. Et tu, dog?
I stayed standing, hands clenched at my sides, jaw tight. The air smelled like ginger and something baking. I hated how safe it felt.
“Nice to see you too,” Iris said, raising an eyebrow.
I’d told her all about what happened with Josie a few weeks ago. She’s phone, asking if I’d finally made my move, telling me what a catch she was. I’d blown up on her. We hadn’t spoken since.
Rose peeked around the corner, her curls springing like she was mid-bounce. “Uncle Dante!”
She launched herself at me and I stumbled back with an off, unprepared to catch her.
“Hey, watch it,” I snapped, placing her on the ground.
She leaned back, squinting at my face. 
“You’re mean today,” she said seriously. “And grumpy.”
It shouldn’t have stung. She was six.
But damn, it did.
“You staying for dinner?” Iris asked.
“Yeah, if that’s okay.”
“Sure, but you’re doing the washing up,” she said with a big sister smile.
“I can do that.”
I thought being with family might help, but all I saw were memories of Josie. The way Rose had loved her immediately. Iris and her whispering conspiratorily in the kitchen. There wasn’t a place in my life that she hadn’t touched.
I apologized to Rose. She was more forgiving than Enzo.
I couldn’t stay still after dinner. I needed distance. I ended up on the back porch, staring out into the dark, Enzo at my feet but pointedly not looking at me.
Iris joined me. She didn’t say anything at first. Just stood beside me, arms crossed, watching the stars blink on.
Then, finally: “You want to tell me what the hell is going on?”
“I’m fine.”
“Bullshit.”
I didn’t respond. She waited me out.
“You look like Dad when you lie,” she said, and that—that—landed like a slap.
My head snapped toward her. “I am not like him.”
“Not always,” she agreed. “But lately? You sound just like him when you’re angry. Cold. Dismissive. And you think that’s strength. It’s not. It’s fear.”
I turned away, jaw clenched. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“I know exactly what I’m talking about. You push people away before they can leave you. You call it protecting them, but really? You don’t trust anyone to love you for real. You didn’t trust Josie.”
“If I thought you were going to kick me when I’m down, I wouldn’t have come,” I said through gritted teeth. I’d had sucker punches from my father that hurt less than this.
Iris stepped in front of me, forcing eye contact. “You torched the one good thing you had because you’re still that little boy who thinks if he keeps everyone away, achieves enough, he won’t get hurt.”
“Yeah, and the second I let someone in, look what happened,” I said, crossing my arms. “I wasn’t enough for her.”
Her voice cracked a little. “But you were always enough, Dante. You just didn’t believe it. So you chose the safety of work over the risk of love.”
I said nothing. Couldn’t. The words lodged somewhere between my lungs and my throat, refusing to come up or settle down.
“You don’t need to fix everything to be lovable,” she said quietly. “You just need to let people love the broken parts too. Josie did that, and you pushed her away.”
I looked down at my hands, still stained with the dirt of a city that had chewed me up and spat me out, hard and hungry. The world felt unsteady beneath my feet.
And for the first time in a long time, I let the ground fall out.
I didn’t have a plan. I just knew I couldn’t keep doing this.


Josie

The ocean always smelled different in fall. Saltier, somehow, and sharper. Like it was shedding the summer skin of sunscreen and boardwalk fries and reclaiming something raw. Something honest.
I zipped my jacket up to my chin and tucked the folded notepad under my arm. My stomach, now just starting to round, fluttered—not with nerves, but with something warmer. Calmer. A steady little “I’m here” from the life blooming inside me.
Harold, my mother’s fiance, had hooked me up with a buddy of his who ran the local newspaper. I was officially their new food critic. I had a few reviews under my belt already and the restaurants I’d visited had told me that they were getting more customers than ever. I was making a difference. Finally.
The front door to The Crab Trap creaked as I stepped inside, the bell above it jingling with a kind of sleepy charm. Everything smelled like garlic butter and old wood. A couple of locals at the bar looked up and then went back to their drinks, unbothered. I liked that about this town. It didn’t demand a mask.
The hostess, a bright-eyed girl named Leanne who recognized me from my first article, waved me toward a booth by the window. “I told Chef you were coming,” she said, her voice laced with excitement. “He’s making the clams special just for you.”
I smiled and settled in, pulling out my notepad, flipping past scribbles from the last few days: a diner with orange vinyl booths and the best pie I’d ever tasted, a vegan taco place that somehow made tofu taste like rebellion, a line I jotted down that morning:
“Food is the first language I ever understood. My parents argued in silence, but we ate in color.”
Writing, creativity, felt like oxygen. I wasn’t churning out polite emails or cleaning up someone else’s mess behind a spreadsheet. These stories were mine. Honest. Messy. Full of flavor and feeling.
And people were reading them.
“Are you the new girl from the paper?” the bartender asked as he passed by with a basket of hushpuppies. “My wife clipped your diner review. Said it made her cry. Said it reminded her of her dad.”
I blinked. “Really?”
“Yeah,” he said with a shrug. “Keep writing like that.”
He walked away before I could find words. I touched the notepad with gentle fingers, like it might disappear if I moved too fast.
This wasn’t the life I thought I’d be living.
I thought I’d be in a penthouse office with floor-to-ceiling windows and Dante across the desk—smug, brilliant, impossible Dante—with a ring on my finger and his hand on my belly. I thought we’d be building something together.
But that version of love came with terms and conditions. And I was done shrinking to fit someone else’s vision of success.
My phone buzzed. A text.

Margo: How’s clams and catharsis going?

I grinned and typed back.

Josie: Delicious. Emotional. Possibly life-changing. If you ever want a new career, you should see if there’s a job for naming things, because you’re a whiz.

Margo: Tell the baby their mom is finally happy.

I pressed a hand to my stomach as the first plate arrived, warm and fragrant.
I still wished things were different. I still missed him. God, I missed him.
But I knew that going back, if that door even still existed, would mean bending myself again. Silencing the parts of me that got “too emotional,” “too complicated,” “too much.”
I’m not doing that anymore.
I took the first bite. And, I didn’t feel empty.
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Back in New York, my apartment was too clean. Too still. Too empty. 
Eighty-three days. That’s how long it had been since I last saw Josie. And somehow it only got harder the more days passed.
Even Enzo had abandoned me, curled up near the window like I was something he’d grown tired of. The city lights blinked like a taunt outside. Everyone else was getting on with their lives. I was stuck.
I was halfway through a glass of Scotch I didn’t care about when my phone buzzed.

Iris: Thought you might want to read this. Or maybe you don’t. But you should.

A link followed.
I clicked it out of habit, already half-expecting a news story about some real estate shake-up or a veiled dig at our firm. But instead, it opened on a site I didn’t recognize. Simple layout. Black serif font on cream background.

The headline:
“Salt and Vinegar” – A Love Letter to the Pier Fries That Raised Me 
By Josephine Blake

My heart stopped.
I read the first sentence—and then the next. And then all of it, like I was chasing her down in the middle of a storm, breathless and too late.
It wasn’t about fries, not really. It was about childhood. About growing up on the boardwalk with a mother who would buy her a small paper boat of fries every Saturday and say, “These will fix whatever’s broken, baby.” About the taste of safety, and love, and grief all tangled up in oil and salt.
“Food doesn’t have to be fancy to matter. The last time I ate a michelin star meal was with a man I loved. I don’t think he knew how much I loved him. I didn’t know how to tell him without handing him my whole heart in one breath. The meal was excellent, but I don’t dream about it at night. It’s these fries I keep coming back to, and a memory of love.”
I gripped the phone like it might vanish if I blinked.
Josie. Not my assistant, but the woman. The one I kept at arm’s length. The one I thought I could fold neatly into my life without ever letting her in.
I’d had her heart in my hands—and I dropped it.
Enzo looked up at me from the window, like he felt it too.
A slow, thick ache opened in my chest. She hadn’t just been a piece of my life. She was the soft center I never thought I deserved. And I crushed her under the weight of my own fear.
She’d moved on. Not from the pain—God, it bled from every word of her article—but from me. She’d turned the wreckage I left behind into something beautiful. Real. Honest.
I stared at the last line until my vision blurred.
“There’s a kind of love that doesn’t ask for anything back. I hope he finds it. I really do.”
I pressed the phone to my chest like that might bring her closer.
I didn’t want to be alone anymore. Not in this apartment. Not in my life. Not in the version of myself that made fear look like strength.
If there was even a sliver of hope—of fixing what I broke—I had to start by proving I’d changed.
And I knew exactly where I had to begin. Not with Josie.
But with Aiden.
Because if I was going to ask for her forgiveness, I had to face the one person who had loved her—protected her—every second I didn’t.

***

I hadn’t knocked yet.
I stood on Aiden’s porch the next day with my hand half-raised, heart pounding like I’d just sprinted here instead of driven across two bridges and an entire emotional minefield.
The house looked perfect for a family. White clapboard siding, potplant at the door, sidewalk chalk like confetti on the driveway. A tricycle lay on its side in the yard, forgotten mid-adventure.
It smelled like a home, even from the outside.
I swallowed hard and knocked.
The door opened, and there he was—Aiden Blake in a Henley and jeans, a smudge of glitter on his cheek, exhaustion in his eyes. Still somehow managing to radiate steadiness like it was part of his bloodstream.
His face darkened the second he saw me.
“What the hell are you doing here?”
“I just need a minute.”
“No.” He stepped onto the porch, shutting the door behind him with a quiet finality. Like he needed to shield his daughters and wife from me. “You lost the right to need anything the second you left her like that.”
“I know.” The words scorched my throat. “I deserve that. Probably more.”
He crossed his arms, muscles tense. “Is this the part where you try to explain yourself? Spin it like you were doing her a favor?”
“No.” My voice cracked. “I’m not here to defend what I did. I’m here because I can’t stop thinking about her. Because I read one of her articles and finally saw what she’d been trying to give me all along.”
His mouth twitched, but not with kindness.
“I love her,” I said. “I fucked it up. I was scared. But that doesn’t mean I didn’t love her—I just didn’t know how to show it without losing myself.”
“And now?” he asked, voice low.
“Now I realize I was already losing myself,” I said quietly. “Every day I spent without her.”
Aiden stared at me like he was searching for the lie in my words.
“I’m not here to make some big speech,” I added. “I just needed you to know that I’m not going to walk away again. Not from her. Not from what we had. If she’ll have me, I’ll do whatever it takes to earn back her trust.”
He shook his head. “You have no idea what you’re stepping into.”
“I don’t care.”
He looked away, jaw working, then finally he met my eyes.
“Josie didn’t want you knowing this, but as a father, I know I wouldn’t want to miss out.” He sighed. “She’s pregnant, Dante.”
Static filled my head.
Pregnant.
My knees nearly gave out. I gripped the porch railing to stay upright, breath shallow and sharp. My mind lit up with every memory of her— he laugh, the way she petted Enzo, Josie curled against me in the dark, so full of love I didn’t know how to hold it.
And now she was carrying a piece of both of us. Of me.
“Jesus Christ,” I whispered. “She’s—she’s pregnant?”
Aiden stepped closer. “This isn’t a romantic comedy. You don’t get to show up, say sorry, and expect a family to fall into your lap. You either step up and support her in whatever way she wants and needs, or you leave her alone for good.”
“I don’t expect anything,” I said, voice hoarse. “But I’m not going to walk away. Not from her. Not from my child.”
Aiden’s eyes narrowed. “You better mean that.”
“I do.”
“Because if you even think about hurting her again, if you bail when it gets hard, or put your ego ahead of what she and that baby need, I swear to God, I’ll make sure you disappear from their lives so fast you won’t have time to pack a bag.”
“I deserve that,” I said. “But I’m not going anywhere. Not this time.”
He studied me, really studied me. Not as a threat. As a man. A broken one, maybe. But not lying.
Finally, he exhaled, slow and heavy.
“Then prove it. Start by not making it about you.”
“I will.”
Aiden gave me Josie’s new address in Asbury Park, as well as their mom’s. “If she’s not at home, she’ll be with mom.”
I nodded, and hope he knew how much I meant it when I said, “Thank you.”
He opened the door again and glanced back at me.
“She’s not the same girl you left.”
“I know,” I said. “She’s stronger. And I’m not the same either.”
He didn’t answer, just shut the door behind him.
But he didn’t slam it.
And for now, that was enough.
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Dante

I’d never been to Asbury Park before, but the second I stepped out of the car, I understood why Josie loved it.
The air was different here—saltier, softer. Like it had lived a hundred lives and was content to just…be. The sun was slipping low on the horizon, gilding the town in amber light. Waves curled against the shore, a quiet backdrop to the quaint charm of the boardwalk, the murals splashed across old buildings, the hum of something that felt both nostalgic and alive.
It wasn’t just her parents’ diner that made Josie so protective of older things, it was this place. Even though it was new to me, somehow it still felt like a memory. History seeped into every brick. 
I could picture her here. Laughing as a teenager, barefoot and free, walking the beach with her brother, humming along to Springsteen. Before death had hardened her edges. Before I did.
Her apartment building was only a few blocks inland. I found it easily, a small, aging three-story walk-up with weathered brick and creaky wooden stairs. No doorman. No security. Just a rusted intercom and chipped paint on the handrail.
It hit me, standing on that stoop, how much firing her had cost her. The job. The salary. The stability. The life she'd built piece by piece while I stood at the top of a tower and asked for more.
She wasn’t home. I didn’t want to wait outside hoping she might turn up. Maybe she was with her mom. I went there next.
The assisted living community where her mother lived was a world away from Josie’s apartment. Elegant. Expensive. A place with ocean views and manicured gardens and soft music playing from hidden speakers. The kind of place only money bought.
My money. Her salary. Every hour she’d worked, every late night, every line crossed—all of it had gone here.
For her mother. For love.
I would have done the same for my mom, if she was still around. But I probably wouldn’t have done it with as much grace as Josie had.
I checked in at the front desk and waited in a pristine lounge until a nurse with kind eyes brought me to a room with wide windows and the faint scent of lavender. I’d expected something clinical, but it was cozily furnished, a real home. Elizabeth sat in an armchair with a book in her lap and steel in her gaze.
“Dante Callahan,” she said, her voice smooth but cool. “I thought you might come.”
I straightened, suddenly more nervous than I’d been in any boardroom. “Aiden told you?”
She closed the book. “He said you might show your face. I didn’t think he meant today.”
“I didn’t think I’d be welcome,” I admitted.
“That depends entirely on what you’re here to do.”
I nodded, stepping further in. “I’m here because I want Josie back. Because I’m in love with her. And because I want to be the kind of man she deserves.”
Elizabeth didn’t flinch. Didn’t soften. “And the baby?”
I swallowed hard, that word still landing like thunder in my chest. “I didn’t know until today. But I want to be there. Fully. I’m not going anywhere.”
“I wasn’t happy that Aiden told you,” she said, her eyes flashing with protective instinct. “It should have been Josie’s choice.”
“I get that,” I said, holding her gaze even though I wanted to crumple under it. “Josie should be making her own decisions, whatever she thinks is right for her. But I’m glad he did. I was already going to beg for her forgiveness, now I know what I’m begging for.”
She studied me for a long time. “You hurt her.”
“I know,” I said, voice low. “Worse than anyone ever has. But I’m done hiding behind work and fear. She deserves more than I gave her. And I want to make it right. Not just with words. With time. With effort. With every damn thing I’ve got.”
Elizabeth’s expression didn’t change, but her posture eased. Slightly. “Aiden sees something in you. I hope he’s right.”
“So do I.”
She tilted her head toward the window. “She’s at a new restaurant tonight. Reviewing it. She’ll be home late.”
“Can you tell me where?” I asked carefully. I didn’t want to wait. And I didn’t want to corner her outside her apartment like a creep either.
She hesitated, then reached for her phone. “Only because if you’re lying, I’m confident Josie will ruin you better than I ever could.”
Fair.
She gave me the name. I thanked her, promised again that I meant what I said, and left.
I didn’t have to go far. I found the place on the corner of a beach front building.
The restaurant was vintage meets modern. A study in contrasts, with exposed brick walls layered with decades of patina, softened by the glow of globe pendant lights and the clean lines of mid-century modern furniture. Velvet banquettes in jewel tones curved along the perimeter, while sleek black tables reflected the flicker of candlelight. Floor-to-ceiling windows opened to the street, letting in the breeze and the sound of waves in the distance. It was polished but warm. Intentional, but lived-in. Like something old had been carefully reimagined instead of torn down. It was the kind of place that needed a reservation two months in advance and still had a waitlist.
“I’m sorry, sir,” the host said, not looking up from his tablet. “We’re fully committed this evening.”
He was an officious looking man in his forties, dressed in a smart black suit.
“I just need to step inside for a minute,” I said, voice calm, eyes scanning for any sign of her. “I’m meeting someone.”
“No walk-ins. I’m afraid I—”
I slid two crisp hundreds across the podium.
He up then, eyebrow lifting.
Another hundred joined the first two.
He sighed, palmed the bills discreetly, and stepped aside. “Two minutes. Don’t make me regret it.”
The place was buzzing—wine glasses clinking, low music playing, waiters weaving between tightly packed tables. I scanned the restaurant, noting the dozens of couples that sat in their own little bubbles of romance.
And then I saw her.
God.
She was seated near the window, diagonally across from the entrance, light from the street casting a soft halo around her. Hair pinned up in a way that showed the curve of her neck. Lips stained wine-dark. I’d never seen her in anything but natural look makeup. Bold suited her.
Her eyes sparkled as she took a bite of something, scribbled a note in the leather-bound journal beside her plate. She was radiant. At ease. Whole.
And I had never wanted anything more in my life than to walk across that room and tell her everything. That I loved her. That I was sorry. That I wasn’t going anywhere.
But for a moment, I just watched her. Soaking her in like a man who’d been starving for sunlight seeing dawn for the first time.
Because no matter what happened next—whether she forgave me or not, whether she let me back in—I would never forget that image.
Josie. Strong. Brilliant. Beautiful.
The woman carrying my child. The woman who changed my life.
And the only person I’d ever want to build a future with.


Josie

I was writing about the texture of the beet tartare—earthy, clean, unexpectedly sweet—when I felt something shift.
You know that feeling you get when someone’s watching you? Not in a creepy way, just… intense. Like heat behind your shoulder blades.
I looked up.
And there was Dante. Standing just inside the restaurant like a man come in from the storm.
I froze. Pen mid-air. Breath lodged somewhere in my chest. My first thought was that I was hallucinating. The lighting was low, the atmosphere romantic. Maybe my subconscious was just messing with me.
But no. He was real.
He looked the same and different all at once. Still in his suit, but without a vest this time, still broad-shouldered and magnetic, devastatingly handsome, but softer somehow. Less armor, more man.
He walked toward me with purpose, a worry line between his brows.
My heart went wild, flooding me with adrenaline so keen that my head spun and I put a protective hand on my belly.
“Josie,” he said, voice low and rough. “Can we talk?”
I should’ve said no. Should’ve told him I was working. That I didn’t owe him anything. That he couldn’t just show up and expect to be welcomed back into the world he blew apart.
But instead, I nodded. Because at the very least, I needed closure. 
I ignored the way my heart fluttered with hope.
He sat across from me, hands on the table like he needed to keep them visible, like he didn’t want me thinking for a second that this was some game.
“I’m sorry,” he said, and the way he said it made my throat burn. So raw and real that his remorse radiated from him in waves. “For all of it. For leaving. For making you think you weren’t enough when you were the only thing that ever mattered.”
They were exactly the words I wanted to hear, but I wasn’t sure I could trust them. He meant them, sure, but when push came to shove, he’s chosen everything else over me. And I had more than just myself to consider.
I stared at him. At this man I’d loved in silence for so long, who had burned down everything we built without so much as a second glance. I studied the dark shadows beneath his eyes, the slight tremble in his fingers, the way his voice—usually so smooth, so certain—had cracked around the edges.
But I didn’t soften. Because I was done putting everyone else’s needs before my own. The old Josie would have capitulated just to make him feel better. But I had to honor my own feelings first.
“I don’t know what you want me to say,” I murmured.
He leaned in, like proximity could fix what had broken. “I want you to tell me if there’s even the smallest chance you might forgive me.”
I exhaled slowly. “You stood there in that boardroom and sacrificed me. Like I was just… a pawn.”
“I know.”
“You didn’t flinch,” I said, my voice a little sharper now, trembling at the edges. “You didn’t even look at me, Dante. Not until it was too late.”
“I was trying to protect you.”
“No,” I said, shaking my head, fire rising in my throat. “You were protecting yourself. Your image. Your precious company. And the second it got hard, the second someone pointed a finger, you threw me to the wolves and called it chivalry.”
He closed his eyes like the words physically hit him. “You’re right.”
My chest squeezed. I didn’t want to hurt him. I didn’t want to still care. But I did.
“You could’ve talked to me. Asked what I wanted. I’m not a liability, Dante. I’m a person. I thought—” I looked away, blinking back the sting. “I thought you saw me.”
“I did,” he said quietly. “I do.”
I met his eyes again, and for once, they weren’t unreadable. They were a storm. Guilt. Fear. Want.
“Then why didn’t you fight for me?”
He dragged a hand down his face, frustrated. “Because I didn’t think I deserved you.”
Silence fell. My pulse thudded in my ears.
“I built my whole life on control,” he continued, voice hoarse. “And you…you were the first thing I couldn’t control. I felt something for you that I didn’t know how to name. I thought if I kept it quiet, kept you close but not too close, I could have it all. You. The job. The plan.”
“And when it fell apart, you picked everything but me,” I said bitterly.
His voice broke. “I panicked. I’ve been told my whole life that emotion is weakness. Love was just a liability growing up. But I’m not that boy anymore. I didn’t realize until it was gone that losing you was the only thing that actually meant something.”
My breath hitched. He wasn’t performing. This wasn’t the Dante I knew from boardrooms or benefit galas. This was the man underneath, stripped bare and aching.
But still, I couldn’t give in.
“You didn’t trust me,” I said. “Not with the truth. Not with your fear. Not even with my own future.”
“I know,” he said, quietly. “That’s what I came here to change.”
“How?” I asked, expecting a twelve point action plan and a cost-benefit analysis.
“I don’t know,” he admitted, his eyes flicked away but came back to my gaze. I’m here without a strategy or a script. Just…hoping you’ll let me try.”
I looked down at my notepad. My hand was shaking. I put the pen down.
“I quit,” he said.
That got my attention.
He ran a hand through his hair. “My job. The company. I walked away from the board, the endless chase. I don’t want that life anymore. I’m starting my own firm. Smaller. Smarter. Focused on preserving what matters, not just building over it. I’m walking that path whether you’re with me or not, but I hope it will be with…”
He met my eyes. “You were right about everything. About me. About what I was afraid of. And I’m still scared, Josie. But I’m more scared of not trying. Of never getting to see your face in the morning, or hear you laugh at something dumb, or—”
He paused. Swallowed hard. “Or being the kind of father who runs instead of showing up.”
My heart jumped so hard I thought it might burst through my ribs.
“You know,” I whispered.
“Aiden told me. I’m sorry, I know it was your news to tell, but… yeah. I know.” His voice cracked a little, just enough to make my eyes sting. “And I want to be there. For you. For the baby. For everything. I don’t know if I’ll be a good father. As long as I’m not anything like my own, I think I’ll be okay. If that’s what you choose. Even if you don’t want me back, I’ll support you unconditionally.”
I didn’t say anything for a moment. The table between us felt like a bridge and a barrier all at once.
“You hurt me,” I said quietly. “Not just when you fired me, but all those years you kept me in your orbit, said you needed me, but never gave me what I needed. I spent so long trying to be perfect for you.”
He shook his head fast, almost desperate. “You never had to be perfect. I just didn’t know how to let myself be seen without feeling weak. And you saw me, Josie. From the second you stepped into my office and fit into my life like you’d always been there. And it fucking terrified me. I meant it when I said that after that night we slept together, nobody else could compare to you. I didn’t just mean sexually. You’re everything and I didn’t know how to let you in without feeling like I was destroying myself.”
“And now?” I asked, voice low.
“Now I’d gladly destroy myself a million times over for you, but I know that I don’t need to. That’s not what love is,” he said. “Because you taught me that love is kind and patient. That it’s about showing up, again and again. That loves builds and repairs. I will never stop loving you Josie, and I don’t care if I have to wait six years or a lifetime, I will never stop loving you. Or this baby.”
Tears slipped down my cheeks without permission.
He reached across the table, slow and careful, and when I didn’t pull away, his hand found mine.
“I love you, Josie. I love the fire in you. The way you feel everything with your whole chest. The way you see the world like it’s something worth saving. I want that world with you.”
I leaned across the table and kissed him—soft at first, then with everything I’d been holding back for weeks. He kissed me like he’d been drowning, and I was air.
When we pulled apart, I smiled through tears.
“I love you too,” I told him, squeezing his hand.
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Dante

My partner commanded attention wherever she went.
And in the community room of the newly restored Franklin Building, she was the heart of it all. She didn’t need a three-piece suit or an air of aloof power to own a room—Josie led with quiet fire. Her voice was steady, her posture grounded.
Josie moved through the presentation with the kind of fluid confidence that demanded attention without ever begging for it. Her voice was clear and compelling as she clicked to the next slide, which featured a rundown row of buildings off Cookman Avenue.
“This block,” she said, gesturing to the faded photograph, “has history. Families ran these businesses for decades before foot traffic dwindled and money dried up. But the bones? They’re strong. With investment and intention, we can bring life back to these spaces without scrubbing out their character.”
She was six months pregnant, wearing a soft-knit midi dress that hugged her belly and a pair of low heels I had quietly but firmly asked her to trade in for flats after this meeting. She’d rolled her eyes and told me to focus on my slide deck. I hadn’t stopped checking in on her since we walked in.
Water bottle within reach. Extra granola bar in my jacket pocket. Her seat cushioned. Back supported.
She was growing a whole damn human, and still running circles around a room full of architects, planners, and investors like she was born for it.
Because she was.
Josie didn’t just talk about revitalization—she embodied it. She saw what was overlooked and breathed new purpose into it. Into me. Into this company.
The table was smaller than the one at Elysian, the chairs mismatched—some new, some salvaged from the old library the building used to house. Instead of high-end coffee served by assistants, there were thermoses of strong brew from the diner down the block and crumb-covered napkins from the local bakery. No glass walls, no cold steel. Just exposed brick, sunlight streaming through windows that had been covered in grime for a decade, and people who gave a damn about this neighborhood.
And Josie at the head of it all.
“We don’t just want to preserve,” she was saying, voice clear and warm, “we want to empower. This building isn’t a monument—it’s a living part of the community. And that means affordable spaces for small businesses, shared offices for young entrepreneurs, and mentorship programs with local schools.”
A few of the stakeholders nodded. One jotted something down. But most just listened. The way you do when someone’s saying something that matters.
Josie turned slightly, tapping her tablet to pull up a projection. She was so sure of herself now—still humble, still precise—but steady in her power. No longer fading into the background, no longer translating my thoughts into action behind the scenes. She had her own vision now. And I got to be the one who helped bring it to life.

And maybe that was the biggest shift of all.
She clicked to the next slide, where she’d overlaid a mockup rendering of what the building could become. A bakery, a bookstore, a rooftop greenhouse that could be run by the local high school’s agriculture club.
The team murmured approval. She was damn good at this.
I didn’t say anything. I just watched her. I’d done enough talking in my old life. This version of me knew when to shut up and learn something.
Josie looked up and met my eyes and the corner of her mouth lifted.
I smiled back, heart steady in my chest in a way it had never been before her.
She turned to the room. “The goal isn’t just profit. It’s sustainability. It’s legacy. These buildings hold memory. If we do this right, they’ll hold futures too.”
When the meeting ended, people gathered around her. She fielded questions with grace and that low hum of humor that had always made people underestimate just how sharp she really was.
One of the stakeholder’s, a man from a local investment firm came up to me and said, “Your partner is one hell of a firecracker. I thought I’d hear from you today, your reputation precedes you.”
I shrugged, “Josie’s incredible. She’s got it handled. This company succeeds because of her.”
“I expect she’ll be taking a step back when the baby comes though, eh?” he smiled like we were sharing a joke.
“That’s going to be up to her,” I answered. 
He nodded and walked away.
I moved to Josie’s side when the crowd thinned, placing a hand gently on the small of her back.
“You okay?” I murmured. “Need to sit for a second?”
“I’m fine,” she said, and then leaned into me just enough that I knew she was tired. “But maybe just for a minute.”
I guided her to her seat and handed her the water bottle before she even asked. She took a sip, gave me a look that said you’re hovering, and I gave her a look right back that said deal with it.
She laughed quietly, that soft, breathy kind of laugh that still made my chest go tight.
“Hey,” I said. “You were amazing today.”
“Yeah?” she asked, cheeks flushing a little.
I leaned down and kissed her temple, lingering there for a beat.
“Yeah. And I’m lucky as hell I get to work for you now.”
She rolled her eyes but smiled wide enough to knock me flat.
“We do this together,” she pointed out. “Five months in and this company is profitable because of you.”
“And it has soul and vision because of you,” I countered. “We make a good team.”
“That we do.” She leaned into me.
“You know, watching you work is my favorite part of the job,” I told her, pressing a kiss to her temple.
“Not the part where we help people while making millions?” she asked with a twinkle in her eye.
“Not even close.” I kissed her gorgeous lips, but pulled back before I could make a spectacle in front of the lingering meeting attendants. 
“I should see if anyone had any questions,” she said, and I knew it was a promise to pick things up later.
“Go,” I told her. “I’ll be here when you’re done.”
Excitement bubbled up in my chest. I had plans for when this was over. 

Josie

The room had finally emptied, leaving only the ghost of whiteboard scribbles and lukewarm coffee. I was starting to pack up when Dante slipped beside me, that quiet, determined look already forming on his face.
“We’re leaving early,” he said, taking the reports from my hands and placing them neatly on the side table.
I raised an eyebrow. “We have a call with the—”
“I moved it to tomorrow,” he interrupted gently. “I have something I want to show you.”
He was already helping me into my coat before I could argue. His hand grazed the swell of my belly with practiced care, his lips brushing a kiss against my temple like it was as natural as breathing. This version of Dante, softened, present, unafraid to show he cared, still undid me every time.
We drove in comfortable silence, the city rolling by in mid-afternoon gold. I tried to read his expression, but he wasn’t giving anything away. Not in that frustrating, closed-off way he used to, but like he was carefully holding onto something delicate and perfect, waiting for the right moment.
When he finally turned down a narrow street I hadn’t been on in years, my breath caught.
“Dante…”
I stared out the window at the old building.
My parents’ restaurant. The place where I’d scraped my knees on kitchen tile and learned to fold napkins into swans. Where we’d celebrated birthdays and grieved in silence after my father died. Where, eventually, we sold everything because there wasn’t another choice.
The restaurant that had shaped me in ways I never even fully realized until it was gone. Taken over by some soulless corporation. But it looked like they’d closed up shop, leaving the building an empty shell.
I blinked at him. “What are we doing here?”
He didn’t answer right away. Just stepped out, came around to open my door, and helped me out like I was made of something precious.
“I called the realtor a month ago,” he said as we walked to the front. “Turns out, the business that took it over couldn’t make it work. They were looking to sell.”
I turned toward him, heart thudding. “You didn’t.”
“I did,” he said, smiling like he’d been waiting to say that for weeks. “It’s yours again, Josie. Do whatever you want with it—reopen it, turn it into a bakery, a bookstore, a yoga studio for all I care. Hell, bulldoze it and plant a rose garden.”
I laughed, blinking hard against the tears forming fast. “Dante…”
“It’s a wedding present,” he added softly.
My breath hitched. “Wedding? What wedding?”
His eyes sparkled, like I’d just played into his hands.
“Ours,” he said. “If you’ll have me.”
He dropped to one knee on that cracked, timeworn sidewalk. Right in front of the place where so much of my childhood had lived—and broken.
“These past few months with you have been the best of my life,” he said. “Every day, you teach me that love only makes us stronger. You loved me for me, not for what I could give to you. But I want to spend the rest of my life giving to you anyway.”
I covered my mouth with my hand, my whole body trembling.
“I love you, Josie,” he said. “I love everything you are. Your fire, your heart, your relentless belief that things can be better. You saved me in ways I’ll spend my whole life trying to return.”
He pulled out a ringbox and opened it. The ring nestled in the velvet box looked like it had a story. An antique cushion-cut diamond sat in a delicate halo of tiny garnets, the band a swirl of filigree white gold that caught the light like lace. It wasn’t flashy, not in the modern sense, but it was breathtaking. Timeless, intricate, and utterly romantic. My throat tightened. Of course Dante had found a ring like this. He didn’t just want to impress me. He wanted me to feel seen. Known. Chosen.
“I want to build a life with you,” he said. “Not one we’re supposed to have. One we choose. With our baby. With second chances. With all the real, messy, beautiful things.”
Tears slipped down my cheeks before I could stop them. He looked up at me like he was prepared for any answer.
But there was only one.
“Yes,” I whispered, then louder. “Yes.”
He stood, and I kissed him before he could even slide the ring onto my finger, our mouths crashing together in relief and promise.
Around us, the city moved on, indifferent. But for me—for us—time had stopped. The ghosts of the past stood still as we rewrote the ending.
He held me, his hands resting over the life growing between us.
Home. This is what it feels like.
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Eight months later, I stood on the beach, surrounded by loved ones, new and old. The salt air off the ocean carried every version of my past with it—salted french fries on the boardwalk, the clink of silverware at our family’s old restaurant, the first time Dante kissed me on the beach. Now it was the backdrop to something even more permanent.
Our wedding.
An archway of driftwood and wildflowers, stood right on the sand in Asbury Park. The Atlantic shimmered behind us like it was clapping, celebrating. It wasn’t a traditional ceremony, but nothing about our story had been. It was better. Ours.
My dress was made from vintage ivory lace, with a fitted bodice and a sweetheart neckline. Tiny satin-covered buttons trailed down the back, and the cinched waist gave way to a flowing A-line skirt that moved like a sigh with every step. My mom had cried when I first tried it on. So had I. 
Enzo trotted down the aisle first, a little too proud in his black bow tie, the rings tied carefully to the custom harness on his back. He paused halfway, let out a huff of judgment at the crowd, then continued with dignified disdain like he was the one getting married.
Rose, Dante’s niece, followed in a soft pink dress with petals flying from her basket like confetti. A tiny whirlwind of joy. Margo was already tearing up beside me. She gave me a huge before walking down the aisle ahead of me. My maid of honor.
When I stepped onto the aisle, Aiden holding my arm, I wasn’t nervous. I was full. Brimming. Like my whole body might spill over from the weight of joy.
“You ready?” Aiden whispered.
“I’ve never been more.”
He looked down at me, eyes glossy with pride, and led me toward my future.
And Dante.
He stood at the altar, holding our five-month-old daughter, Hope, like she was an extension of his soul. She was in a tiny ivory dress, hair dark and wild like her dad’s, a crown of baby’s breath on her head. She let out a soft coo when she saw me, and Dante—God—his whole face changed.
Like he'd just caught his breath after months underwater.
Dante didn’t often wear suits anymore. Dad duty and dry-clean only didn’t mix well. But today he was in all his slendor, a deep charcoal three-piece suit with a subtle herringbone weave that echoed old-world elegance. His waistcoat was a soft dove gray, fastened with antique brass buttons that gave a nod to a bygone era, and his crisp white shirt was accented by a deep red silk tie that matched the garnets in my engagement ring. He didn’t gel back his hair anymore, letting his waves fly free.
Theo stood next to him as best man, sharp in black, hands folded in front of him like a man who planned entire empires in his sleep. Gio was beside him, sunglasses still on, a smirk playing at his lips as he watched the scene unfold with reluctant amusement. Silas stood just behind them—stoic, controlled, but I caught the ghost of a smile when the baby tried to chew on Dante’s lapel. And Griffin? He had a GoPro strapped to his chest and whispered commentary under his breath like he was directing the whole event for his next streaming doc.
None of them believed in love. Not really. Not yet. But they showed up—for Dante. And maybe, for the possibility that love could be real after all.
My mom was in the front row, tears spilling freely. Her new husband had his arm around her shoulders, their fingers intertwined like teenage sweethearts. Next to her was Iris, staring at her brother with so much pride. Rose hopped up into her lap, job as a flowergirl done, and snuggled into her mom’s embrace. Margo blew me a kiss. Theo nodded to me solemnly, for once without a snide remark. And Enzo, as if sensing the moment’s gravity, sat proudly at attention beside the arch.
And then Dante took my hands.
His were warm. Steady.
I didn’t hear anything else. Not the waves. Not the wind. Just his voice, low and breaking, when he said, 
“Fifi,” he said, making me let out a choked up laugh. I didn’t mind when he called me that anymore, he’d earned the right. But I saw through his attempt at humor, right through to the way his breath hitched as he tried to keep it together. 
“You were the one thing I didn’t plan for. The one variable I never accounted for—because I didn’t think someone like you existed. You see everything. You remember everything. You’ve carried the weight of my world, quietly and without asking for anything in return, for years. But I see you now. All of you.”
He swallowed, voice tightening.
“You are the sharpest mind I’ve ever known. The fiercest heart. The truest home. And loving you is not something I choose just today—it’s something I’ll choose every day, for the rest of my life. No defenses. No distance. Just us.”
He leaned in slightly, voice low and reverent.
“I used to think power was in control. Now I know it’s in surrender. And I surrender everything I am, everything I have, to you.”
I smiled, even though my hands were trembling in his. He slide the wedding band onto my finger, a white gold to match my engagement ring, with an inscription just for us.
Choosing love everyday.
Then it was my turn.
“I used to think love meant disappearing,” I said. “Staying quiet so someone else could shine. I was good at that. I learned how to be invisible, to make everything easier for everyone else. But you, Dante, you never let me stay hidden. Even when you didn’t realize it, you were calling me forward. Every time you trusted me, every time you looked at me like I was the only one who understood…the truth is, I fell for you long before you ever saw me.”
I paused, because his eyes were glassy now, and I needed to breathe through the weight of what I’d carried.
“You are impossible. Brilliant. Maddening. And worth every single moment of waiting. I loved you when it wasn’t returned. I loved you when it hurt. And now I get to love you with nothing held back, with so much joy it makes my heart feel like it’s going to burst.”
I squeezed his hands, steady now.
“You don’t have to carry everything alone anymore. I’m here. Not behind you, not in your shadow, but beside you. And wherever you go, whatever we build, my heart is yours. Always.”
We kissed under the flowers and the sun, our baby squealing between us, Enzo barking in solidarity.
And for the first time in my life, I wasn’t wishing for more.
I had it.
The man I loved. Our daughter. A future I helped build. And the kind of family I’d yearned for but never thought I’d get.
The reception was set up in the courtyard behind what used to be our family’s restaurant—now a sun-drenched garden strung with fairy lights and long tables layered with wildflowers and candlelight. We’d been restoring the space and were going to turn it into a community center with a focus on supporting bereaved families, but tonight, it was ours. Just ours. And full of laughter and joy.
The music was soft and jazzy, people swayed and laughed under the late spring sky, and I couldn’t stop staring at the life I never thought I’d get to keep.
Dante was holding our daughter again, gently bouncing her while she gnawed determinedly on the corner of his tie. His suit was rumpled, his waves a little messy from the wind, but he looked so happy. At ease. Like this version of him had been waiting all along to come out.
“You look like a man who’s been completely tamed,” Theo said, appearing at Dante’s side with a drink in one hand and judgment in his eyes.
Dante arched a brow. “Tamed? I prefer evolved.”
Gio chuckled as he passed, wine glass in hand. “Nah, man. You’ve been domesticated. You’re like… a golden retriever now.”
“An extremely handsome, powerful retriever,” I offered as I stepped in to kiss Dante’s cheek.
Theo raised his glass in a lazy toast. “To Dante. Former apex predator. Now proudly owned by a beautiful woman far out of his league and a baby with zero respect for personal boundaries.”
We often joked about the time Theo had flirted with me in Seattle. Dante didn’t get jealous anymore. He knew I was his.
“She’s five months old, Theo,” I said, smirking. “She only knows food and sleep.”
The baby squealed, reaching for Theo, who visibly panicked and took a step back like she might explode on contact.
“I’m good,” he muttered.
Dante gave him a long look, something knowing behind it. “It’ll happen to you too, you know.”
“Highly unlikely.”
Dante just smiled. “You’ll meet someone who knocks your entire world sideways. And when you do…none of this will feel like losing. It’ll feel like coming home.”
Theo’s jaw tensed. For a second, something flickered in his eyes—something raw. Something I recognized from the earliest days of Dante and me, back when we couldn’t say what we wanted out loud.
I froze. But before I could ask, he tipped back his drink, nodded at Dante, and walked off like he hadn’t just cracked the door open on something complicated and aching.
Dante watched him go, then turned to me with a soft laugh. “That man is going to need a crash course in not ruining his own life.”
I wrapped my arms around his waist, careful not to jostle the baby. “He’s got a decent teacher.”
We stood like that for a while. Just the three of us under the lights, the hum of our people around us, the slow sway of a perfect night coming to a close.
Dante looked down at me, then at our daughter.
“You know,” he said softly, “if I could go back and change anything…”
I looked up.
“I wouldn’t,” he said. “Even the worst parts. They led me to you. To this.”
Tears prickled behind my eyes. “We’re really here, huh?”
He kissed my forehead, then the baby’s.
“We’re really here.”
And for once, my heart didn’t race ahead or reach back. It simply stayed right where it was—full, steady, home.
