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THERE IS A PARTICULAR KIND OF LOVE THAT DOESN’T announce itself.
It doesn’t arrive with certainty or fanfare. It doesn’t send word ahead. It comes the way most true things do—quietly, through an ordinary door, in the middle of an ordinary day, wearing no signs that point clearly this is the one that will change everything. You’re usually doing something mundane when it finds you. Folding napkins. Listening to music. Standing behind a counter while working with your best friends.
People talk about love as though it is a destination. As though the hard part is the finding, and everything after is simply the living inside it. As though two people who choose each other get to keep choosing each other without cost, without interruption, without the world inserting itself between them with all of its weight and its demand and its cruelty.
They don’t tell you about the in-between.
Nobody warns you that love, once found, can be the very thing asked of you. That the world does not stop simply because you have finally found something worth protecting. That sometimes the most devastating thing love requires is not the finding but the holding on—and sometimes, when holding on costs too much, the letting go. And that neither of those things means it wasn’t real.
	There is a kind of grief that doesn't announce itself either. It settles in quietly, the way cold does—not all at once, but slowly, until one day you realize you have been living inside it so long you stopped noticing it was there. You learn to move around it. You build a life carefully in the space it leaves. You become, without meaning to, capable at surviving things that were never supposed to happen to you.
	And then, sometimes, not always, there is a shift.
	Not loudly. Not dramatically. Instead, the way tectonic plates shift, far below the surface, slow and enormous and invisible until suddenly the ground is different than it was and you can’t quite remember when it changed. You look around at the life you have been quietly building in the dark and you realize it has become something. That you have become someone. That the loss you have been carrying, for all its weight, has not made you smaller. That it has made you exact —specific and careful and precise about what matters, the way that only people who have lost things know how to be.
	This is a story about that kind of love. And that kind of grief. About the cost of protecting people, and whether sacrifice counts as love when the person you’re sacrificing for doesn’t know the price. About what it means to choose someone—not once, not in a single grand gesture, but over and over again in the small and ordinary moments that nobody ever writes about. The dish towel offered. The note left beside a covered plate. The door held open every morning, not because it is romantic, but because you are still here, and so are they, and that is the whole point.
	It is about what we inherit—the fears, the patterns, the careful architecture of families that did not love well—and whether we are required to keep living inside them. About forgiveness, which is not the same as forgetting. About the difference between surviving and being happy, and the long, quiet work of learning that you are allowed to be both.
Pay attention to the small things.
They are almost always the point. 
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IT’S MY BIRTHDAY, YET THE RAIN IS FALLING SIDEWAYS.
Not the soft kind that makes the city look romantic. The mean kind—cold and horizontal, driven by a November wind that has been building since afternoon, the kind that turns umbrellas inside out and makes drivers grip their steering wheels with both hands. The kind that makes everything outside the car windows look like a watercolor that someone has left in the rain too long.
I am thirteen years old today, I am in the back seat of my father’s car, and I am happy.
This is important to remember later—that I was happy.
The restaurant was Rosario’s on the corner of 72nd, because I had been asking for this exact restaurant for three months and my parents finally said yes. The fettuccine had been exactly as good as I’d imagined, and my mother had let me have a sip of the sparkling water with the fancy label and they had laughed at the face I made. My father had ordered in his terrible imitation Italian, worse every year, and the waiter had played along so kindly that my mother laughed until her eyes watered. And there had been a chocolate torte with a single candle—not thirteen candles because the waiter said he hadn’t been able to find thirteen clean ones, which was a lie delivered with great theatrical regret—and my parents had sung quietly, badly, while the couple at the next table watched with the indulgent smiles of people who knew exactly what they were witnessing.
A birthday. An ordinary, extraordinary birthday.
Now we are three blocks from home.
	My father stops at the red light on the corner of our street—the last light before home, the one I have watched turn green a thousand times from the back seat of his car—and my mother is saying something about homework, the word test rising out of the rain-sound. I’m not really listening, instead thinking about what my gift might be.
	I’ve been thinking about it all week. More than all week—months. The specific, careful hoping of a twelve-year-old who has learned that wanting something too loudly can make it go wrong. I have dropped hints in the precise calibrated way of a child who doesn’t want to seem demanding. A catalog left open. A single sentence, casual, in passing: I saw this thing. Wouldn’t it be funny? Not a big deal or anything.
	The light is still red. The rain is loud on the roof of the car.
	“Do you think—” I start.
	“Tom.” My mother’s voice changes. Not louder. Just different—stripped of everything except the word, the name, urgent and flat and wrong.
	“Tom, look—”
	Later, I will try to remember the sequence. Later, and later still, and years after that, I will sit with the therapists and social workers and my own sleepless mind and attempt to reconstruct the order of things. What I heard first. Whether I understood what was happening before it happened. Whether there was a moment in which the whole shape of it was visible—the headlights cutting across the rain, the other car not slowing, the particular wrongness of an object moving at speed through a space where nothing should be moving—and whether I could have, somehow, done anything at all.
	I cannot. There is no sequence. There is only the before and the after, with nothing in between except a sound like the world coming apart at its edges.
	The glass.
	The sound—not a crash, not a bang, but something lower and vaster than either of those words, something that feels less like a noise and more like a displacement, the air in the car going wrong all at once, the whole world lurching sideways.
	My seatbelt. The seatbelt catches me, the strap going rigid against my chest.
	I don’t know I have screamed until I stop.
	The car has moved. The car is not where it was. I understand this before I understand anything else—not because I saw it move but because the street outside the window is wrong, the light is wrong, the angle of the rain on the glass is different. We are not at the light anymore. We are somewhere else. Just a few feet, maybe. Maybe less.
	It feels like miles.
	“Mom.”
	My voice sounds like someone else. A child I don’t know.
	“Mom.”
	The front seat is wrong. The geometry of it is wrong—I can’t explain how, can’t describe it even years later in any precise way, only that when I look forward the arrangement of things is not the arrangement I had spent my entire life sitting behind. My mother is in the passenger seat. My father is in the driver’s seat. These are facts that remain true. But everything else—the angle, the way the light from the street falls through the ruined windshield, the particular stillness—
	The stillness.
	I have never heard my parents this quiet.
	“Dad.” Louder now, my voice breaking in the middle of the word. “Dad. Dad, wake up.”
	Nothing.
	I get out of the car. I don’t remember deciding to. I am in the car and then I am standing in the rain on the street, and the rain is still falling sideways, and my good shoes are in a puddle that is going dark, and I am looking at the car from the outside now in the way you only look at a thing when you have left it.
	The other car is thirty feet away. It has come to rest against a fire hydrant. I look at it the way I look at things in dreams—without attachment, without the usual frame of cause and meaning. Just the fact of it. The crumpled hood. The headlights still on, aimed at nothing.
	Someone is shouting from somewhere. A window. The street is starting to have people in it—I can see them appearing at the edges, the way people appear when something has gone wrong in a city, cautious and drawn at once.
I walk to my mother's side of the car.
Later, I will not be able to say why. I will not be able to explain what I expected, or what I understood, or whether the part of me that was thirteen and terrified had already arrived at the knowledge that the rest of me was not ready to hold. I will only know that I walked to my mother's side of the car and looked through the window, and that what I saw will live in my body for the rest of my life, quiet and permanent and not a thing that can be talked into something smaller than it is.
The window is broken. The rain comes in through it.
My mother's eyes are open.
My mother's eyes are open and they are not looking at anything.
Not at me. Not at the rain. Not at the street, or the people beginning to gather, or the approaching blue-red pulse of emergency lights still distant, still a minute away, still too far.
Not at anything.
I stand in the rain.
I stand in the rain for what feels like a long time and what is probably less than a minute and I cannot move, cannot speak, cannot do any of the things a person is supposed to do, because I am thirteen years old today and I have just come from my birthday dinner and the torte was good and my father's Italian was terrible and my mother laughed until her eyes watered and—
And.
And.
The paramedics find me standing where I have been standing. Someone has tried to put a hand on my shoulder but I have moved away from it without meaning to—not a decision, just my body's refusal of the gesture. I am soaked through. My good shoes are ruined. I am still holding my small purse, the one my mother helped me pick out in September because I wanted something grown-up, something that matched the cardigan, and I am holding it with both hands in front of me the way I have been told to hold things I don't want to drop.
"Can you tell me your name?" The paramedic is a woman, her voice practiced and calm. The kind of calm that comes from training, not from the absence of feeling—I understand this somehow, even now. Even here.
I know my name. I can see it, clear as anything—Aurelia, seven letters, the name my parents chose together and argued about for weeks because my father wanted something simpler and my mother said simple was overrated. I can see the name. I cannot make it come out.
"It's okay," the paramedic says. "We've got you."
They don't have me. There is nothing about this that is okay. But I understand what the woman means, which is: you are not gone, and the part of you that is still here is the part we are going to take care of. And I let myself be led, finally, because my legs have started shaking in a way that will not stop for days, and the rain is still falling, and somewhere behind me the emergency lights are making the wet street pulse red and blue and red and blue—
Ambulance, I think. That's an ambulance.
A fact. A small, manageable fact to hold onto while everything else unravels.
I hold onto it.
The doctors will tell me later that it was the seatbelt. That I got out of the car because my body knew to get out before my mind did. That the human animal is extraordinary in the moments when ordinary things fail completely.
They will tell me I am lucky.
I will not know what to do with that word for a very long time.
Lucky.
I turn the word over in my mind for years afterward, the way you worry at something that doesn't quite make sense—a knot you can feel but can't see to untie. Lucky implies the existence of some other version of the night in which things went differently, in which the other car slowed, in which the light turned green ten seconds sooner, in which my father's reflexes were fast enough or the road was less wet or the angle was slightly wrong and the whole terrible geometry of it failed to line up. Some other girl's birthday, preserved intact. Torte. Terrible Italian. The good shoes, still dry.
I don't feel lucky. I feel like someone reached into the architecture of my life and removed the load-bearing wall, and I am standing in the rubble learning, for the first time, that the thing I thought was holding me up has been gone for several seconds already and I simply didn't know.
I learn to survive in the wreckage. I learn to build things in the space that is left. I learn to make something from flour and butter and time when nothing else holds still long enough to hold onto.
This is that night.
This is the last night I am me.
Tomorrow I will be someone else. Someone smaller in some ways, larger in others, built on the same foundation but rebuilt from this point forward in a different material—harder, more careful, more precise about what matters in the specific and devastating way of people who have learned that the things you love can be taken without warning, without cause, without anything resembling explanation.
But right now I am still me.
Right now it is still tonight.
Right now a paramedic is covering my shoulders with a foil blanket that crinkles when I move, and the rain is finally slowing, and on the other side of the car my father's hand is visible through the window, resting on the edge of the steering wheel, and I cannot look at it, yet I cannot look away, and I am thirteen years old, and it is my birthday, and I was happy.
This is important to remember.
That I was happy.

	

	


[bookmark: _wapskreikmy0]
[bookmark: _f9z6n9slet1q]
[bookmark: _l1o4c4gcx54l]2
[image: ]Aurelia



	“REMIND ME AGAIN WHY I’M DOING THIS?” OLIVER asks, setting the crate in his hands down onto the counter.
	“Because I’m your best friend, and you would do anything to make my life easier?” I tease.
	“Would I though? I don’t remember making that promise when we met.”
	“Just indulge my fantasies a little bit, Oli.” I grab the next crate from his hands and set it down on top of the first one.
	“When are you finally going to get your own place? I need you to hire me in order to just sit around and look awesome! You know I don’t like doing manual labor, it ruins my image.” Oliver complains.
	“What image?” I tease.
	“The one where I’m smoking, single, and looking for someone who can rock my world, do all the work for me—if you know what I mean.”
	“Well, I think you’re doing quite poorly at fulfilling that idea. Besides, don’t I ‘rock your world’?
	He looks down at his perfectly manicured nails.
	“Sweetheart, you’re so innocent it hurts my soul to see you so clueless, especially with how long we’ve been friends.”
	His comment itches something in the back of my mind, replaying the insecurities I’ve had for as long as I can remember. I look down at myself, questioning what it is about me that gives everyone the same impression: frail and breakable.
	“I'm not innocent or clueless, as you aptly put it. I like to think I’m just… reserved. Besides, what would have possibly given you that impression?” I ask.
	“How about the fact that you’re wearing a cardigan, plaid skirt, and Mary Janes. You scream naive librarian.”
	Along with my thick, straight brown hair, crystal blue eyes, and clear round-frame glasses, I was wearing a black sweater I had purchased on a whim a few months ago on an impromptu trip to the mall, pairing it with my favorite white skirt I had bought with my first ever paycheck, and the Mary Janes I had found at the thrift store. 
	“I thought my outfit looked nice. Orion helped me pick it out.”
	At the mention of my cat, Oliver gives me a horrified look—the same one he gave me when I told him the only relationship I’ve ever had was with a boy I had met in the 3rd grade (unfortunately for him, it only lasted two weeks).
	“Girl, don’t tell me your fashion sense is so bad, you’ve resorted to your cat helping you pick your outfits!” he exclaims, outraged.
	“Of course not! Sometimes, I’ll see him playing with something in my closet...”
	“And you think that means he wants you to wear it?” Oli puts a hand on his hip, giving me a look of are you serious right now?
	“I don’t know. Maybe.” I look down at myself, now feeling self-conscious about the way I look, the doubt creeping through my mind.
I glance at Oli, with his slender figure and jet-black hair. He’s always been a little taller than me. Along with his unique green eyes, Oliver has always had that face that makes you question if a person is real—that’s how ethereal he looks. I look at all the other girls in the bakery as well, with their tight-skin clothes and perfectly clear faces.
A feeling I know all too well rushed through me. Jealousy. 
	Does everyone look at me and see some desperate, stupid, naive girl who has nothing good going for her?
	Oliver sighs and takes my hands in his, looking at me with a sincere expression, “Let me tell you this right now Aurelia Elliot. You are one of the most breathtakingly beautiful people I have ever seen in my entire life, and I don’t ever want you to doubt that—not for one second. And you know what, if that means you take advice from your cat, so be it, because that’s what makes you you, and I love everything about you.”
My cheeks burn. Feeling embarrassed, I turn away from him and continue my task of moving the delivery inside the building. 
I walk inside the sweet yet savory smelling bakery, immediately feeling a sense of home.
 Magnolia Bakery has been the one constant in my life since I was 18. It’s been my safe space, providing me somewhere I can escape all the chaos going on outside the doors, and instead jump into my little bubble of friends, laughter, and exceptional muffins. It’s the only place that’s been able to make me feel any sense of joy ever since the day that ruined my life. The memory comes before I can stop it—the rain, the red light, my mother’s voice going wrong. I press it down before it can take shape.
A drunk driver had driven straight into the front of our car, killing both of my parents on impact.
 That day was the end of any true happiness I believed I would ever experience; no matter what I did, how hard I tried, I could never forget the blank look in my mom’s eyes as she laid motionless, or the way my father’s body sat at an awkward angle in the driver’s seat. When the paramedics arrived, they tried to get me to explain what happened, but I was paralyzed. The words were in my head, but they wouldn’t come out, stuck in the dark abyss of that day forever. The doctors told me it was a miracle that I was alive at all, escaping with minor injuries. But, what is it? I had lost the only two people who understood everything about me with no judgement, who loved me unconditionally.
At 13, you never think you’re going to spend five years in the foster care system. You never imagine that even when you try so hard to find someone that will love you as much as your parents once did, you continue to be passed by, being described as ‘moody’ or ‘not what we’re looking for.’
I was isolated—I had no friends, parents, siblings. I was completely and utterly alone.
That was until I turned 18 and was offered a job by the owner of the bakery, Maggie. I finally found a place where I was actually wanted, and was even able to make friends. Oliver was the first person who came up to me during my first official shift at the bakery, demanding we be best friends from that very moment onward; he claimed we were meant to meet. He's been one of the most essential people in my life—always checking up on me, taking care of me. I like to call him my honorary brother.
“Earth to Aurelia. Girly, we still have a job to do, remember?” I recognize Oli’s hand waving back and forth in front of my face. I take a deep breath, preparing myself for the millions of questions he’s going to ask—the same ones people always ask when you have lost someone: ‘How are you doing? Do you want to talk about it?’
“Sorry, I got lost in thought for a second.” I turn away.
“Are you alright? You know you can tell me if something is bothering you.” He pulls me into a hug. I savor the warmth radiating from his frame, relaxing into him as I process the memory like clockwork.
	“The same thing again.” I sigh. He squeezes me harder before letting go and handing me a muffin from the counter—my favorite, blueberry. Somehow, it’s like he’s telepathic and always knows what to say and do to make me feel better. 
	“Maybe it’s time you talk to a professional, finally get these thoughts you’ve been having out of your mind?” Oli questions. His suggestion rings through me, my contemplation shifting back and forth like the number on a scale. After all of the research I have done throughout the years, I know it would be able to help relieve some of the pain I feel every time I relive the memory, but there’s a voice in my head that keeps telling me it’s my penance. If I hadn’t forced them to take me out to dinner, none of it would have happened. They would be alive and happy, and I wouldn’t be falling apart at the seams every time someone so much as mentions my birthday. Everyone can tell me millions of times that there was no way I could have known that would happen, but the darkness surrounds me every time I walk outside of these walls. It consumes me until I am a shell of myself, showing everyone what they want to see on the outside—a girl who has healed, happy she is able to be where she is in her life—when inside, I am dying, slowly trying to crawl my way out of the pit I am falling into day by day.
	“How about you take the day off and I’ll cover your shift? Do some self-care—take a bath, put on a face mask, drink some wine, and watch some trashy tv.”
	“Are you sure? I don’t want to be too much of a bother—what if something goes wrong and you need me here to help?” I spiral. I would never be able to forgive myself if something went wrong and I wasn’t here to help.
	“Dont worry about it, I’ll be fine. I am an independent man who can do anything he puts his mind to - even if I don’t want to be. You go take care of yourself before I drag you home myself.” Oli scolds me. His concern about me warms a part of my heart I never thought I would feel again, filling me with exhilaration.
	I enter the locker room located in the back of the store, spotting Maggie as I walk past her office. She’s an older woman, with salt-and-pepper hair, her eyes worn with all of the wisdom she has provided to those who desperately needed it. Her face is faded, but her eyes always gleam with possibility for improvement, her smile rare yet captivating. She wears an apron she’s had since I started working here—something I’ve always admired about her.
I knock on the door in order to announce my presence to her. “Um, hey Maggie?” I take a deep breath. “I was wondering if I could… maybe…take the rest of the day off? I haven’t been feeling very well, and was hoping—”
She holds her hand up. “Sweetheart, don’t you worry about a thing. If you need to go home, you go home. You’re my best employee; I trust that whatever it is, it’s important,” She closes her laptop, giving me a pointed look, “and if anyone gives you trouble, call me and I’ll take care of it right away, alright?”
	A sigh escapes my lips. “Yes ma’am. Thank you so much. Gosh, I don’t know what I would do if I didn’t have you in my life.” I smile, bashfully.
	“Survived, honey. You’re a strong one, I know it in my heart.”
	I give Maggie a quick hug before heading to my locker, grabbing my jacket off of the hook. I pick up my phone, noticing a heap of miscellaneous emails and spam messages. Ignoring it all so I can make it to the bus stop, I put it away in my pocket, zipping up my coat.
	“Alright, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow Oli! Please don’t burn the place down while I’m gone!” I yell. 
	“Ye of so little faith! I am totally capable of running this place when you’re not here. Now, go home, get some rest, and call me if you need anything at all, anytime, okay?”
	“Yeah, okay! Love you!”
	“Love you too babe.”
	I exit through the side door, making sure it locks before heading off for the bus. I walk out of the alley, examining the people of New York City as they go about their days, oblivious to the lives of everyone around them. I’ve always been curious to know what it would be like if my life had been different. What if I had been born in a small town, or what if I had an older sibling who could have taken care of me?
	These thoughts drive my psyche rampantly as I make my way to the bench located at the end of the block. I notice nobody around, so I quickly pull out my phone again to check on my application before my mode of transportation gets here. Ever since I was a little girl, I have known that baking is my passion—being in a kitchen, surrounded by ingredients that give me the freedom to create whatever my mind conjures, brings me a sense of peace I’ve never felt before. For years now, I’ve wanted to open my own bakery and spread it throughout the world. I want to be able to help people who went through the same thing that happened to me—bring them something to be passionate about like I was, something that can help them calm the demons swimming around in their heads. So, I applied to the culinary program at the local university, hoping it could give me the help I need to achieve my dreams.
	Pulling up the website, I click on the ‘view application’ but don’t see any new messages. I don’t want to completely lose faith, but it’s been almost a month, and I’m starting to give up my hope.
	Wouldn’t I have heard back by now? What if they think I’m not qualified enough, or that I don’t belong there?
	Shutting down that process of thinking before I can spiral any further, I hear the low growl of the bus as it pulls up to the sidewalk. Not wasting any time, I scan my pass and take my seat—the very last row on the left. I’ve always found this spot to be the best—no one bothers to sit next to me, and it gives me enough privacy to observe other people without being too obvious. I’ve always admired how the seat a person chooses on the bus can reflect their personality. My neighbor, Ms. Mable, is a very talkative old woman, always choosing the very front so she can greet everyone who gets on and converse with the bus driver. Jackson, the clerk who works at the local grocery store, always chooses the middle aisle near the window—he’s very shy and introverted, but loves to eavesdrop on other people's conversations and gather the gossip so he can relay it to his coworkers.
	Sometimes I wonder how people would describe me. Would it be like what Oliver said—a naive, introverted, schoolgirl type? Or would someone see me as a confident, young lady, who faced hardships but was still able to come out on top of it all?
	The questions plague me, and before I know it, I hear the call for my stop. I gather my bag from the seat next to me, and set off for my apartment, saying goodbye to Ms. Mable as she gives me a very animated farewell. She must be headed to the local bingo night again.
	I enter the code for my building, hurrying my way to the stairs before my landlord has the chance to catch up to me. For weeks, he’s been pestering me about my rent. I’ve been trying to keep up, but I don’t get paid a lot at the bakery, and no matter how hard I try, I seem to always be behind. My mother would tell me in her soft spoken voice, ‘The world has a way of balancing itself out. While trouble may be occurring right now, it means something extraordinary will be sent your way.’
	I wish I could say that I believe her, but from where I am, it seems the world just wants to taunt me with all of the worst experiences a person could possibly go through. I mean, who am I kidding, I’ve never even been on a date before—what man would want to spend the rest of their life with a girl who has so much baggage, she wouldn’t be allowed in a 2 mile radius of an airport?
	“Meow.”
	I jump 6 feet in the air, “Oh my god!” I grab my chest, my mind going 60 miles a minute. My heart races, fear pulsing through my veins. I look down to see my cat, Orion, sitting outside the door to my apartment, staring at me through his dark beady eyes.
	“What are you doing out here? How did you even get out of the apartment? I know for a fact I did not forget to close the door this time…”
	“Meow.”
	“Sometimes, I wonder how my parents even came to pick you up at that shelter. I mean what were they thinking? ‘Let’s get our daughter the weirdest cat we could possibly pick out.’ I mean, seriously!” I imitate them.
	“Meow.”
	“Yeah, you would say that, Mr. The World Revolves Around Me.” I grumble. Picking him up, I unlock the door and set my stuff down on the bench. I let Orion free to take my jacket off and hang it up on the rack. Closing the door, I look around my apartment, noticing all of the tiny little messes I’ll have to pick up, just like I do every night. I love cleaning, but sometimes, a girl needs a break.
	“Meow.”
	I look in the living room, noticing Orion spread out across the couch, his paw sitting on the tv remote.
	“Yeah, you're right. It’s time for some ‘me’ time. Now, don’t get me wrong, I totally want to clean everything up, but I have to follow Oli’s instructions. Otherwise, he’ll get super mad, and we can’t have that.” I changed out of my clothes, instead putting on a pair of sweatpants I found at the Goodwill and one of my dad’s old sweatshirts. It was one of his favorites; sometimes when I’m wearing it, I imagine him standing next to me, his signature smile on his face with the little dimple on his left cheek shining through.
	Before getting too emotional, I put my hair up into a claw clip, and heat up a bag of popcorn in the microwave.
	“Alright, the Love Island marathon has officially started. For the next 3 hours, we are not to leave this couch, do you understand Orion?”
	“Meow.”
	“That’s what I like to hear.” I relax down on the couch, Orion snuggling up into the crook of my elbow. I stroke his head, and focus on the mindless show, hoping to escape all the thoughts racing around and instead just enjoy the moment before it’s gone.
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	I WOULD LIKE TO SAY I ENJOY THE MOMENTS WHERE I can sit in board meetings and do absolutely nothing all day, but then I’d be lying. Honestly, what type of person enjoys listening to the drabness of middle-aged men’s voices as they talk about some of the most mundane topics that exist on this planet.  
The board members' voices drown on, and on, filling up the room with their monotone speeches and useless knowledge. While it may be that I am COO of the company, Hayes Consolidated, I don’t really get an opinion on anything. All say in what happens is up to my father—I’m just the show pony who sits on a pedestal and looks pretty.
All I wish to do in life is stay at home in my office, and relax in the peace and utter silence around me, excluding the clicking of my keyboard and my computer mouse. Something my father would never understand in his entire lifetime. 
	“Mr. Hayes, sir. Are you sure that—” I hold my hand up to make whoever’s ridiculous voice is talking take a back seat. I was so close—so close.
	“I’m going to say this one time, and one time only. We are going through with this plan that my father has produced, ok? It’s already been approved and will not be going away any time soon. Excuse my tone, but get used to it.” God, it’s like I work with a bunch of idiots, “If you don’t agree with it, then go ahead and walk towards the door before I force you out.”
	I am greeted with tranquility as I gaze upon the faces of those sitting around the oval table in the meeting room. The stillness in their faces is something I wish I could get used to, but even I know we can’t always have what we want.
	“I think it’s time for this meeting to end before words get said. Finish the proposal and have it on my desk by the end of the week.”
	I stand up from my seat at the head of the table, and exit the meeting room, heading to my office before I get forced into another endless conversation with an employee I have no business talking to.
	Walking down the hall, I examine the whiteness of the walls, the blankness of the decorations that surround the office for floors upon floors.
	My father always tried to push me to be the type of person that would rule a company with an iron fist, taking no slack from anyone—however, not everyone can turn out to be exactly like him. While he’s more of a businessman, invested in the world of real estate and money, I prefer the work of coding and network. As long as I can remember, all I’ve wanted to do in life is work in security and surveillance. My younger brother, Kai—with his spontaneous attitude yet likeness for protection and security—has been my inspiration my entire life: he’s the light in my darkness, the wind to my flame.
Unfortunately, when Kai was born, my father’s company had experienced a security breach: a foreign company had tried to break into his records and steal his plans for expansion. It infuriated my father that someone could so easily access everything he had spent years trying to build and protect. So consumed in rage, he had blamed it on my brother, claiming his existence was cursed—that his birth was bad luck and the universe’s way of balancing the scale was trying to destroy his company. If you asked me today why my father would express such horrible thoughts, I would never be able to tell you.  I, myself, have never understood it. Witnessing my father in such a manner broke something in 5 year old me; it made me realize that my father would take any means necessary to protect his most prized possession, even if it meant ruining his family in the process. 
With that in mind, I spent the next 23 years of my life learning the ins and outs of encryption, ciphering—anything that would help protect another security breach from occurring. 
On my 18th birthday, I learned my father planned to announce me as his heir and next in line for CEO when he deemed it was ‘the right moment.’ After his blatant disregard for my life,  I decided I would never, ever, disclose to him anything personal; no details that he could take and squash from under me to ensure that I was his puppet to play with. I vowed that I would do whatever it takes to protect my brother from the brunt of my father’s fury, even if it meant living a devastating life so he could live a fulfilling one.
As soon as I walk through my office door, a voice begins to echo out. “Roman, your father wants to see you in his office, immediately. Don’t be late.”
Speak of the devil, and they shall appear. 
The message concludes as I click the button on the answering machine. Could this day get any worse?
Even though I had just made it to my sanctuary—the space that allowed me to hide from the absolute demise that my life was—I quickly exited and headed down to the end of the hallway where my father’s office was located. 
Reaching his door, I notice Michelle, my father’s secretary, typing quickly on her computer, her brow caught in a frown.
“Michelle, how are you doing this fine afternoon?” The silence is deafening.
I ask again, but she completely ignores my sentiment.
“Michelle, are you alright?”
“I am absolutely fine, Mr. Hayes.” She doesn’t look up from the screen, “Now, if you would ever so kindly show yourself inside as to not interrupt my work, that would be greatly appreciated.”
I’ve never liked Michelle. She always talks condescendingly to me as if she has some authority over me. She always seems to forget that just because she’s my father’s errand girl doesn’t mean she gets to tell me off.
“It was nice to talk to you too, Michelle.”
Walking past her, I knock on the wooden door and scurry into the room before my father can find some sort of way to criticize my presence in his personal space.
“Sit down, Roman.” My father, Victor Hayes, doesn’t bother looking up from his documents spread across his mahogany desk—now I know where Michelle gets it from. His office is exactly what you’d expect from the CEO of a fortune 500 company—floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan, expensive art that he doesn’t actually appreciate, and furniture that costs more than most people’s annual salary.
I take a seat in one of the leather chairs across from him, waiting. Victor Hayes has always been a man who enjoys making people wait, savoring the power dynamic it creates.
“I’ve been reviewing the quarterly reports,” he finally says, his steel-gray eyes meeting mine. “The numbers are good. Better than good, actually.”
I remain silent. There’s always a ‘but’ with my father.
“But I’ve decided it’s time to accelerate the timeline.”
“What timeline?” I ask, though I already have a sinking feeling I know exactly what he’s talking about.
“Your timeline. I’m announcing you as CEO at the end of this quarter. Three months, Roman. That gives you until November to prove you’re ready to take over Hayes Consolidated.”
The words hit me like a physical blow. Three months. I thought I had at least another year, maybe two, before he’d make this move.
“That’s rather sudden, don’t you think?”
“Sudden?” Victor leans back in his chair, steepling his fingers. “You’re 28 years old. I had already built an entire empire by your age. If anything, I’ve been too lenient with you.”
I bite back the retort that wants to escape. Arguing with my father is like arguing with a brick wall - pointless and likely to leave you with a headache.
“There’s something else,” he continues, and I brace myself, “I’m arranging a merger with the Ashford Group. Philip Ashford and I have been in discussion for quite some time now.”
The Ashford Group. One of the largest real estate conglomerates on the East Coast. This isn’t just a merger; it’s a complete reshaping of the industry landscape.
“I wasn’t aware we were pursuing a merger of this magnitude.”
“That’s because I didn’t need you to be aware. But now you do.” He slides a folder across the desk towards me. “The Ashfords have a daughter. Vanessa. Stanford graduate, currently running their West Coast operations. Philip and I believe a union between our families would be… beneficial to both companies.”
The words hang in the air between us, and I feel my jaw tighten. 
“A union.”
“Don’t be naive, Roman. These arrangements have been the foundation of successful business partnerships for centuries. You’ll meet her at the charity gala coming up. I expect you to make a good impression.”
“You’re asking me to marry someone I’ve never met for the sake of a business deal.”
“I’m not asking.” Victor’s voice drops to that dangerous tone I’ve heard him use in boardrooms when crushing competitors. “This is what’s best for Hayes Consolidated. This is what’s best for our family legacy. You will meet Vanessa Ashford, you will court her appropriately, and by the time the CEO announcement is made, I expect an engagement to follow shortly after.”
I stand up, my hands clenched at my sides. “And if I refuse?”
“Then I’ll name Kai as my successor instead.” The threat is delivered with such casual cruelty that it takes my breath away. “Of course, we both know Kai isn’t equipped to handle the pressures of running a company of this size. The stress alone would be devastating for someone with his… condition.”
He knows. He knows exactly what button to push. Kai has struggled with anxiety and panic attacks since we were teenagers, largely due to our father’s treatment of him. The thought of him putting that kind of pressure on my younger brother makes my blood run cold.
“You wouldn’t do that to him.”
“Wouldn’t I?” Victor picks up his pen, returning his attention to the papers on his desk as if this conversation is already over. “You have three months to prepare for the announcement. The merger with the Ashford Group will be finalized by then, and I expect you to have made significant progress with Vanessa. Don’t disappoint me, Roman.”
It’s a dismissal, clear as day. I turn and walk out of his office, my mind racing.
Michelle doesn’t look up as I pass her desk, and I’m grateful for it. I don’t think I could keep the fury off my face right now if I tried.
I make it back to my office and close the door behind me, leaning against it for a moment. Three months. Three months until my entire life is decided for me, carved out and packaged into exactly what Victor Hayes wants it to be.
I cross to the window, looking out at the city below. Somewhere down there, people are living normal lives. Going to coffee shops, meeting friends, falling in love with people they actually choose. Not being told who to marry, who to become, what to sacrifice.
My phone buzzes in my pocket. A text from Kai: Lunch tomorrow? I found this new Thai place you’d love.
I type back quickly: Definitely. 1pm?
His response is immediate: Perfect. You ok? Dad seemed particularly tyrannical this morning when he gave me his ‘special’ five minutes of attention.
I’ll tell you tomorrow, I send back. I can’t unload this on him over text. Besides, I need time to figure out how to explain that our father is essentially blackmailing me into an arranged marriage by using Kai as leverage.
I return to my desk, but I can’t focus on any of the work in front of me. The proposals, the reports, the endless stream of emails—all of it feels suffocating. The walls of my office, which usually provide relief, now feel like they’re closing in, trapping me in a cage of my own design with no way out.
Without really thinking about it, I pull a map up on my phone. I need to get out of here, need to go somewhere that isn’t tainted by my father’s influence. Somewhere I can just… breathe.
My finger hovers over the screen before I start scrolling through nearby locations. Coffee shops, restaurants, parks. Nothing feels right. Then I spot it—a small bakery about fifteen minutes from the office. Magnolia Bakery. The reviews are glowing, praising the welcoming environment and the friendliness of the staff. They describe it as though they are stepping into a completely different world, closed off from society.
A different world. That’s exactly what I need right now.
I grab my coat and head for the door, ignoring the stack of documents that need my signature. For once in my life, I’m going to do something just because I want to, not because it’s expected of me.
The elevator ride down feels longer than usual, each floor a countdown to freedom. When I finally step out onto the street, the crisp air hits my face, and I take my first deep breath since walking into my father’s office.
I start walking, following the directions on my phone. The business district gradually gives way to a more residential area, the sterile glass and steel buildings replaced by older brownstones and small shops. It’s like crossing into another universe, one where people smile at each other on the street and take their time instead of rushing past in designer suits, yelling at anyone they can.
The bakery comes into view, a quaint little storefront with a cheerful sign and warm lighting visible through the windows. Even from outside, I can smell the scent of fresh bread and cinnamon. 
I pause at the door, my hand on the handle. This is ridiculous. I’m a grown man hiding from my father in a bakery like some kind of child. But then I think about Vanessa Ashford, about the CEO announcement, about spending the rest of my life living out my father’s vision instead of my own.
I push open the door and step inside.
The warmth envelops me immediately, along with the most incredible smell—coffee, vanilla, and something sweet baking in the back. It’s busy but not crowded, with a few people scattered at small tables and a short line at the counter.
For the first time all day, I feel some of the tension leave my shoulders.
I join the line, reading the menu board without really seeing it. I don’t care what I order. I just need a moment where no one is making demands of me, where I’m not COO Roman Hayes or Victor Hayes’ son or anyone other than just… myself. 
The line moves forward, and I find myself oddly at peace in this small corner of the city, completely unaware that my entire life is about to change because of the girl currently working behind that counter.
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Age 15
THE HENDERSONS HAVE A RULE: NO CRYING AT THE dinner table.
I learned this on my first night, when Mrs. Henderson slid a plate of pot roast in front of me and I immediately thought of my mother’s cooking—the way she’d hum while she stirred, the smell of garlic and butter filling our kitchen. My eyes went blurry at the memory. Mr. Henderson cleared his throat from the head of the table, and his wife gave me a look that spoke volume, not here.
So I swallowed it. I pressed the grief down into a place below my ribs where it couldn’t be seen, ate the pot roast, said thank you, and carried my plate to the sink.
The Hendersons aren’t unkind. That’s what I keep telling myself, two months into living in their beige house in Queens. They’re not unkind—they’re just not my parents. Mrs. Henderson reminds me of a form being filled out correctly: everything in its proper place, nothing overflowing. Mr. Henderson watches sports and calls me “the girl” when he talks to his wife, as in “Has the girl done her homework?” or “The girl left her shoes in the hall again.”
There are two other foster kids here. Marcus, who is seventeen and barely speaks, and Priya, who is eight and still believes she’s going back home any day now. I don’t have the heart to tell her what I know. You don’t go back. You just go forward, or you don’t move at all.
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At school, I am invisible. This is a deliberate choice. Being invisible means nobody asks questions I don’t want to answer. It means no one wants to come over, which means no one finds out about the beige house and Mrs. Henderson and the no-crying rule. It means I can sit at the back of every class and watch other people’s lives unfold like television shows I’m not allowed to watch.
I watch a lot of things I’m not part of.
The girl with the orange backpack who always has someone to sit with at lunch. The boy in my English class whose mother picks him up every single day and never forgets. The way normal families operate, with their casual touching and their easy laughter and their complete lack of awareness of how lucky they are.
I used to be one of those people. Fifteen months ago. It feels like a different century.
The caseworker comes by every few weeks. Her name is Katherine; she’s young, tired and tries very hard to make me comfortable. She asks me how I’m adjusting, if I feel safe, if I have any concerns. I tell her I’m fine, everything is fine. She writes something on her clipboard and asks if I’ve been eating.
I have been eating. I have been doing everything correctly. That is the only thing I know how to control anymore—following the rules so perfectly that no one can find a reason to move me somewhere worse.
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In October, Mrs. Henderson says there might be a family interested in me.
She tells me at breakfast, matter-of-factly, the way she announces everything. “The Parkers. They have a daughter about your age. They’ve been fostering for three years.” She pours her coffee. “They’d like to meet you.”
Something inside me goes very still. A family. A family that wants to meet me. Possibly even keep me, permanently.
I spent three days preparing for it. I iron the blouse my mother bought me in the spring before the accident. I practice answering questions in the mirror—what are your interests, what do you want to be when you grow up, are you easy to get along with. I rehearse being likeable.
The Parkers are warm people with bright eyes and a living room full of photos. Their daughter, Aurora, is fourteen and has her mother’s smile. She shows me her room and tells me she’s always wanted a sister, and for a few hours I let myself imagine it—this house, this family, belonging somewhere again.
Two days later, Katherine calls Mrs. Henderson.
I hear only one side of the conversation. Mrs. Henderson’s voice is careful, professional. She comes to find me in my room afterward and stands in the doorway with her arms crossed.
“They decided they want someone younger,” she says. Not unkindly. Just honestly. “I’m sorry, Aurelia.”
“It’s okay,” I say. “I knew it probably wouldn’t work out.”
I hadn’t known at all.
After she leaves, I sit on the edge of my bed for a long time. The grief comes in waves now—not just for my parents, but for everything I keep almost having. For every door I see open just enough to glimpse the light inside before it closes again.
I don’t cry. I’m getting very good at not crying.
Instead, I go downstairs to the kitchen.
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I’m not sure what I’m looking for. I just know I need something to do with my hands. I open the pantry and stand there for a long moment, looking at the neat rows of canned goods and dry pasta and baking supplies that Mrs. Henderson never seems to use.
There is flour. Butter. Sugar. Eggs. A half-empty bottle of vanilla extract that smells, when I open it, like every good thing that has ever existed in the world.
I think about my mother.
I think about the way she’d let me pour the ingredients back when I was small. How she’d guide my hands when I was clumsy. How baking with her felt like being held even when she wasn’t holding me.
My hands start moving before I’ve made a conscious decision. I pull out a mixing bowl. I find a recipe card tucked into the back of a drawer—chocolate chip cookies, someone’s grandmother’s writing, smudged with old use. I read it twice, then start measuring.
It is not graceful. I spill flour on the counter and forget to soften the butter and have to guess at what “cream together” means. But I keep going, because continuing on is the only thing I know how to do, and slowly something starts to take shape in the bowl.
When I slide the tray into the oven and set the timer, I realize my chest has loosened. The tight, held thing inside me has unclenched slightly, like a fist opening.
I clean up the counter while I wait. I line up the measuring spoons by size.
When the timer goes off, the kitchen smells extraordinary.
The cookies are imperfect—uneven, some of them too brown on the edges. But when I bite into one, it is warm and sweet and entirely mine, made by my hands from almost nothing, and for a few minutes I am not a girl waiting to be chosen or rejected. I am not “the girl” in Mr. Henderson’s stories. I am not a form being filled out. I am just Aurelia, and I made something good. Just like my mom.
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Marcus comes downstairs an hour later, drawn by the smell. He looks at the plate of cookies, then at me, with the suspicious expression of someone who has learned not to expect good things.
“You made those?”
“They’re a little burned,” I warn him.
He takes one anyway. Chews. “They’re good.”
It’s the most he’s ever said to me. We stand in the kitchen in companionable silence, eating imperfect cookies, and I think that maybe this is what surviving looks like sometimes. Not grand gestures. Not families choosing you. Just a warm kitchen and something you made yourself and someone standing next to you without requiring anything. Mrs. Henderson finds us there when she comes in from the garden. She looks at the cookies, then at the two of us, and something crosses her face that might be warmth or might just be relief.
“Save some for Priya,” she says.
“Yes ma’am.”
She turns to leave, then pauses. “They smell nice, Aurelia.”
I hold onto that for a long time after she goes. The smallness of it. The way one small recognition can feel, when you are starving for it, like being fed.
I don’t know yet that this afternoon—imperfect cookies and borrowed flour and a kitchen that isn’t mine—is the beginning of the only thing that will save me.
I don’t know yet what baking is going to become.
I just know that for the first time since the accident, I felt like myself.
And that is enough to hold onto.
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Age 5
"CRYING IS FOR THE WEAK."
My father's voice cuts through the air like a knife, and I force myself to stop sniffling. My knee is scraped and bleeding from where I fell off my bike, the skin torn and angry red. It hurts. It hurts so much.
But I can't cry. Not in front of him.
"Yes, sir," I manage, my voice only shaking a little.
Victor Hayes looks down at me with those cold eyes—the same brown eyes as mine, but completely devoid of warmth. "A Hayes doesn't show weakness. Ever. Do you understand?"
"Yes, sir."
"Good." He turns away, already dismissing me. "Clean yourself up. We have dinner with the Blackwoods in an hour. You will be presentable."
I wait until he's gone before I let the tears fall. Silent tears that I wipe away quickly, efficiently, making sure there's no evidence. At twelve years old, I'm already an expert at hiding.
Mom appears in the doorway, her face tight with concern. "Roman, sweetheart, let me see."
"I'm fine."
"You're bleeding."
"I said I'm fine." But I let her lead me to the bathroom anyway, let her clean the wound with gentle hands and soft murmurs.
"Your father doesn't mean to be so harsh," she says quietly. It's what she always says. "He just wants you to be strong."
I don't answer. What's the point? She knows the truth as well as I do. Victor Hayes doesn't want me to be strong. He wants me to be perfect. Unbreakable. A machine he can program to take over his empire.
There's no room for feelings in that plan.
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Age 10
The hospital room smells like antiseptic and fear.
Mom is in the bed, looking small and fragile, her hand resting on her swollen belly. The doctors say the baby is coming early—too early. Six weeks too early.
I'm not supposed to be here. Dad said I should stay home, focus on my studies. But I snuck out anyway because Mom looked so scared when they took her away in the ambulance.
"Roman." She reaches for my hand when she sees me. "You shouldn't be here."
"Neither should you. You're supposed to have six more weeks."
She gives me a weak smile. "Babies don't always follow the schedule."
"Is he going to be okay?" The doctors told us it's a boy. My little brother.
"I don't know, sweetheart. We have to wait and see."
The door opens and Victor strides in, his face a mask of controlled concern. The kind of concern you show business associates, not your wife who's about to give birth prematurely.
He sees me and pauses, masking the look of anger that was on his face. "Roman. I told you to stay home."
I try not to cower, but his booming voice does something to my knees, making them wobble as I stand next to my mother, seeking her comfort. "I wanted to be here for Mom."
"Your mother is fine. The doctors are handling it." He turns to Mom. "Diana. Status?"
Mom's jaw tightens. "They're prepping me for an emergency C-section. The baby's in distress."
Something flickers across Victor's face - too quick for me to identify. "I see. And the prognosis?"
"They don't know yet." Her voice cracks. "Victor, I'm scared."
"Fear is unproductive. The doctors know what they're doing."
I stare at my father in disbelief. His wife is terrified, about to undergo major surgery, and he's talking to her like she's reporting quarterly earnings.
"Dad," I say. "Maybe you could—"
"Roman, wait outside."
"But—"
"Outside. Now."
I look at Mom, who gives me a small nod. I squeeze her hand once more and leave, my chest tight with anger and helplessness.
I pace the waiting room for hours. Dad stays in the delivery room—not because he's supportive, but because he wants to "oversee the situation." Like he can control biology through sheer force of will.
Finally, a doctor appears. "Mr. Hayes?"
I jump to my feet. "Is my mom okay? What about the baby?"
"Your mother is fine. Tired, but fine. And your brother..." The doctor smiles. "He's small, but he's a fighter. We're keeping him in the NICU for observation, but his vitals are good."
Relief floods through me. "Can I see them?"
"Your father wants you to wait until tomorrow. Your mother needs rest."
Of course he does.
I don't see Mom or my new brother until the next afternoon. When I finally walk into the recovery room, Mom is holding a tiny bundle wrapped in blue.
"Roman," she says softly. "Come meet your brother."
I approach carefully, like I might break something. The baby is so small. So fragile. His eyes are closed, his little hands curled into fists.
"His name is Kai," Mom says. "It means 'ocean' in Hawaiian. I thought it was fitting."
"He's so little."
"He's a premature baby. But he's strong. Just like you."
I reach out and Kai's tiny hand wraps around my finger. The grip is surprisingly firm.
"He likes you," Mom says.
Something shifts in my chest. A fierce, protective feeling I've never experienced before. This tiny human is my brother. My family. And I will protect him.
"Where's Dad?" I ask.
Mom's smile fades. "He had an emergency at work. Something about a security breach."
Of course. Even now, the company comes first.
"It's okay," I tell her. "I'm here. I'll help you."
And I mean it. Whatever it takes, I'll make sure Kai is okay. I'll be the brother Dad never was to anyone. I'll be present. Supportive. Kind.
Everything Victor isn't.
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Age 18
"You're making a mistake."
I look up from my college acceptance letters spread across my desk. MIT, Stanford, Caltech. All the top computer science programs in the country.
Victor stands in my doorway, his expression hard.
"I don't think it's a mistake to pursue what I'm passionate about," I say carefully.
"Computer science." He says it like it's a disease. "You want to waste your education playing with computers when you should be studying business, economics, learning how to run a company."
"I'm not playing with computers. Cybersecurity is crucial in the modern business world. Every company needs—"
"Every company needs strong leadership. Vision. Control." He walks into my room, picks up the MIT acceptance letter. "This is a distraction. You are the heir to Hayes Consolidated. That is your future. Not this.”
My hands clench. I've been having this argument with him for months. "What if I don't want to run your company?"
The temperature in the room drops.
"What did you say?"
"I said, what if I don't want to run Hayes Consolidated? What if I want to do something else with my life?"
Victor's face goes dangerously calm. "You don't have a choice."
"I'm eighteen. I have every choice."
"No." He steps closer. "You have a responsibility. To this family. To the legacy I've built. You think you can just throw that away because you want to play with computers?"
"It's not playing—"
"You are my son. My heir. You will study business. You will intern at Hayes Consolidated every summer. And when you graduate, you will take your place as COO, learning everything you need to eventually become CEO." His voice is iron. "This is not a discussion."
"What about Kai?" I try. "He's smart. Maybe he could—"
"Kai is weak." Victor cuts me off. "He has anxiety. Panic attacks. He could never handle the pressure of running a company. You know this."
I do know this. Kai is fifteen now, and the panic attacks started two years ago. The pressure Victor puts on both of us has broken something in him.
"Then maybe you're the problem," I say quietly.
Victor's hand moves so fast I don't see it coming. The slap echoes through the room, my cheek stinging.
We stare at each other. He's never hit me before. Never had to. His disappointment was always weapon enough.
"You will do as you're told," he says, his voice deadly calm. "You will go to business school. You will join the company. And you will stop this ridiculous fantasy about computers and independence." He leans in close. "Or I will make sure Kai takes your place. And we both know what that would do to him."
The threat hangs in the air.
Kai can't handle being CEO. The pressure would destroy him. Victor knows this. And he's willing to use it.
"You wouldn't do that to your own son," I say.
"I would do whatever is necessary to protect my legacy. The question is, what will you do to protect your brother?"
He leaves, taking my MIT acceptance letter with him.
I sink into my desk chair, my cheek still burning, and look at the remaining letters. Stanford. Caltech. All the futures I could have had.
Then I think about Kai. About his panic attacks. About how he looks to me for protection, for safety. About how he's the only good thing in this house.
I pick up the business school acceptance letter from NYU. It's not what I want. But it keeps me close to Kai. And it keeps Victor's threat at bay.
For now, that's enough. I tell myself I'll find another way. That I'll carve out space for my passions later. That this sacrifice is temporary.
But deep down, I know the truth.
Victor Hayes doesn't let go of what he owns.
And in his eyes, I'm just another asset to be controlled.
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Age 17
THE GROUP HOME ON PROSPECT AVENUE SMELLS LIKE industrial cleaner and old carpet, and for sixteen months I have been trying to get out.
Not out of the city. Out of the version of my life where I eat off plastic trays and share a room with three other girls and wait for someone to decide my future for me. I am seventeen years old, and I am done waiting.
The plan is simple: I need fifty-two hours of volunteer work to qualify for an independent living program that will give me my own apartment at eighteen. Fifty-two hours stand between me and something that is mine. I have twenty-three so far.
The coordinator at the community center, a wide woman named Berenice who wears reading glasses on a beaded chain, tells me she has a new placement available.
“Magnolia Bakery,” she says, sliding a form across the desk. “Saturday mornings, six to noon. They take on volunteers to help with weekend prep. It’s physical work—lots of lifting, lots of standing. But the owner’s good people.”
I signed the form before she finished explaining.
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The first Saturday, I arrive at 5:55 AM, terrified of being late. The owner, Maggie, is already here. She is a compact woman in her fifties with silver-streaked hair, flour on her apron and the kind of energy that makes you feel slightly inadequate even when she’s being perfectly nice.
She looks me over. “You ever worked in a kitchen before?”
“A little,” I say, which is true if you count two years of stress-baking in foster care kitchens after everyone went to bed.
“Good enough. Wash your hands, put on an apron, and come watch me for the first hour before I let you touch anything.”
I watch.
And something happens to me.
It’s not a loud thing. It doesn’t announce itself. But standing in that kitchen, watching Maggie work, I feel something shift in me the way tectonic plates shift—no earthquake, just a slow, fundamental rearrangement of what I am built on.
She moves with complete certainty. Every gesture has a purpose. Her hands know exactly what to do without her having to think about it—the way she tests the dough by feel, reads a batter by its color, adjusts heat by the sound of something sizzling. She is fluent in a language I didn’t know existed.
“Stop staring and start learning,” Maggie says, without looking up.
“What do you notice?”
“You don’t measure.”
She glances at me. “Not for the things I know by heart. For everything else, I measure twice.” She holds the bowl toward me. “Feel this. This is what croissant dough is supposed to feel like. You want it smooth but not sticky. Elastic, like it has somewhere to be.”
I touch the dough. It is cool and yielding and somehow alive.
“Now you’ll know it and when you feel it again,” she says.
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By eight o’clock, I am elbow-deep in a batch of muffin batter, and not thinking about the group home or the independent living program or the girls who took my hair products last week or the caseworker who calls me “high-functioning” like it's a diagnosis. I am thinking about whether I’ve incorporated the blueberries evenly and whether this smells right and what Maggie will say when she tastes them.
This is, I realize later, the first time in years that I have been completely present in a moment. No grief pulling me backward. No fear pulling me forward. Just flour and sugar and this exact second.
Maggie tastes a muffin when they come out of the oven. She chews slowly, considering. Then she looks at me.
“These are good.”
“I followed the recipe.”
“Recipes are just the beginning.” She sets the muffin down. “You added something. What was it?”
I hesitate. “A little extra vanilla. And I thought the lemon zest called for in the recipe wasn’t enough, so I added more. Is that okay?”
Maggie studies me for a long moment. “That’s not following the recipe.”
“I know. I’m sorry, I should have asked—”
“That,” she interrupts, “is called instinct. Don’t apologize for it.”
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I come back the next Saturday. And the one after that.
The hours for my program accumulate, but I stop counting them after a while, which is how I know something has changed. I’m not here for the hours anymore. I’m here because six o’clock on a Saturday morning in this kitchen is the only time all week when I feel like I know exactly who I am.
Maggie starts teaching me things that aren’t on a prep list. The science behind why bread rises. How fat content affects texture. Why temperature matters not just for cooking but for every stage of preparation. She lends me a copy of a culinary textbook so old the spine is held together with a rubber band and tells me to bring it back when I’m done.
I read the entire thing in four days.
“You understand flavor balancing,” she tells me one morning, watching me adjust the filling for a lemon tart. “Instinctively. That’s not common.”
“My mom used to cook,” I say. It comes out before I can stop it. “She was always saying that salt makes sweet sweeter and acid makes fat lighter. I didn’t know it was a real thing—I thought she just made it up.”
Maggie goes quiet for a moment. “She sounds like she knew what she was doing.”
“She did. She knew what she was doing with everything.”
I don’t say the rest. I don’t say that some mornings I wake up and can’t remember the sound of her voice anymore, and that terrifies me more than anything else in the world. I don’t say that sometimes when I'm baking, some combination of smells or textures will unlock a memory so precisely that it feels like being stabbed with something beautiful.
I don’t say it, but I think Maggie understands anyway. She has that quality - the ability to hear what you’re not saying.
“She’d be proud,” Maggie says finally, and goes back to work.
I have to turn away so she doesn’t see my face.
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The Saturday before my eighteenth birthday, I come in to find Maggie sitting at the counter with two cups of coffee instead of already mid-prep.
“Sit down,” she says.
I sit. Something in her posture makes my stomach tighten. I have learned to be afraid of conversation that starts with sitting down.
“I hear you’re aging out next month,” she says.
“Yes.”
“Where are you going?”
“The independent living program. I have an apartment lined up in the Bronx.” I say it with more confidence than I feel. The apartment is the size of a large closet and the neighborhood is not ideal, but it is mine.
Maggie wraps her hands around her coffee cup. “I’m going to offer you a job.”
I stare at her. “I—what?”
“Part-time, to start. Weekends and a couple of weekdays. Minimum wage plus tips when we do events. It’s not much,” She holds up a hand before I can speak. “But you’re talented, Aurelia. Genuinely talented. And I’d rather have you here learning than somewhere else wasting it.”
I open my mouth. Close it. Try again.
“You barely know me,” I finally say. “Why would you do this?”
Maggie looks at me with the direct, unsentimental gaze of a woman who has made a decision and is done being questioned about it. “Because someone did it for me once, a long time ago. And because you remind me of who I was at seventeen.” She slides a mug towards me. “Have some coffee. It’s a big decision.”
Actually, it’s the easiest decision I’ve ever made. I have never been less conflicted about anything in my life.
“Yes,” I say. “I’ll take the job.”
Maggie smiles - a real one, not the professional kind she deploys for customers. “Good. Now get your apron on. We’re behind.”
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I walk home that afternoon through streets I’ve walked a hundred times without really seeing them, and everything looks slightly different. Like a filter had shifted.
In thirty-one days, I will turn eighteen. I will leave the group home. I will have my own apartment with my own key and the terrifying and exhilarating blank page of a life I am building myself.
And I will have this—a kitchen where I am wanted. A skill I didn’t know I had. A woman who saw something in me and decided to say so. My mother used to say that the world has a way of balancing itself out. That for every awful thing that finds you, something extraordinary is waiting on the other side.
I didn’t believe her. For four years, I thought she was wrong.
But standing on a street corner in the October light, smelling faintly of vanilla and coffee and the bread we baked this morning, I think maybe she wasn’t.
Maybe this is the something extraordinary.
Maybe this is where I start.
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WALKING INTO THE BAKERY, THAT IMMEDIATE FEELING of comfort rushes back into me, illuminating me with the type of calm you never know you need until it’s right in front of you.
A voice yells out as soon as the door closes. “Aurelia! Oh, thank goodness you’re back. Yesterday was a disaster! The oven wouldn’t work, and then the lunch rush came in and I couldn’t keep up - I almost collapsed.” A pause, before it starts softly, “I never want to go through that ever again.”
I spot him as he rushes towards me, throwing his arms around my frame, squeezing me to the point of not being able to breath.
“Are you feeling better after yesterday? I can only imagine how hard it is to come back from a trauma like that.” Oliver asks.
“It was actually very nice—I’m glad you made me leave, it was very much needed.”
“I’d do anything to ensure you’re healthy and happy; you’re my best friend, and friends always help each other in a time of crisis.”
“So..” I start, trying to sound subtle, “Was it really that bad without me here?” The death glare he sends my way only adds to my growing amusement.
I giggle, unable to contain my laughter over his theatrics. “Well, I’m here now, and we’ll get everything under control for today. Now, why don’t we start by cleaning down the tables and setting the pastries out, hmm?”
“Yes ma’am. Oliver Dutton, reporting for duty.” He salutes like a soldier as we begin to get to work, making the bakery as spotless as ever.
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An hour later, the area looks pristine as I finish putting away the cleaning supplies. Oliver, spotting the line starting to form outside, unlocks the door and turns the sign to ‘Open.’ As soon as the building begins to fill up, I switch to focus mode—pouring coffee, packing up pastries, counting money. Whenever I get the opportunity to work, my mind blanks; I can relax and focus on making other people feel special, even if it’s just for a few seconds of the day.
Finishing up the next batch of brownies, I turn around to the sound of the bell above the door to find a man I’ve never seen before entering. A very attractive man. I immediately clock that he’s never been around this part of the city before, otherwise I definitely would have remembered. He appears to be around 6’4” to my 5’5”.  His eyes have the appearance of milk chocolate as they gleam in the ever growing sunlight, his hair having that natural wave like the celebrities in movies. I assume he must be some business mogul, with his suit looking all unblemished and freshly pressed. He looks like a man that stepped off of the cover of a magazine and crazily decided he wanted to stop in this little bakery for the day.
I don’t realize I’ve been staring until I hear someone clear their throat. Slightly shaking my head, I get back to work before I get myself in trouble for ogling a stranger.
My heart starts to race as I notice the enigma of a man getting closer to the counter, his eyes tracing the menu back and forth.
Oliver, noticing my mini freak-out, volunteers to take over the position, but I decline. Like my father always used to say, ‘You only live once,’ and if this is my shot to finally talk to a guy that isn’t Oliver, I’m going to take it.
I wipe my palms on the front of my jeans, push my hair out of my face to adjust my glasses, and attempt to stand up straight.
However, as soon as he walks up and places his palms on the counter, all of my confidence flies out the window. He stares, waiting for me to say something, but all I can do is stand in embarrassment as he assesses me. 
I watch as he looks my outfit up and down, his eyes shining with an emotion I’ve never seen before.
“Have I left you speechless?”
I freeze on the spot. Is he talking to me? Please, Lord, don’t let him be talking to me…
“I can assure you, I am indeed talking to you sunshine.”
“You heard that?!” I blurt out. I cover my mouth with the palm of my hand, feeling my face heat.
“I can say I didn’t if that makes you feel better.” He grins down at me, and I melt into a puddle. If Flynn Rider were a real life person, he would definitely be in the running for best lookalike.
“I—uh… Hi! Welcome to Magnolia Bakery. What can I get started for you today?” I compose myself. If I want to make an impression, I have to act presentable - not like some blubbering idiot. 
“Hmm.” He places his hand on the bow of his chin,”I have to admit, I’ve never been here before. Although, that’s probably obvious.” He looks down at his outfit, and then back at me. 
“Don’t worry. I’ll make it feel like you’ve been here 20 times.” I smiled up at him, “Is there anything on the menu you wanted to try?”
He thinks over the question, giving me a moment to get a good look at him. I can’t help but gawk at his muscular frame, the way his suit perfectly fits across his arms and chest. 
Before I can get any further, he responds, “You know, I think I want whatever your favorite thing on the menu is. I’ve been having a pretty stressful day; I’m hoping getting an exceptional pastry from a beautiful woman will help make it better.”
The blush taking over my face must make me look like a tomato. “Uh, yeah ok. I guess I would say my favorite thing is our eclairs.” I think back to how my parents used to buy a box of eclairs every week from an authentic shop down the street of our brownstone, and we would negotiate who got the majority each time. I always ended up with the most.
“That sounds perfect. Can I also get a coffee with cream and two sugars?”
“Of course you can. I have to say though, I would have expected you to try and order it black.” I giggle.
“Who do you take me for, a psychopath? I may look like a business man, rich and important, but I would never drink something so foul.”
“You think very highly of yourself don’t you?” I raise an eyebrow at him, “I wonder, do you live in a mansion, with forty cars to choose from and a butler that follows you everywhere you go?”
A grim expression crosses across his face, but he quickly masks it with a booming laugh, his cheeks possibly going pink with amusement or perhaps embarrassment.
“Don’t let the suit fool you. What may appear fancy on the outside may look different on the inside.” He grins back at me, shattering my resolve. “I guess that means I could pass for an attractive mogul, right?”
“I guess so.” I giggle again, not being able to hold in the enjoyment the conversation with this mystery man has brought me.
Never in my seven years of working here have I ever felt like this before. It’s like a butterfly is fluttering around in my stomach, my pulse racing like something from a horror movie.
	This is totally not scaring me.
“I’ll go ahead and get your order ready.” I begin to input the commands into the system. “Feel free to sit wherever you like, and I’ll call your name when it’s ready.”
“But, you don’t know my name, sunshine.” My eyes widened. 
Of course, how could I forget. 
It was like I was in this trance where just looking at him made me forget everything but us standing here together in this moment. 
“How silly of me! If you don’t mind me asking, what is your name, good sir?” I joke, putting on my best British accent.
“How about you tell me yours first, and then I’ll tell you mine.”
Before I can think about any of the consequences that may come from my actions, I blurt out, “Aurelia. My name is Aurelia.”
“Well, it’s nice to meet you, Aurelia.” The way he says it, with a sultry tone at the end, makes all my nerve ends explode, “My name is Roman.”
“It’s nice to meet you as well, Roman.”
Before I can, again, tell him to go sit down, I notice Oliver standing beside me.
“And who might this fine specimen be?”
“Um, this is Roman. He’s a new customer here.” I mumble.
“Well, it is very nice to meet you. I went ahead and got everything ready for you. I just need to take Aury here to the back for a sec. Some ‘supply’ things we need to take care of.” 
Before I can get another word out, Oliver whisks me away from the counter into the back, commanding one of the new hires to take over my post.
“Oli, what are you doing! He’s going to think I'm hanging out with crazy people!”
“Sweet girl, we need to have a nice, long chat about that man.”
“What is there to talk about? I finally made a connection with someone, and you pushed me away like your pants were on fire. What is going on?”
“Do you not know who that is?” He outrages. I’ve never seen him look so animated in my life—and I know he used to do theatre as a kid. “That was Roman Hayes!”
“Am I supposed to know who that is?”
“He’s the heir to Hayes Consolidated! He’s, like, one of the richest people in the entire world!”
“Oh, um, that’s nice for him I guess. The suit kind of gave it away, but he looked kind of embarrassed, so I just let it go.” 
“Aury, he could buy out, like, this entire neighborhood! He’s a dangerous individual to be around—he holds an influence over everything.” The information being told to me goes in one ear and out the other. It was obvious to me that Roman preferred not to talk about his personal life, and if anyone was to know what it was like being asked invasive questions, it’s me. If he wanted to tell me, he would. Although I must admit, the curiosity nibbles at me slowly, the questions swirling around.
But then the doubt hits.
What if he found out I knew and never came back? 
“Oli, please, just stop. Whatever you have to say about him, I don’t want to hear it. I want, whatever we might have together, to be authentic, not based on things you’re telling me.”
“Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He pouts, crossing his arms over his chest.
“Now, I need to get back out there before he leaves and thinks I don’t want to see him again!” I walk out of the back and reappear at the counter. I glance around to see if Roman is still here, but don’t see any sign of his glamorous face or magnificent suit.
Sadness, and a bit of fear washed over me. He was gone. He left, and was probably never going to come back. How could I think someone like that would possibly want to be anything with a person like me? 
 Suddenly, the guy standing at the edge of the counter holds up a piece of paper. He waves his hand around, a flash of white catching my eye. “Hey, um, excuse me? That guy you were talking to earlier said to tell you he had to go back to his office for a meeting, but left this note for you?” He hands me the white, crinkled up piece of paper in his palm. I graciously thank the customer, and open it up to find scrawled handwriting covering the material:

‘I’ll be back tomorrow to see you again. Here’s my number if you’re up to texting me before we meet again.’

Relief like I’ve never felt floods through my body as the note registers. To know that I didn’t mess up our interaction fills me with joy. My mind is immersed in possibilities of a future with him.
	Maybe it sounds crazy that one of the first men I talked to - flirted with - I felt a connection towards—but it felt like there was some invisible string pulling us together, like we were meant to meet at that moment.
	“Oli! Oli, come look at this!” Glee fills me as a huge smile lights up my face, my confidence surging back up inside me. 
“What is it? Is someone hurt, is there a fire—tell me who I need to beat up!” He immediately squares up, looking for the reason for my exclamation.
	I hand him the note, the message probably written all over my face, “He wants to see me again! There is a real possibility of this playing out!”
	He peers down at it, the start of a frown slowly taking over his face.
	“What’s wrong? Aren’t you happy for me?”
	“Of course I am, Aury.” He looks me straight in the eye. “I just don't want this to turn out terrible, or leave you as a crumbling mess trying to pick up the pieces of heartbreak.” He pauses, “Like with your parents.”
	“This is different, I can feel it deep inside me.” I pull him closer to me, embracing him. 
	If this is my chance at a romance like the one my parents had, I am willing to do whatever it takes to seize it. I want to be able to wake up to someone next to me, texting and calling all day, spending time together in the evenings, and romantic candle-light dinners. I want to be able to be myself without worrying if I’m being judged 24/7, someone who loves me for all my flaws and all. Crazy or not, there’s a possibility Roman is that person and I am willing to sacrifice everything for just an opportunity with him, no matter what.
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THE PROBLEM WITH ROUTINE IS THAT IT BECOMES SOMETHING before you decide it is.
I am a man who tracks patterns—it is what I am good at, what my mind does in the background at every meeting and every conversation and every hour I spend staring at code that is trying to hide something from me. I notice when a sequence repeats. I notice what it means when it does.
By the third consecutive afternoon at Magnolia Bakery, I notice that I’m not going because of the food. 
I deem this information important. I catalog it the way I catalog anything that requires careful handling and I haven't yet decided what to do with it. 
The bakery has its own rhythm, and I have learned it without meaning to. The morning rush clears by nine-thirty. There is a lull between ten and eleven-thirty that is neither quiet nor crowded—the regulars who sit with their newspapers and the occasional early lunch, the table by the window that always seems to be claimed before I arrive. The afternoon picks up around one. I have started arriving at ten forty-five, which gives me roughly forty-five minutes of what I have told myself is productive thinking time in a low-pressure environment. 
I am aware this is a lie I am telling myself. Kai would laugh. 
What it actually gives me is forty-five minutes near Aurelia. 
She moves through the bakery with the efficiency of someone who knows exactly where everything is and does not have to think about it. Not rushed—purposeful. There is a difference, and it shows in the way she carries herself: unhurried even when she’s moving fast, present in a way that feels specific to whatever is in front of her. When she is making coffee, she is making coffee. When she is talking to a customer, they appear to have her complete attention, and I have watched grown adults leave the counter looking slightly more cheerful than they came in, as if that attention was a small gift they weren’t expecting to receive. 
She does not do this on purpose. That is what makes it interesting. 
On the second day, I had ordered an eclair again—my usual, already becoming that—and she had said, without looking up from the case, you could branch out, you know, and when I said I knew what I liked, she had glanced at me briefly with an expression that I am still trying to categorize. Not skepticism, exactly. Something between amusement and assessment. 
Most people who say that are just scared of being wrong, she’d said. 
I had, uncharacteristically, not had an immediate response. 
By the fourth day, I stop pretending.
The city outside has its usual indifferent energy—taxis, construction noise, the particular smell of a block that is half residential and half commercial. Walking here from the office I pass through three different microenvironments, each with its own weather system of sound and light. I have started noticing the transition—the moment the glass-and-steel district gives way to something older, more human-scaled. I could not have told you where that line was a few days ago..
I find myself at the door at ten forty-three. 
Aurelia is behind the counter, in conversation with Oliver, who is gesturing about something with the full-body commitment of someone making a point they consider self-evident. She is laughing. Not politely—actually laughing, tipping slightly forward with it, her glasses pushed up the way they go when she’s mid-expression. 
She sees me when the door opens, and the laugh doesn’t stop, but it changes register. Becomes slightly self-conscious around the edges. She straightens up, brushes flour from her apron. 
“Right on time,” she says. 
“I’m a man of habit.” 
“There are worse things to be.” She reaches for the pastry case with the ease of someone who knows what I want. “Eclair?” 
“Whatever you think is best,” I say, which is not what I usually say, and I watch her register the change—a small pause, a look at me that is considering rather than automatic. 
“There’s a tarte au citron that came out well this morning,” she says carefully. “It’s not as forgiving as the eclairs—if you don’t like it, it’s because lemon is polarizing. But if you do—” 
“I’ll try it.” 
She plates it with the same attention she gives everything, and I carry it to the corner table I have begun to think of as mine, which is a thought I examine once and then set aside. 
The tarte is extraordinary. 
I stay until eleven-forty-five, which is longer than I planned. When I finally stand to leave, Aurelia is at the far end of the counter and there is a small line forming. I decide not to interrupt her. But she glances over as I pass, and what she does is small—just a look, a half-second of acknowledgement—but it lands in my chest like something with weight. 
I walk back to the office thinking about lemon tarts and the particular way she laughs when she means it. 
The pattern has established itself. I decide to stop cataloging it and simply let it be what it is. 
What it is, I think, is the beginning of something 
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THE SMELL OF BACON WISPS THROUGH THE AIR AS the golden light of the sun filters through my apartment. After the first interaction with Roman a week ago, it’s all I can think about. Memories of his physique, his voice, the way he interacted with the people around him sends something low and persistent through me that I don’t have a word for yet.
He’s been coming into the bakery every day, standing at the counter with that smug smirk he wears like a badge of honor, turning my brain into mush. I become so unfocused when he enters the building, I’ve been making beginner mistakes—spilling the coffee beans, grabbing the wrong pastry, messing up the counts.
Maggie keeps sending me concerning looks whenever I pass by her office, and I want to tell her what’s going on, but I’m worried she’ll think I’m crazy like Oliver does. Even though he hasn’t said it outright, I can tell by the way he’s been acting every time Roman comes in that he doesn’t trust him.
I flip the bacon in the pan, watching as Orion waves between my legs, purring loudly.
“You’re not getting any of this,” I tell him firmly, even though we both know I’ll probably sneak him a piece when I’m done. “It’s not good for you.”
“Meow.”
“Don’t give me that look.”
My phone buzzes on the counter, and my heart does that stupid flutter thing it’s been doing all week. I wipe my hands on a dish towel and pick it up, trying to ignore the way my pulse quickens when I see Roman’s name on the screen.
Roman: Good morning. I hope I’m not texting too early.
I glance at the clock—7:43 AM. He texted me at 7:43 in the morning. Does this mean he was thinking about me first thing when he woke up?
Stop it, Aurelia. Don’t read into everything.
Me: Not at all! I’ve been up for a while. Making breakfast.
Roman: Let me guess—something incredible that would put my sad excuse for cereal to shame?
I can’t help but smile at my phone like an idiot.
Me: Just bacon and eggs. Nothing fancy.
Roman: Sounds perfect. I’ll see you at the bakery today? Same time?
Me: I’ll be there.
Roman: Good. I’ve been thinking about those eclairs all morning.
	I stare at the message, wondering if he’s really talking about the eclairs or if there’s something more behind his words. God, when did I become this person? This over-analyzing, constantly-checking-her-phone person?
	I set my phone down and finish making breakfast, my mind continuously wandering back to Roman. The way his eyes crinkle when he laughs. How he always asks about my day and actually seems interested in my answers. The casual way he leans against the counter while we talk, like he has all the time in the world even though I know he doesn’t.
	“Meow?”
	I look down to find Orion sitting expectantly by his food bowl.
	“You’re right,” I tell him, grabbing his food from the cabinet. “I’m being ridiculous. It’s just… he’s different, you know? When I’m with him, I don’t feel broken. I feel like maybe, just maybe, I could be normal.”
	Orion meows again, more insistently this time.
	“Yeah, yeah. Food first, existential crisis later.”
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I shouldn’t be this nervous about going to a bakery.
I’ve negotiated multi-million dollar deals without breaking a sweat. I’ve stood up to my father in boardrooms filled with his allies. But the thought of seeing Aurelia again makes my palms sweat like I’m sixteen years old asking someone to prom.
At first, I told myself it was just a convenient escape from the office. A place to clear my head between meetings. But I’m not fooling anyone—least of all myself.
I’m going because of her.
Aurelia, with her nervous laugh and the way she tucks her hair behind her ear when she’s flustered. The genuine smile that lights up her entire face when I walk through the door. The way she talks about baking like it’s magic instead of mixing ingredients. 
She doesn’t know who I am; I made sure to try to keep it as hidden as possible. To her, I’m just Roman—some guy in a suit who likes eclairs and coffee with cream and two sugars. Not the heir to Hayes Consolidated. Not Victor Hayes’ son. Not someone whose entire future has been mapped out without his consent.
Just Roman.
And God, it’s liberating.
I check my reflection one more time in the elevator mirror. I’ve started dressing down for these visits—still professional enough that I can go straight back to the office, but not so corporate that I look like I’m about to hostile-takeover a small business.
The walk to the bakery has become muscle memory at this point. Fifteen minutes of relative anonymity where no one is asking me for signatures or decisions or trying to manipulate me into doing what my father wants.
 When I push through the door, the little bell chimes, and I immediately spot her behind the counter. She’s laughing at something Oliver—her best friend and co-worker—said, her face lit up with genuine joy. The sight hits me square in the chest.
Then she sees me, and her cheeks flush that beautiful shade of pink I’ve become addicted to.
“Roman!” She straightens up, smoothing down her apron. “You know, I’ve gotten our routine down to a T.”
“I can see that—very efficient of you,” I say, making my way to the counter. There’s no line yet—I’ve timed my visits for the lull between the morning rush and lunch crowd. More time to talk to her without making it obvious that I’m here specifically for her company.
Oliver gives me a look that I can’t quite decipher—somewhere between protective and amused—before excusing himself to check on something in the back.
“So,” Aurelia says, her fingers fidgeting with the edge of her apron. “The usual?”
“Actually, now that I’m here,” I lean against the counter, “I was hoping you could recommend something new. Surprise me.”
Her eyes light up in a way that makes my heart do something stupid. “Really?” She pauses, staring intensely into my eyes, “Is this because of the last time you were here?”
“Maybe. I trust you to make an admirable choice.”
“You trust me?”
“Completely.”
She bites her lip, thinking, and I have to force myself to look away before I do something stupid like stare at her mouth.
“Okay,” she says finally, “I have the perfect thing. But you have to promise to be honest—if you hate it, you have to tell me.”
“Deal.”
She disappears into the back, and I can hear her talking with Oliver in hushed tones. When she returns, she’s carrying a small plate with what looks like a croissant, but not quite.
“This is my own creation,” she explains, setting it down in front of me. “I’ve been experimenting with different fillings. This one has strawberry cream and honey. I know it sounds weird, but—”
“It sounds incredible.” I pick it up and take a bite.
The flavors explode on my tongue—buttery, flaky pastry with the subtle warmth of strawberry and the sweetness of honey. It’s unlike anything I’ve ever tasted.
“Sunshine,” I say after swallowing, “this is genius. Seriously. Why isn’t this on the menu?”
She ducks her head, but I can see the pleased smile tugging at her lips. “Really? You’re not just saying that?”
“I’m serious. This should be on the top of the board. Actually, this should be in every bakery in New York.” I take another bite to emphasize my point. 
	“What else have you created?”
She shrugs, but her eyes are sparkling. “Just… things. I like to experiment when it’s slow. Maggie lets me use the kitchen after hours sometimes.”
“You should open your own place,” I say without thinking.
Something flickers across her face—longing, maybe, or fear. “That’s… actually my dream. I applied to this culinary program at the university. If I get in, it could help me learn the business side of things, not just the baking.”
“You’ll get in,” I say with complete certainty.
“How do you know?”
“Because you’re talented. Anyone who tries this—” I gesture to the pastry, “would be crazy not to accept you.”
She’s full-on blushing now, and I feel like I’ve won some kind of prize.
“So,” she says, clearly trying to change the subject, “how’s work? You might have mentioned you work in… business?”
And there it is. The question I’ve been dreading and avoiding all week.
I should tell her the truth. I should tell her exactly who I am, what my life looks like, what I’m up against. But the words stick in my throat. Because I know—I know—that once she finds out I’m Roman Hayes, billionaire playboy, everything will change. She’ll see me differently. She’ll treat me differently.
And I’m not ready to lose this yet. This one pure thing in my life where I can just be myself.
“Yeah,” I say, hating myself a little. “Family business. It’s… complicated. Lots of meetings, lots of pressure. Not nearly as interesting as creating amazing pastries.”
“What kind of business?”
“Real estate mostly. Development, acquisitions. It’s pretty dry stuff.” All true, technically. Just… not the whole truth.
She nods, accepting my vague explanation without pushing. It’s one of the things I like about her—she doesn’t pry. She just listens.
“That sounds stressful,” she says sympathetically. “Is that why you started coming here? To escape?”
“Something like that.” I meet her eyes, letting her see the truth in that at least. “Best decision I’ve made in a long time.”
The air between us shifts, charged with something I can’t quite name. She opens her mouth to say something, but the bell above the door chimes, and a group of customers walks in.
“I should let you work,” I say, even though leaving is the last thing I want to do.
“Will you… will you be back tomorrow?” she asks, and there’s something vulnerable in the question that makes my chest tight.
“Every day like clockwork,” I promise. “If you’ll have me.”
Her smile is worth every lie I’m telling myself about why this is okay.
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Aurelia
“Okay, spill.” Oliver corners me the second Roman leaves, his arms crossed and one eyebrow raised in that way that means he’s not letting this go.
“Spill what?” I ask innocently, even though my heart is still racing from Roman’s parting smile.
“Don’t play dumb with me, Aurelia Elliot. You’re glowing. Literally glowing. I haven’t seen you like this since… well, ever actually.”
I can feel my face heating up. “It’s nothing. We’re just… talking.”
“Talking,” Oliver repeats flatly. “Honey, the way that man looks at you is not ‘just talking.’ That’s ‘I want to write sonnets about your existence’ looking.”
“Oliver!” I hiss, glancing around to make sure no customers can hear us.
“I’m serious, Aury.” His expression softens. “I know I gave you that whole warning about him being some rich heir, or whatever, but… I’ve been watching you two all week. And I have to admit, the way he is with you? That’s real. I can tell.”
My heart does that stupid flutter thing again. “You think so?”
“Girl, I know so. That man comes in every single day, always at the same time, and he only has eyes for you. He doesn't even look at the menu anymore—he just asks you to choose for him or you automatically know. Do you know how much trust that takes?”
“It’s just pastries, Oli.”
“It’s not just pastries and you know it.” He grabs my hand, looking me straight in the eye. “Listen to me. I know you’re scared. I know you’ve been through hell and back, and trusting someone new feels like standing at the edge of a cliff. But sometimes, Aury, you have to jump.”
“What if I fall?”
“What if you fly?” He squeezed my hands. “Look, I’m not saying rush into anything. I’m just saying… maybe let yourself be happy. You deserve that. You deserve someone who looks at you the way Roman does.”
Tears prick at my eyes, but they’re the good kind. “When did you become so wise?”
“I’ve always been wise. You just finally started listening.” He pulls me into a hug. “Now, go in the back and text that man. Ask him out properly. No more of this ‘see you tomorrow at the bakery’ nonsense. Take a chance, babe.”
“I don’t know if I can—”
“You can. And you will. Because if you don’t, I’m going to text myself and tell him you’re madly in love with him.”
“You wouldn’t dare.”
“Try me.” He grins, but there’s genuine encouragement in his eyes. “Go. I’ve got the counter.”
I take a deep breath and head to the back room, pulling out my phone. My fingers hover above the keyboard for what feels like an eternity.
What if Oliver’s wrong? What if I’m reading too much into this? What if Roman is just being nice and I’m about to make a complete fool of myself?
But then I remember the way he looked at me today. The way he said my pastry was genius. The way he promised he’d be back everyday.
What if you fly?
Before I can overthink it any more, I type out a message.
	Me: So I was thinking…would you want to do something out of the bakery sometime? Maybe grab dinner or go for a walk in the park?
I hit send before I can change my mind, then immediately want to throw my phone across the room.
	What have I done?
	The three dots appear almost instantly.
	Roman: I thought you’d never ask. How about tomorrow night? I know a great spot in Central Park.
	My whole body floods with relief and excitement.
	Me: That sounds perfect.
	Roman: Pick you up at 6?
	Me: It’s a date.
	I stare at my phone, reading and rereading our conversation like it might disappear. Oliver’s right. I’m glowing.
	“Well?” Oliver pokes his head into the back room. “Did you do it?
	I can’t help the grin that spreads across my face. “We have a date tomorrow night.”
	He squeals—actually squeals—and pulls me into a crushing embrace. “I’m so proud of you! We’re going shopping after work. You need the perfect outfit. Oh my God, this is happening!”
	“Oli, I don’t need a new outfit—”
	“Yes, you do. No arguments. This is your first real date, and you’re going to look absolutely stunning.”
	For once, I don’t argue. Because maybe, just maybe, Oliver’s right. Maybe it’s time to stop being afraid and start letting myself be happy.
	Maybe it’s time to fly.
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THAT NEXT DAY, OLIVER AND I SPEND OVER 3 HOURS  scouring the mall, looking for the ‘perfect outfit.’ I don’t think I’ve ever experienced so many sequins and glitter in my life. I shiver just from thinking about it.
I tried to tell him multiple times that I would just find something in my closet, but Oli insisted that I splurge, especially for this being my first date.
I’ve never been much of a shopper, especially as I’ve gotten older, but I think I’m starting to understand where Oli is coming from. For the first time in my life, I’ll be spending time with a man who has romantic feelings for me—I want to make it as perfect as possible.
We begin at one end of the mall, and try our luck in any store that even remotely sells women’s clothing. I follow Oliver’s lead, letting him pull me through multiple different types of shops, each one more extravagant than the last. However, no matter how hard we look, nothing peaks my interest.
	After walking out empty handed from five stores, I start to lose hope that I’ll find something that speaks to me. I know I’m not the most conventionally attractive person, but there’s still that little part of me that wants someone to whisper in my ear how beautiful I look, how they’ve never seen someone as glamorous as me.
	Right before exiting the mall, a slip of red catches my eye. I immediately stop dead in my tracks and turn to see one of the most spectacular pieces of fabric I’ve ever laid my eyes on.
Hanging in the display, a deep red sundress, with butterfly sleeves and a cinched bodice.
“I found it!” I grab Oliver’s arm, pointing at the window.
“Oh my god, Aury. That’s perfect.” Oliver practically drags me into the store, making a beeline for the dress. “You have to try this on. Right now.”
Five minutes later, I’m standing in the fitting room, staring at my reflection. The dress hugs my curves in a way that makes me feel… beautiful. Actually beautiful. The red brings out the flush in my cheeks, and the cinched waste makes me look like I actually have a figure. “Aurelia Elliot, if you don’t come out here right now, I’m coming in!” Oliver threatens from outside the curtain.
I take a deep breath and step out.
Oliver’s jaw literally drops. “Holy—”
“Is it too much? I can find something else—”
“Too much? Babe, that man is going to lose his mind when he sees you.” He walks around me in a circle, examining every angle. “This is the one. We’re getting it. No arguments.”
“But the price—”
“Is my treat. Consider it an early birthday present.”
“Oliver, I can’t let you—”
“You can and you will. This is your first date, Aurelia. Your first real date with someone who actually deserves you. Let me do this.”
I pull him into a hug, tears pricking at my eyes. “Thank you.”
“Now go change before you ruin that dress with your crying,” he teases, but his voice is thick with emotion too.
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That evening, I stand in front of my bathroom mirror for what feels like the hundredth time, adjusting my hair. I’ve tried it down, then up, then half-up, and now I’m back to down again.
“Meow.”
I look down to find Orion sitting in the doorway, his tail swishing back and forth.
“I know, I know. I’m being ridiculous.” I crouch down to pet him, careful not to wrinkle my dress. “But what if he doesn’t like it? What if I’m too dressed up? What if—”
My phone buzzes. A text from Roman: On my way. Can’t wait to see you.
I grab my purse, give Orion one last scratch behind the ears, and take a deep breath.
When the knock comes exactly at 6 PM, I open the door to find Roman in dark jeans and a light blue button-down that brings out his eyes. His hair is less perfect than usual, like he’s been running his hands through it.
“Wow,” he breathes. “Lia, you look stunning.”
My cheeks flush at the new nickname. “You clean up pretty well yourself.”
He offers his arm with a grin that makes my stomach flip. “Shall we?”
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The walk to Central Park passes in a blur of easy conversation. He tells me about Kai, his younger brother, setting off the fire alarm to make pasta, and I can’t stop laughing.
“You talk about him like he hung the moon,” I observe.
“He’s the best person I know,” Roman says simply. “Kai sees good in everyone, even when they don’t deserve it.”
When we reach the park, he leads me to a secluded clearing near Bow Bridge. A picnic blanket is spread out with a basket that smells incredible.
“You did all this?”
“I wanted tonight to be special.” He looks almost shy. “Too much?”
“Perfect,” I say, and watch his shoulders relax.
We settle on the blanket, and he unpacks fresh bread, cheese, and strawberries. The food is delicious, but I barely taste it. I’m too focused on him—the way his eyes crinkle when he laughs, how he intently listens as I tell him stories about my life. Feeling confident, I tell him about my dream to open my own bakery.
“I want to create a space like Magnolia,” I explain. “A place where people feel safe. Where they can just… be.”
“You’ll do it,” he says with certainty. “And it’s going to be incredible.”
He looks down at the blanket, his jaw working like he’s fighting with himself about something. Then he takes a deep breath.
“Aurelia, there’s something I need to tell you. About my family.”
My heart skips. “Okay…”
“I haven’t been completely honest with you.” He meets my eyes, and I can see the fear there. “When I said I work in the family business, I didn’t tell you the full truth. My last name is Hayes. Roman Hayes. My father is Victor Hayes—he owns Hayes Consolidated.”
I think back to what Oliver was telling me the day we met.
I watch as he fidgets with his hands, his nerves reflecting in waves. “I’m the COO. And… my father has plans for me to take over as CEO.” He’s watching my face carefully, like he’s waiting for me to run away. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I just—when I’m with you, I get to be just Roman. Not the heir, not the COO. Just… me.”
I process this slowly. Rich. Really rich. Oliver tried to tell me, but I didn’t want to listen. But looking at Roman now, seeing the vulnerability in his eyes, I realize something important: he’s still the same person who comes into the bakery everyday. Who makes me laugh. Who looks at me like I matter.
“Okay,” I say simply.
He blinks. “Okay?”
“I mean, it’s a lot to take in. But it doesn’t change how I feel about you.” I squeeze his hand. “You’re still the guy who orders eclairs and drinks coffee in a way I find hilarious. That’s the Roman I care about.”
Relief floods his face. “You have no idea how scared I was to tell you.”
“Well, now I know why you look so miserable talking about work sometimes.” I try to lighten the mood. “So… CEO. That sounds like a lot of responsibility. Is that what you really want?”
He shakes his head. “Not even close. I want to work in cybersecurity. Network protection. I love the puzzle of it, keeping people safe.” A shadow crosses his face. “But my father has different plans.”
I reach for his other hand, holding both now. “Sometimes we have to choose between what others expect and what makes us happy.”
“What if choosing yourself means letting down the people you love?”
“Then maybe they don’t love you the way they should. Real love doesn't ask you to sacrifice who you are.”
He stares at our joined hands, and I watch something shift in his expression. When he looks up at me, his eyes are so intense it steals my breath.
The sun sets in shades of orange and pink. We talk until the stars come out, and when I shiver in the evening breeze, he drapes his jacket over my shoulders without a word.
Outside my apartment, neither of us wants to say goodbye.
“I had the most perfect evening,” I whisper.
He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, his touch gentle. “Me too.”
When he leans in, I meet him halfway. The kiss is soft and sweet and makes my toes curl. His hand cups my cheek, and I clutch the front of his shirt, wanting him closer, never wanting this to end.
We’re both breathless when we pull apart.
“Goodnight, Lia,” he whispers.
“Goodnight Roman.”
I float inside, touching my lips, already counting the hours until I see him again.
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THE THING ABOUT FALLING IS THAT IT DOESN’T FEEL like falling until you look down.
It is a Sunday. Four days after the park. Four days since I sat on a picnic blanket under the stars and told Roman Hayes that real love doesn’t ask you to sacrifice who you are, and watched something shift in his face like a door opening, and then—because apparently I have lost whatever remained of my self-preservation instinct—kissed him.
I am making scones.
Not because I am specifically hungry. Because I needed something to do with my hands, and because the apartment feels too small for whatever is happening in my chest, and because baking is the thing that has always answered that specific problem.
Orion is on the kitchen windowsill supervising, which means he is technically present but emotionally unavailable, as is his custom. 
I measure the flour. I cut the cold butter into it with the pastry blender in the way my mother taught me—working quickly, not overworking it, stopping when it looks like coarse sand with a few larger pieces. The technique is old and reliable and requires just enough concentration to keep the more alarming thoughts at bay. 
He texted this morning. Just: Good morning. And then, twenty minutes later, after I had stared at those two words for longer than any reasonable person should stare at two words: Is it too early to say I’ve been thinking about yesterday? 
I had typed and deleted four responses before settling on: No. Me too. 
He had sent back a single smile emoji, which from Roman felt like a paragraph. 
I add the cream. I fold, gently, not pressing. 
The thing is: I know what this is. I am twenty-five years old and I have read enough books and watched enough Oliver-curated films and had enough late-night conversations about love to understand the theoretical framework. The rapid pulse. The involuntary smile at a notification. The way a person starts occupying your mental space without asking permission, showing up in the middle of unrelated thoughts like they’ve been there long enough to have their own key. 
I know what this is. That knowledge does not make it less terrifying. 
Because I also know the other thing. The thing that happened at thirteen, in the rain, on my birthday. The thing that taught me, in the most permanent and devastating way possible, that the people you love most can be taken from you without warning, without cause, without anything resembling fairness. 
I spent years building a life that could not be lost. Small, careful, contained. The bakery, Oliver, Maggie, Orion—these are the things I let myself have, arranged at distances I could manage. Close enough to matter. Carefully maintained so that losing any one of them would hurt but not break me. 
Roman does not feel like something arranged at a manageable distance. 
Roman feels like something I could not be careful about even if I tried. 
The scones go into the oven. I set the timer and lean against the counter with my coffee, watching the digital numbers count down, and I think about his face on the picnic blanket when I said real love doesn’t ask you to sacrifice who you are. The way he had looked at me like he was seeing something he hadn’t known to look for. 
I think about how easy it was, and how little I trust anything that easy.
My phone buzzes. 
Roman: Are you working today? 
Me: No. Sunday off. 
Roman: What are you doing? 
I look at the oven. At the cat on the windowsill. At the particular Sunday-morning quiet of my apartment that I have spent seven years making into something that feels like home and that has, in the space of four days, started to feel like it is missing something. 
Me: Baking. 
Roman: What kind? 
Me: Scones. I got anxious. 
A pause. I watch the three dots appear and disappear twice before his response arrives. 
Roman: What are you anxious about? 
I stare at the question. At its directness. At the fact that he did not offer reassurance before asking—he asked, because he actually wants to know the answer. 
Me: You, mostly. 
Another pause. Longer this time. 
Roman: Me too. 
I am smiling before I can stop myself, which is the thing about this that I cannot manage: the involuntary nature of it. The way he does this without trying. 
The timer goes off. I pull the scones out, golden and fragrant, and I stand in my kitchen in the particular Sunday morning light, and I let myself feel it. The fear, yes. But also—underneath it, and growing louder—something that is not fear. 
Something that is, despite everything, very much like hope. 
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Age 12 - Two days before incident
	THE KITCHEN SMELLS LIKE CINNAMON AND SUGAR, and my hands are covered in flour.
	“You’re supposed to knead it, not murder it,” Mom says, laughing as she watches me punch down the dough with way too much force.
	“I am kneading it!” I protest, but I’m laughing too.
	It’s Saturday morning, and we’re making cinnamon rolls from scratch. It’s become our tradition—every other weekend, Mom and I wake up early and bake something together while Dad sleeps in. Today, it’s cinnamon rolls because my birthday is in two days, and they’re my favorite.
	“Here, like this.” Mom’s hands cover mine, guiding them in a gentler, rolling motion. “See? You want to develop the gluten, not beat it into submission.”
	“Gluten sounds like a villain name,” I say.
	“Gluten: Destroyer of Diets,” Mom announces in a dramatic voice, and we both dissolve into giggles.
	This is my favorite version of my mom. Not the put-together woman who goes to work in blazers and heels. Not the serious parent who makes sure I do my homework and practice piano. But this version—hair in a messy bun, wearing an old apron covered in flour, making terrible jokes while teaching me to bake.
	“So,” she says, rolling out the dough into a perfect rectangle. “Thirteen. That’s a big one. Officially a teenager.”
	“Finally,” I say. “I’ve been practicing my eye rolls.”
	"Oh, I've noticed." She starts spreading butter across the dough. "But seriously, sweetheart. How are you feeling about it? Nervous about eighth grade starting soon?"
I shrug. "A little. Sarah Jenkins said eighth grade is when everything gets really hard. Advanced math and everything."
"You'll do great. You're smart, and you work hard." Mom sprinkles the cinnamon-sugar mixture over the butter. "And you know what? Even if you struggle sometimes, that's okay. That's what learning is."
"Dad says struggling builds character."
"Your father says a lot of things." But she's smiling. "Though in this case, he's not wrong."
We work in comfortable silence for a while. I watch as Mom's practiced hands roll the dough into a perfect log, then cut it into even spirals. She makes it look so easy.
"Can I ask you something?" I say.
"Always."
"How did you know you wanted to be a nurse?"
Mom pauses, considering. "I don't know if I always knew. But I liked helping people. And I liked the science of it—understanding how bodies work, how to fix things when they go wrong." She arranges the rolls in the baking pan. 
"Why? Are you thinking about what you want to be when you grow up?"
"Maybe. I don't know yet. But I like this." I gesture to the kitchen, the mess we've made. "Baking. Creating things that make people happy."
"Then maybe you'll be a baker." Mom slides the pan into the oven and sets the timer. "Or a chef. Or you could have a food blog. Or a bakery. The world's your oyster, Aurelia."
"That's a weird saying. Why would I want an oyster?"
She laughs. "Fair point."
Dad appears in the doorway, hair sticking up in every direction, wearing his ratty college t-shirt. "Is that cinnamon rolls I smell?"
"Good morning, sleeping beauty," Mom teases.
"Morning, Dad!" I run over to hug him, not caring that I'm getting flour all over his shirt.
He hugs me back, kissing the top of my head. "Morning, birthday girl. Well, almost birthday girl."
"Two more days!"
"I'm aware. Your mother has been reminding me constantly." He shoots Mom a look. "As if I could forget."
"You forgot last year," Mom points out.
"I was out of town for work! I called!"
"At eleven PM."
"It still counts!"
I giggle, watching them bicker. This is what I love most. These normal, silly moments. Dad pretending to be wounded by Mom's accusations. Mom trying not to smile. Both of them so obviously in love that even at almost thirteen, I can see it.
I want this someday. This easy comfort. This laughter. This home that feels safe and warm and full of love.
"So what's the plan for the big one-three?" Dad asks, pulling me onto his lap even though I'm way too big for this now.
"Dinner at Rosario's," I say immediately. It's my favorite Italian 
restaurant. "And then maybe ice cream?"
"Sounds perfect." He ruffles my hair. "You know what thirteen means?"
"What?"
"It means you're officially old enough to beat me at chess."
"I already beat you at chess."
"That was a fluke."
"It was three times in a row!"
Mom is laughing at us now, pulling out ingredients for breakfast. "You two are ridiculous."
"Ridiculously awesome," Dad corrects.
"Ridiculously competitive," Mom counters.
"That too."
The timer dings, and I jump up to help Mom pull the cinnamon rolls out of the oven. They're perfect—golden brown, the smell making my mouth water.
"We have to wait for them to cool," Mom warns.
"But that's torture," I whine.
"Patience is a virtue."
"Patience is overrated."
Dad snorts. "She gets that from you, you know."
"She gets everything good from me," Mom says primly. "The stubbornness is all you."
We eat breakfast—scrambled eggs and toast, nothing fancy—and then demolish half the cinnamon rolls even though Mom said we should save some for later.
"These are incredible, Aurelia," Dad says around a mouthful. "You’ll be able to make these all on your own some day!"
Pride swells in my chest. "Thanks, Dad."
After breakfast, we decide to go to the park. It's one of those perfect late summer days—warm but not too hot, with a breeze that feels like possibility. 
Dad brings a soccer ball, and even though Mom protests that she's terrible at sports, we convince her to play.
We spend hours there. Dad teaching me tricks, Mom pretending to be goalie and missing spectacularly every time. Other families are scattered around the park—kids on the swings, couples having picnics, dogs chasing frisbees.
Normal. Happy. Safe.
At one point, I'm lying in the grass, staring up at the clouds, and Mom and Dad are sitting on the bench nearby. I can hear them talking, their voices low and comfortable.
"She's growing up so fast," Mom says.
"Too fast," Dad agrees. "Wasn't she just learning to walk?"
"That was twelve years ago, honey."
"Feels like yesterday."
I close my eyes, letting the sun warm my face, listening to my parents exist. This is happiness, I think. This is what it feels like to be completely, utterly content.
I don't know yet that I'll remember this day forever. That I'll replay it in my mind hundreds of times over the years. That it will be the last good day before everything falls apart.
All I know right now is that the sun is warm, my parents are here, and I'm happy.
It's enough.
It has to be enough.
Because it's all I'll have to hold onto when the darkness comes.
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Present Day
I wake up gasping, tears already streaming down my face.
The dream again. The memory that's both beautiful and agonizing.
Roman stirs beside me. "Aurelia? What's wrong?"
I can't speak. I can only cry as the weight of it crashes over me. That last good day. How happy I was. How I had no idea what was coming.
"Hey, hey." Roman pulls me into his arms. "I've got you."
"I dreamed about them," I manage between sobs. "My parents. It was the Saturday before they died. We made cinnamon rolls."
He holds me tighter. "Tell me about it."
So I do. I tell him about the flour-covered kitchen, about Mom's patient hands guiding mine, about Dad's terrible bedhead and worse jokes. About the park and the soccer ball and lying in the grass feeling perfectly content.
"They sound wonderful," Roman says softly.
"They were. They really were." I wipe my eyes. "And I keep thinking—if I hadn't asked for that birthday dinner. If we hadn't gone to Rosario's that night. If I had just stayed home, they'd still be alive."
"Aurelia, no. You can't think like that."
"But it's true. The accident happened because we were driving to the restaurant I picked. Because I wanted Italian food for my birthday. Because of me."
Roman pulls back to look at me, his hands cupping my face. "Listen to me. What happened to your parents was not your fault. It was a drunk driver. It was chance. It was terrible, horrible luck. But it wasn't you."
"I know that up here." I tap my head. "But in here?" I press my hand to my chest. "In here, I still feel like if I'd been different, if I'd wanted something else, they'd still be here."
"Your parents loved you. They would never want you to carry this guilt." His thumbs wipe away my tears. "And I think—I think they'd be proud of you. The bakery, the life you've built. The way you love so fiercely even after losing them."
"You think so?"
"I know so."
I lean into him, letting him hold me while the grief passes through. It comes in waves like this sometimes. Most days I'm okay. But then I'll dream about them, or smell cinnamon rolls, or see a father playing soccer with his daughter in the park, and it all comes rushing back.
The love.
The loss.
The guilt that I'm the one who survived.
"Thank you," I whisper. "For letting me fall apart."
"Always. That's what I'm here for."
We lie there in the darkness, and I think about that thirteen-year-old girl in the park, so happy and naive. I wish I could go back and warn her. Tell her to hold on tighter to those moments. To memorize every detail.
But maybe that's the point. Maybe we can never know which moments will be our last. Which days will become the memories we cling to when everything else is gone.
All we can do is love fiercely while we have the chance.
Hold on tight.
Make cinnamon rolls.
Lie in the grass.
Be present.
Because we never know which day will be the last good day.
And we have to make sure we don't waste the ones we have.
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IT STARTS RAINING AT 11:17 PM ON A TUESDAY.
I know the exact time because I’m watching the clock, willing it to move faster. The morning rush cleared out twenty minutes ago, and the bakery is in that quiet lull that happens between coffee people and lunch people, where the only sounds are the hum of the oven and Oliver rearranging the pastry case for the third time because he has decided the croissants “need better energy.”
“They’re croissants, Oli,” I tell him.
“They’re croissants that are not being presented to their full potential.”
He moves one approximately two inches to the left and steps back, satisfied. “There. Now they’re croissants.”
Outside, rain begins to sheet down the windows in long silver lines. I watch it for a moment, then go back to the bread I’m shaping. Tuesday bread: sourdough, two small rounds, the kind that takes all morning and rewards patience. My hands move through the familiar motions and I let my mind drift.
It drifts, as it has been doing with inconvenient frequency for the past week, directly to Roman.
He’s been continuing to come in every day. Same time, same order—or rather, no order, because he always asks me to choose. It’s become a small ritual I didn’t mean to start looking forward to. The way he leans against the counter, unhurried, while the rest of the city rushed past outside. The way he engages when I talk, his eyes following my face like he’s reading something he doesn’t want to miss.
Yesterday I gave him a piece of brown butter financier I’d been testing and watched him take the first bite with careful attention. He’d closed his eyes for a second.
“That,” he’d said, “is unreasonable.”
I’d laughed so hard I knocked over a stack of napkins.
“You’re doing it again,” Oliver says from somewhere behind me.
“I’m shaping bread.”
“You’re smiling at bread. That’s different.”
I school my face into something neutral. “No I’m not.”
“Aurelia. My love. You are absolutely smiling at bread.”
The bell above the door saves me from having to respond.
Roman steps inside, shaking rain from his hair, his coat dark with it across the shoulders, looking slightly incredulous at the weather the way only someone who walked fifteen minutes through it without an umbrella can look.
“Hi,” I say.
“It’s raining,” he announces.
“I can see that.”
He looks down at himself. “I didn’t check the forecast.”
“Rookie mistake.”
“In my defense, it was sunny when I left.” He shakes his coat slightly, scattering droplets, and runs a hand through his damp hair. It makes him look less put-together than usual—more like a person, less like someone who stepped off the cover of a magazine. I find I like him better this way, which is alarming information.
I grab a clean dish towel from under the counter and hold it out. He blinks at it.
“For your hair,” I clarify.
“Oh.” Something crosses his face—brief, unguarded, like the gesture caught him off guard. He takes the towel. “Thank you.”
Oliver materializes at my elbow. “I’ll just… go check on things,” he says, with the subtlety of a foghorn, and disappears into the back.
Because it’s quiet, and because the rain has turned the street into something blurred and silver, and because there’s no one waiting behind him, Roman doesn’t sit at a table. He leans against the counter the way he always does, and we talk.
This is the part I like the best and trust least: how easy it is.
I tell him about the bread, and how sourdough is the most honest thing to bake because it can’t be hurried or tricked, it just does what it does on its own timeline. He tells me that’s exactly what he hates about board meetings, the way people try to manufacture urgency for things that have their own natural pace.
“So you want everything to move at its own timeline,” I say.
“I want the freedom to let it.” He pauses. “That’s probably a strange thing to say when you run a company.”
“Or a very honest thing.”
He looks at me like that means something to him. I look back at my dough.
“Can I ask you something?” he says.
“Mm.”
“What’s your actual favorite thing you’ve ever made? Not customer favorites, not what sells best. Yours.”
No one has ever asked me that before. I think about it properly, turning the question over.
“Cardamom and pear galette,” I say finally. “I made it once, two years ago, on a slow afternoon when Maggie let me experiment. I used too much cardamom by accident and the pears were slightly too ripe and it shouldn’t have worked but it was…” I trail off.
“What?”
“Like something my mother would have made, if she’d thought of it.”
The words come out quieter than I intended. Roman doesn’t say anything right away, and I appreciate that—the absence of the usual rush to fill the silence with something consoling.
“If it’s not too much, what happened to her?”
The grief comes back to me in a tidal wave, and I take a deep breath before revealing my darkest moment.
“Both of my parents… died in a car crash on my 13th birthday.”
“Oh, sunshine. I’m so sorry.” He silently grabs my arm and rubs up and down in a soothing motion. Tears start to gather in my eyes, but I don’t let them fall.
“Did you ever write it down?” he asks finally. 
Write it down? Write what—
“Oh, the recipe? Eventually. After I made it three more times trying to recreate the accident.”
“I want the galette.”
I laugh. “It’s not on the menu.”
“It should be.” He says it simply, like a fact. “Make it for me sometime?”
The question lands differently than he probably intends it to. Or maybe exactly as he intends it to. I’m finding it harder to tell with Roman, and I’m not sure when that happened.
“Maybe,” I say. “If you’re lucky.”
He grins at that—slow and genuine, the kind that reaches his eyes. “I’ll work on it.”
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Oliver reappears from the back at 12:30, ostentatiously carrying a tray of things that don’t need carrying, and raises both eyebrows at me over Roman’s shoulder.
I ignore him with great dignity.
Roman glances at the time on his phone and something in his expression shifts—the brief, familiar shadow of obligation settling back in. “I should go.”
“It’s still raining,” I say, which is true and also not entirely why I say it.
He looks out the window. The rain has thickened, the street now completely empty, the whole city doing that thing it occasionally does where it accidentally becomes beautiful. He looks back at me.
“Five more minutes,” he says.
It becomes twenty.
When he finally does leave, turning up his collar against the rain, I watch him go through the window until he rounds the corner and the gray afternoon swallows him up. I stand there for a moment longer than I need to.
“Five more minutes,” Oliver says, appearing at my shoulder in a singsong voice.
“Not a word.”
“I haven’t said anything.”
“You are saying so many things with your face right now.”
He wraps an arm around my shoulders. “All I’m saying,” he tells me, “is that the bread is going to need reshaping. You were gripping it very hard during certain parts of that conversation.”
I look down. He is, unfortunately, correct.
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That evening, at home, I sit on the couch with Orion and my phone and a level of self-awareness I find deeply inconvenient.
I like him. I actually like him—not the idea of him, not the version of him I invented in the first few minutes before he spoke. The actual person, with his damp hair and his honest answers and the way he asked about the galette like the answers genuinely mattered to him.
This is dangerous information.
“Meow,” says Orion.
“I know,” I tell him.
My phone buzzes.
Roman: I looked up cardamom and pear galette. There are no good recipes online. I’m choosing to believe this means yours is truly one of a kind.
I stare at the message for a long moment. Then, before I can think better of it:
Me: It is. The secret is the accidental too-much cardamom. Can’t be replicated on purpose.
Roman: A recipe that depends on a mistake. I respect that more than I should.
Me: Most of the best things do.
A pause. Then:
Roman: I think that might be the most interesting thing anyone has said to me all week.
Me: Your week sounds terrible.
Roman: It was. Until today.
I set my phone face-down on the cushion and press both hands over my face. Orion steps directly onto my stomach.
“Meow.”
“I know,” I say again, into my palms. “I know, I know, I know.”
But I’m smiling. I can feel it against my hands.
And for once, I don’t try to talk myself out of it.
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SATURDAY MORNINGS AT MAGNOLIA HAVE THEIR OWN rhythm, and I have been moving to it for seven years.
The six o’clock prep. The seven o’clock coffee run that Oliver makes with the seriousness of a person conducting a sacred ritual. The eight o’clock regulars—Mr. Castillo and his crossword, the two women from the yoga studio down the block who always order the same thing and always act surprised by how good it is, the college student who sits by the window for three hours with a single americano and the expression of someone composing something important in their head.
I know this rhythm the way I know my own heartbeat. It is one of the few things in my life that has never changed.
Roman walks in at eight forty-seven.
I know this because I look at the clock. I have started doing this - marking the time when he arrives, like a small private record I keep for no reason I can fully explain.
He doesn’t come in looking for me at first, which I notice because it’s different from how most people enter a room when they’re looking for someone specific. He takes in the whole space first—the counter, the display case, the tables, the kitchen doorway—and then he finds me, and the way his expression settles when he does is something I have started to think about at inconvenient times of the day.
“Hi,” he says, when he reaches the counter.
“Hi.” I am already reaching for the pastry I know he probably wants after all the trials he’s been running. “Eclair?”
“What if I want something different like last time, prove I have taste?”
“You’ve said that multiple days in a row now.”
“I want to show you I am experienced in the world of culinary delightfulness.”
“So… eclair?”
A pause. “Eclair,” he agrees.
Oliver, passing behind me with a tray, makes a small sound that I choose to ignore.
It is a slow morning, the kind that September sometimes delivers—cold enough to keep people home, calm enough that the ones who do come in tend to stay. Roman takes his usual table and opens his laptop, which is what he does when he wants to stay for a while without making it obvious that he’s staying. I have learned to read him the way I’ve learned to read bread—by texture and temperature, by what it does when left alone.
An hour passes. Two. Maggie comes out of the kitchen for the first time all morning, wiping her hands on her apron, and stops when she sees him.
I watch her watch him for a moment. Then she walks over to his table.
I can’t hear what they say from behind the counter. I try not to look like I am watching, which means Oliver immediately appears at my elbow.
“She’s interrogating him,” he murmurs with unconcealed delight.
“She’s introducing herself.”
“Maggie doesn’t introduce herself, she interviews. Watch his hands. If he starts gesturing, he’s nervous.”
	I watch his hands. They stay still on the table.
	“He’s not nervous,” I say.
	“Hm.” Oliver sounds almost impressed. “Maybe he’s good.”
	“Or maybe she’s not interrogating him.”
	“She’s absolutely interrogating him. Oh—there it is. She laughed. He made her laugh, Aury.” Oliver puts a hand on my arm. “That’s it. He’s passed.[image: ]


	Roman leaves just after noon. He finds me at the counter, touches my hand briefly in a way not quite a handhold but more than an accident, and says he’ll see me tomorrow disappearing until I no longer see him.
	I stare at the door for probably two seconds longer than I should.
	Maggie materializes beside me with the silence of someone who has spent decades moving through a busy kitchen. She doesn’t say anything immediately. She picks up a cloth and wipes down the counter that I just wiped down, and I wait because I know that look on her face.
	“He asked me how long you’d been working here,” she says finally.
	“What did you tell him?”
	“Seven years. I told him you walked in one Saturday morning and never really left, and he looked…” She pauses, searching for the word. “Satisfied. Like that explained something he’s been trying to figure out.”
	I don’t say anything.
	“He asked if you were happy here.”
	This surprises me enough that I look at her. “What?”
	“Not in a prying way. He wasn't asking me to tell him something you wouldn’t. He just—” Maggie sets down the cloth. “He asked like someone who needed to know the answer. Like it mattered for reasons that had nothing to do with him specifically.” She looks at me in that level, unhurried way she has. “I told him yes. That you were happy here. That this place loves you back, which is rarer than people think.”
	I look down at the counter. “Maggie—”
	“I’m not going to give you a speech,” she says. “You’re twenty-five years old and you’re more self-aware than most people twice your age. You don’t need me to tell you what’s in front of you.” She picks up the cloth again. “I just want to say one thing, and then I’ll go back to my hideout and not say it again.”
	I wait.
	“People who look at you the way he does,” she says, “don’t come around often. I have been watching people walk through that door for twenty-two years, and I know the difference between someone who’s charmed and someone who’s paying attention.” She meets my eyes. “He’s paying attention, Aurelia. Don’t completely talk yourself out of that.”
	She goes back to her kitchen.
	I stand at the counter for a moment, the afternoon light coming through the windows, the bakery warm and quiet around me.
	The thing is, I know she’s right. I have known she’s right for weeks, in the same way I knew, at seventeen, that Magnolia was going to change my life before I’d spend a single shift there—a certainty that lives in the body before the mind catches up.
	What I’m afraid of is not that I’m wrong about him, especially after such a magnificent date.
	I’m afraid that I’m right.
	That this is real, and that real things can be taken from you. I know better than most people. I have the scar tissue to prove it.
	But Maggie’s voice stays with me all afternoon, through the rest of the rush and the cleanup and the walk home in the cold.
	Don’t talk yourself out of that.
	I think about Roman’s hand on mine at the counter. The way it felt like less of a gesture and more like a statement.
	I think about the fact that I didn’t pull away.
	Maybe that’s already the answer, and I’m just taking my time arriving at it.
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HE TAKES ME TO A MUSEUM ON A TUESDAY AND WE spend forty minutes in front of one painting arguing about whether it’s melancholy or just tired. I tell him there’s a difference. He says he’s not sure there is. We almost miss the rest of the exhibit. Three weeks since Central Park, and this is what we do now—we argue about small things and neither of us really wants to win.
And the kissing. God, the kissing. Every goodbye ends with his lips on mine, and I never want it to stop.
“Earth to Aurelia,” Oliver waves a hand in front of my face. “You’re doing it again.”
“Doing what?” I ask, snapping out of my daydream.
“The thing where you get this dopey smile on your face and stare into space like you’re in a rom-com.” He grins. “Not that I’m complaining. It’s cute.”
I throw a dish towel at him. “I do not have a dopey smile.”
“You absolutely do. And it’s about time.” He comes over and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “I’m happy for you, babe. Really happy. You deserve this.”
Before I can respond, the bell above the door chimes. My heart does its now-familiar skip when I see Roman walk in, but something’s different today. He’s got someone with him—a younger guy, maybe early twenties, with the same dark hair but a softer, more open expression.
“Aurelia,” Roman says, looking nervous in a way I’ve never seen. “I want you to meet someone,” He holds his arms out. “This is my brother, Kai.”
Kai immediately breaks into a huge grin and extends his hand. “Finally! I’ve been begging this guy to introduce us for weeks. You’re all he talks about.”
“Kai,” Roman warns, but his ears are turning red.
“What? It’s true!” Kai turns back to me. “Aurelia this, Aurelia that. Her pastries are amazing. She has the most beautiful eyes. Did you know she wants to open her own bakery?” He does a pretty good impression of his brother, and I can’t help but laugh.
“It’s really nice to meet you,” I say, shaking his hand. “Roman talks about you all the time too. The fire alarm incident has become legendary.”
Kai groans. “He told you about that? Traitor.” But he’s grinning, and I can see immediately why Roman loves him so much. There’s something genuine about Kai, something warm and unguarded.
Oliver appears at my elbow. “And who is this second handsome gentleman?”
“Kai, this is Oliver, my best friend and partner in crime,” I introduce them.
“Partner in crime, huh?” Kai’s eyes light up. “What kind of crimes are we talking about here?”
“Oh, you know. The occasional jaywalking. Eating dessert before dinner. Really scandalous stuff,” Oliver says with a perfectly straight face.
Kai laughs, a bright infectious sound. “I like you already.”
I watch as Oliver and Kai fall into easy conversation, and Roman comes to stand beside me behind the counter.
“I hope this is okay,” he says quietly. “Kai’s been bugging me to meet you, and I thought… I wanted you to meet the most important person in my life.”
My heart melts a little more. “Of course it’s okay. He’s wonderful.”
Roman’s hand finds mine under the counter, our fingers intertwining. “He likes you. I can tell.”
“How so?”
“He’s doing the thing where he talks without sitting still. He only does that when he’s really comfortable with someone.”
I look over to see Kai animatedly telling Oliver some story, his hands gesturing wildly. Oliver is laughing, genuinely laughing in a way that makes me smile.
“They’re going to be trouble together,” I predict.
“Absolutely,” Roman agrees, but he’s smiling too.
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	A week later, Roman shows up at my apartment with bags of groceries.
	“What’s all this?” I ask, laughing as he maneuvers past me with three overstuffed bags.
	“I thought I could cook dinner for once,” he says, setting everything down on my small kitchen counter. “You’re always making amazing things for everyone else. Let someone take care of you for a change.”
	My chest tightens at the thoughtfulness of it. “Roman, you don’t have to—”
	“I want to.” He cups my face in his hands and kisses me softly. “Please?”
	How am I supposed to say no to that?
	I perch on the counter while he works, Orion weaving between his legs and meowing for attention. Roman keeps stopping to pet him, and the domesticity of it all makes my heart ache in the best way.
	“So what are we making?” I ask.
	“Pasta carbonara. It’s one of the few things I can actually make without seeing off the fire alarm.” He grins at me. “Unlike my brother.”
	I watch as he moves around my tiny kitchen with surprising confidence. He’s talking about Kai, about how they used to watch their mother cook together, before their father got so controlling.
	“He sounds really difficult,” I say carefully. “Your father.”
	Roman’s jaw tightens. “He is. He’s… complicated. He has this vision of what our lives should be, and anything that doesn’t fit that vision…” He trails off, stirring the pasta more forcefully than necessary.
	“Is that why you haven’t told him about me?”
	He stops stirring. Turns to look at me. “How did you—”
	“You never mention your parents. Only Kai. And you get this look on your face sometimes, like you’re carrying the weight of the world.” I slide off the counter and move to stand beside him. “Roman, I know there’s stuff you’re not telling me. About your family, about your life. And that’s okay. But I need you to know that whatever it is… it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”
	He sets down the spoon and turns to face me fully. “Lia—”
	“I’m falling for you,” I blurt out before I can stop myself. “Really falling for you. And I just need you to know that you can trust me. With anything.”
	For a moment, he just stares at me, his eyes searching my face. Then he pulls me into his arms, holding me so tight I can barely breathe.
	“I’m falling for you too,” he whispers into my hair. “So hard it terrifies me.”
	We stay like that for a long moment, wrapped up in each other, until Orion meows loudly and the smell of slightly burning pasta fills the kitchen.
	“Shoot!” Roman jumps back, rushing to save dinner.
	I laugh, wiping away tears I didn’t realize had fallen. “So much for not setting off the fire alarm.”
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KAI TEXTS ME AT ELEVEN-SEVENTEEN ON A WEDNESDAY night to say he has brought Oliver a coffee from the place he mentioned wanting to try, and that Oliver had, in response, looked at him as though he had been handed something sacred.
He made a whole speech about the roast profile, Kai writes. I didn’t understand most of it but I would listen to him talk about coffee for several hours. Is this normal?
I am sitting at my kitchen counter with a contract I am supposed to be reviewing and the city lit up outside the window. I look at Kai’s message for a long moment, and I am aware—actutely, in a way that is slightly inconvenient—that I know exactly what he means.
I type: Embarrassingly yes. It gets worse. 
That is alarming and also somehow fine, Kai replies. Goodnight. 
I set my phone down and look at the contract. I read the same paragraph three times and retain nothing. 
This is new. The inability to concentrate is not, in itself, new—my father has always been able to disrupt my focus with the particular efficiency of someone who considers your attention a resource to be managed. But this is different. This disruption comes from a direction I did not anticipate and cannot strategize around. 
Aurelia, sitting at my kitchen table last week, laughing at something Oliver said over the phone while simultaneously helping me understand why the pasta was wrong without making me feel incompetent about the pasta. The specific quality of her presence: warm without being performing warmth, attentive without being watchful, there in a way that is easy enough to make me suspicious of it. 
I have not trusted easy things in a long time. 
My father’s world taught me that ease is either a trap or a performance. Things that felt effortless were usually designed—someone had done the work of removing the friction so you wouldn’t notice how thoroughly you were being managed. I learned to look for the hidden cost, the string attached, the architecture of a kindness before accepting it. 
I have been looking for the string. I cannot find it. 
What I have found, instead, is the following: she asks about my brother by name and remembers what I told her. When I say something she disagrees with, she says so without performing disagreement. She laughs at things she finds genuinely funny and is quiet about things she doesn’t, and I have not caught her faking either. She told me about the accident—about the worst night of her life—without asking me to fix it or reassure her or perform any specific response, and when I didn’t know what to say, she let the silence exist without filling it. 
She is, in short, the most straightforward person I have ever met, and I am twenty-eight years old and I have spent my entire life in rooms full of people who have mastered the performance of directness while pursuing their own angles, and I have no framework for this. 
I trust her. That is the part that frightens me. 
Not because trusting her is wrong. Because I have trusted so few people, and because the ones I trusted most—my mother, Kai—I have always had to protect, which is a different kind of trust than what is happening now. This is trusting someone to see me and not use it. Trusting someone with the unguarded version, the one I don’t show in boardrooms. 
I have showed her more of it than I meant to. And she is still here. 
The deadline sits in my chest like something I’ve been carrying long enough to stop noticing. I notice it tonight. 
I know what I have to tell Aurelia. I have known for weeks. 
I have not told her. 
This is not, I think, because I am afraid of what she’ll do with the information. It is because I am afraid of what the information will do to this—to the specific and irreplaceable thing that exists in that bakery, in the forty-five minutes between the morning rush and the lunch crowd, when she recommends something I haven’t tried and I watch her face while she explains why it works. 
I am afraid of watching her face change when she understands the full weight of my life. 
But she deserves the truth. I know that too.
I put the contract back in my bag. I will not finish it tonight. Instead, I open my contacts and look at her name. Sunshine—the nickname had come naturally, without thinking, and she had not protested, and now I cannot imagine calling her anything else. 
I type: Good morning, I hope I’m not texting too early. 
I pause. Look at it. It is eleven forty-seven PM. 
I delete it. 
I’ll tell her, I think. Soon. Before this becomes something I cannot undo by not saying. 
Across the city, the lights go on and off in apartment windows, and the sound of a siren rises and fades, and I sit at my kitchen table and think about a girl who tells the truth easily and makes things with her hands and has somehow, without strategy or intention, become the thing I look forward to most. 
Soon. 
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IT STARTS WITH A TEXT.
Not a grand revelation. Not a conversation that begins with I need to tell you something. Just a text, on a Tuesday afternoon, that says: 
Roman: My driver will be outside the bakery at seven. Wear something comfortable but not flour-covered.
I stare at it for a long moment.
Me: Your driver?
Roman: I'll explain at seven.
Oliver, reading over my shoulder with the casual shamelessness of someone who has decided that my privacy is a communal resource, makes a sound.
"His driver," he says, with the tone of a person arriving at a conclusion they'd been circling for weeks. "Right. Okay."
"I have a driver sometimes," I say, though even as I say it I'm aware I'm arguing on behalf of a position I'm not sure I hold.
Oliver looks at me with profound patience. "Aurelia. You have the MTA. They're not the same thing."
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The car is black. This is the first thing I notice, because I'm looking for something like the yellow taxis I've spent my entire life in, and instead there is a black car—large, clean, not a single scratch, idling so quietly at the curb that I have to check twice to confirm it's running.
The driver gets out before I've reached the sidewalk. He opens the door.
"Miss Elliot?"
No one has ever called me Miss Elliot. I have worked at Magnolia Bakery for seven years and Maggie calls me sweetheart and Oliver calls me variations of babe and the regular customers call me Aurelia or, in the case of Mr. Castillo, the blueberry muffin girl, which I choose to take as a term of endearment.
"Yes," I say. "That's me."
The interior of the car smells like new leather. There is water in the cupholder—not a plastic bottle from a bodega, but sparkling, in a glass bottle with a paper label, the kind I've seen in the high-end grocery store on the Upper West Side that I go into sometimes just to walk the aisles and read the labels and talk myself out of paying eleven dollars for olive oil.
Roman is waiting at a restaurant I have never been to.
I know it's a restaurant because it looks like one—a glass-fronted space on the Upper East Side with soft interior lighting and a maître d' at the door, and because that is what people generally do when they say dinner. But it takes me a moment to understand what kind of restaurant it is, standing on the sidewalk while the driver who brought me here holds the door open as if this is simply a thing that happens.
There is no menu in the window. No price list. No sign at all, actually—just the address in small gold numerals, and the warm amber light spilling through the glass, and inside, I can see white tablecloths and very few tables and people who are dressed in the specific way of people who have never had to think about what they can afford.
Roman is already at the table when I'm shown in. He stands when he sees me. He always does this—stands when I approach, as if the instinct is simply wired into him—and I have decided this is either a very old-fashioned habit or something deeply genuine, and I've stopped trying to figure out which.
"You found it," he says.
"Your driver found it," I correct. "I just sat in the back."
He smiles. "How was the car?"
"There was sparkling water."
"I'll tell Marcus you appreciated it."
"Marcus is your driver?"
"He's worked for my parents for about fifteen years. I happened to indulge in him today, just for you."
I sit down. The chair has been pulled out for me by someone who materialized silently for exactly that purpose. The napkin, linen, is placed across my lap by the same silent hand. I look at the table—the crystal glasses, the single flower, the weight of the silverware, which is real silver, I realize when I pick up the fork, heavier than anything I own—and I understand, quietly and completely, that I have never been anywhere like this in my life.
"Roman," I say.
"Mm?"
"How much does dinner here cost?"
He looks at me the way he sometimes does when he's deciding how honest to be. "More than you'd want to know on a first visit," he says, which is not exactly an answer.
"Give me a number."
"Aurelia—"
"Ballpark."
A pause. "Per person? Or total?"
"Oh god."
"It's not—"
"Per person, Roman. Per person."
He says the number. It is, in fact, more than I would want to know on any visit. It is more than my rent. It is, I realize, doing fast and terrible arithmetic in my head, more than I made in an entire week last March when we had three staff call out during a catering event.
I put the fork down carefully. "I work in a bakery."
"I know."
"I make muffins."
"Some of the best muffins I have ever had."
"Roman."
"Lia." He reaches across the table and covers my hand with his. "I am not trying to make you uncomfortable. I just wanted to take you somewhere nice."
"Somewhere nice is the Italian place in Brooklyn."
"I have also taken you to the Italian place in Brooklyn. Three times."
"Because it's perfect."
"It is perfect," he agrees. "And so is this. Different ways." He turns my hand over in his, absently. "Will you let me do this? Just this once?"
I look at him—at the earnestness in his face, which is real, which I have learned to distinguish from the polished surface he presents to the rest of the world—and I decide that I am not going to let the silverware or the cost per person or the silent, appearing-from-nowhere chair-puller make me into someone who can't be present in her own life.
"Fine," I say. "But I'm going to need you to explain the menu. I'm not going to pretend I know what half of this is."
"I will explain every single item."
"Without making me feel like an idiot."
"You could never be an idiot. Especially not here." He picks the menu up and hands it to me. "The terrine at the top is very good but extremely rich. The tasting menu is worth it if you're not in a hurry. And if you want, we can skip the amuse-bouche explanation entirely and I'll just tell them to bring whatever the kitchen decides."
"What's an amuse-bouche?"
"Tiny food. Very delicious. Complimentary."
"Free food?" My posture relaxes fractionally. "Okay. I'm listening."
He laughs—real, unguarded, the laugh I have decided is the best version of him, the one that hasn't been taught or practiced. And over the tiny free food and the too-expensive main courses and the dessert that arrives as three separate elements on a slate tile, something I am going to think about for approximately the rest of my life, I learn a few things.
I learn that Roman has been coming here since he was fourteen, because his father brought clients here and occasionally, when Victor was in a good mood or needed Roman to be visible, he was allowed along. That he ate quietly at these dinners and watched his father work a room and told himself, at fourteen, that he would never be someone who used food to perform.
"And yet," I say.
"And yet," he agrees, slightly wry. "Though my intentions are different."
"Are they?"
"I brought you here because I wanted you to have something extraordinary. Not because I wanted anyone to see me doing it." He meets my eyes. "There's a difference."
I believe him. That's the part that catches me off guard—not the restaurant or the driver named Marcus who has worked for his family for fifteen years or the number he said when I asked about the cost, which I am actively trying not to think about. It's that I believe him entirely, and that believing him feels like the most natural thing I've done all evening.
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The car home is quiet, the city moving past the windows in long streaks of light. Roman's hand finds mine in the dark of the backseat, and we don't talk for a while, which is something I have noticed we are good at—the particular ease of a silence that doesn't require filling.
"Can I ask you something?" I say, eventually.
"Always."
"Does it ever feel strange? All of it." I look at him. "The driver, the restaurant, the—" I gesture vaguely at the general enormity of his life. "Does it ever feel like too much?"
He's quiet for a moment. Outside, Central Park slides past.
"It used to feel like armor," he says finally. "The kind of life where everything is taken care of because someone decided that taking care of everything was the same as being powerful. My father built it that way." A pause. "Now it mostly just feels like background. Things that are there. I don't need them to be comfortable. I don't need the car to feel like myself." He glances at me. "The bakery, actually. That's the first place in years I've walked into and felt like just a person."
I think about him at the counter, first visit, in his perfectly pressed suit. Looking at the menu like it was written in a language he was translating in real time. Asking for whatever my favorite was, with the particular vulnerability of someone who didn't know the rules and had decided not to pretend he did.
"You tipped forty percent on a four-dollar eclair," I say. "I remember because it broke Oliver's brain a little. It kind of gave you away."
"I didn't know what the right amount was."
"There's not really a wrong amount."
"I wanted to do it right. I didn't want you to think I was..." He stops. "I didn't want you to think the money was the thing I was leading with."
I look at him for a long moment—at this person who can afford restaurants with no menu in the window and drivers named Marcus who materialize precisely on time, who grew up at tables where food was currency and presence was strategic, who walked into a bakery in Queens because he needed somewhere that wasn't his father's world, and left forty percent on a four-dollar eclair because he was nervous and wanted to get it right.
"Roman," I say.
"Yes?"
"It was never the thing I was thinking about."
He looks at me the way he sometimes looks when something surprises him into honesty—open, unguarded, the careful composure set down entirely.
"Good," he says, quietly. "Good."
His hand tightens once around mine, and I let it, and outside the city keeps going, enormous and indifferent and lit up like it's trying to prove something, and inside the car it is warm and quiet and just exactly right.
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I’M SITTING IN YET ANOTHER BOARD MEETING, BUT my mind is a thousand miles away. Or rather, fifteen minutes away, at a little bakery where a girl with cerulean eyes is probably creating something amazing.
My phone buzzes in my pocket. I know I shouldn’t check it during a meeting, but I can’t help myself.
Sunshine: You’re never going to believe what I just received!
Me: What is it, sunshine? Did you get in trouble with the police?
Sunshine: Of course not! I got in! They accepted me to the culinary program!
A second text follows with about fifteen exclamation points and a series of celebratory emojis.
I can’t stop the grin that spreads across my face. I’ll definitely have to surprise her with something to celebrate.
“Mr. Hayes, is something amusing you?” My father’s voice cuts through my happiness like a knife.
I look up to find everyone in the boardroom staring at me. “Apologies. Please continue.”
But Victor’s eyes are narrow, suspicious. He knows something’s different about me. I’ve been distracted lately, coming in late, leaving early, smiling for no apparent reason.
After the meeting, he corners me in the hallway.
The word corners isn’t accidental. He positions himself between me and the elevator, close enough that I’d have to brush past him to leave. A deliberate geometry. Victor has always understood the power of making a man feel trapped before he’s even been told why.
“We need to discuss the Ashford situation.” No preamble. No warmth.“Vanessa has been asking about when you’ll be available for dinner.”
Guilt hits me low and quiet, the kind that doesn’t crash—it settles in the stomach and stays. With everything happening with Aurelia, I’ve been letting the arranged marriage nonsense drift. I told myself I was busy. I told myself there was time.
Victor’s expression tells me he doesn’t agree.
“I’ve been busy,” I say evasively.
“Too busy for the future of this company?” Victor’s voice drops—not louder, but denser, the way pressure builds before something gives. “Or are you too busy with whatever has been occupying your time lately?”
I go very still.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t you?” It isn’t a question. He takes one step closer, and I have to work to hold my ground. “I may be getting older, Roman. But I’m not blind.” He pauses, studying my face the way he used to study balance sheets—looking for where the numbers don’t add up. “You’ve been different. Distracted.” Another pause. “Happy.”
He says the word the way other men say reckless.
The hallway feels smaller than it did a moment ago.
“My personal life is my own,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady.
“Not when it interferes with your responsibilities to this family.” He reaches into his jacket pocket slowly—unhurried, utterly certain of himself—and withdraws his phone. He taps the screen once. Twice. Then holds it up.
The floor doesn’t move, but it feels like it does.
It’s a photo. Me and Aurelia, walking hand-in-hand through Central Park. The angle is slightly elevated—taken from a distance, then cropped. Professional. Someone wasn’t just passing by.
Someone was paid to be there.
“Who is she?” Victor demands, in the same tone he’d use to ask about a quarterly shortfall.
I don’t answer. I can’t trust my voice yet.
“Who is she, Roman.”
“None of your business.”
“Everything about you—” he pockets the phone with a finality that makes my jaw tighten “—is my business.” The pause that follows is long enough to be intentional. “You have two weeks. Two weeks to end whatever this is and commit to the Ashford arrangement.” His eyes don’t leave mine. “Or I will make good on my threat regarding Kai.”
“You can’t—”
“I can.” Simple. Certain. The way he says it leaves no room for argument, and we both know it. “And I will.” He straightens his cuffs. “Choose wisely, son.”
He doesn’t hurry when he walks away. He never does.
I stay where I am, back against the wall, the hallway empty now except for the sound of my own breathing. My hands are shaking—rage and fear, so tangled I can’t tell where one ends and the other starts.
Two weeks. 
Two weeks to figure out how to protect both of them. Two weeks before my father decides to do it for me.
My phone buzzes again.
Sunshine: Want to celebrate tonight? I’m making your favorite eclairs.
I stare at the message, my chest tight with emotions. I should tell her. I should tell her everything right now, before this gets anymore complicated.
But when I think about the joy in her texts, the happiness she deserves after everything she’s been through… I can’t bring myself to ruin it.
Me: I’ll be there. Wouldn’t miss it for the world.
I just need a little more time to figure this out. To find a way to have both—the girl I love and the brother I need to protect. 
Two weeks. I can fix this in two weeks.
I have to.
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Aurelia
That night, Roman takes me to the rooftop of his apartment building. The view is breathtaking—the entire city spread out before us, lights twinkling like stars.
	“I wanted to do something special,” he explains. “For your acceptance. You deserve to celebrate.”
	He’s set up a blanket with pillows, champagne chilling in a bucket, and my eclairs arranged on a platter.
	“Roman, this is…” I’m speechless. “This is too much.”
	“It’s not enough,” he says, pulling me down to sit beside him. “You’re amazing, Lia. You’re going to change the world with your talent.”
	We toast with champagne, and I tell him all about the programs, my dreams, my plans. He listens like every word is precious, his eyes never leaving my face.
	Still, there’s something nagging in the back of my mind that he’s acting differently. Something almost… desperate in the way he holds me. Like he’s trying to memorize every moment.
	“Is everything okay?” I ask, cupping his face in my hands.
	He closes his eyes and leans into my touch. “Everything’s perfect. Right here, right now, with you—everything’s perfect.”
	Then he kisses me, and it’s different from our other kisses. This one is deeper, more urgent, like he’s trying to tell me something he can’t say with words.
	When we finally break apart, we’re both breathing hard.
	“I love you,” he whispers against my lips.
	My heart stops. Starts. Races. “What?”
	“I love you, Aurelia. I know it’s fast, I know we haven’t been together that long, but I can’t—” He takes a shaky breath. “I never stop thinking about you. You breathe fresh air back into my life. I can’t keep it in anymore. I love you.”
	Tears spring in my eyes. Happy tears this time, the kind that comes from joy so overwhelming you can’t contain it.
	“I love you, too,” I say, laughing through my tears. “I love you so much it scares me.”
	He pulls me into his lap, and I wrap my arms around his neck. We stay like that for hours, talking and kissing and watching the city lights. My parents, I hope, would be proud—I finally found my person.
	What I don’t see is the shadow of worry in Roman’s eyes when he thinks I’m not looking. The way his jaw clenches when his phone buzzes with what I assume is a work email.
	I don’t know that he’s already planning, already trying to find a way to protect me from a storm I don’t even know is coming.
	I don’t know that in less than a week, everything will fall apart.
	All I know is that I’m in love, and for the first time since my parents died, I feel like I have a future worth fighting for.
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MAGGIE FINDS ME IN THE KITCHEN AT SIX O’CLOCK, washing a mixing bowl with careful attention of someone whose hands need something to do.
The bowl doesn’t need washing. It was already clean. This is the third time I’ve washed it.
She doesn’t comment on this. She has known me long enough to know what the bowl-washing means.
“Still here,” she says, which is not a question.
“I wanted to get ahead on the morning prep.”
“Mm.” She pours herself a coffee from the pot I made an hour ago, and sits on the stool at the counter, and wraps both hands around the mug, and waits,
This is one of the things I love most about Maggie. She never extracts. She just makes herself available and lets you come to it.
I finish drying the bowl. I dry it. I put it back on the shelf in its correct place.
“Roman’s father,” I start. Then stop.
“Yes?”
“He’s—Roman has a complicated situation. With his father.” I turn around and lean against the counter, facing her. “I knew some of it before. But tonight he told me more. About what’s expected of him. What the stakes are.” I look at my hands. “I’m trying to figure out what my place is in all of that.”
Maggie drinks her coffee. “What do you mean by place?”
“Whether I’m something that helps him or something that complicates him.” I say it as plainly as I can. “He’s being pushed toward a future he didn’t choose, by a person who has a lot of power over him. And I don’t know if—” I stop.
“If you’re the reason he pushes back,” she says, “or the reason it gets harder.” 
“Yes.”
She sets down her mug. Outside, the street is going quiet, the last of the dinner crowd having moved on. The kitchen hums around us—the proofing drawers, the refrigerator, the low reliable sound of a space that is always working. 
“Can I tell you something I learned the hard way?” Maggie says. 
“Please.” 
“People who are in a bad situation will find a way out of it or they won’t. That’s determined by them—by what they can bear, what they believe they deserve, what they’re willing to fight for.” She looks at me directly. “What you cannot do is be the reason they stay in it or the reason they leave it. You can love someone without being responsible for their choices. Those are two different things.” 
I sit down on the stool across from her. “What if I make it harder for him to choose the thing I want him to choose?” 
“Is that the same as making it harder for him to choose the right thing?” 
I think about what Roman told me tonight. About the threat hanging over Kai. About the company, the arranged marriage, the years of his life that his father had already mapped out for him. About the look on his face when he described it—not resigned, exactly, but carrying it the way you carry something you’ve been carrying long enough that you’ve stopped remembering you could set it down. 
He didn’t ask me for anything tonight. He just told me the truth. 
I understand, now, why that cost him something. 
“I love him,” I say. It is the first time I have said it out loud, to anyone, including myself. It lands differently spoken—more real, heavier, lit up in a way that is both wonderful and alarming. 
Maggie does not look surprised. “I know.” 
“Is that—” I start, and stop, and try again. “Is that a problem? Given everything?” 
“Love is never the problem,” Maggie says. “It’s what people do with it. The decisions made on its behalf.” She picks up her mug again. “You’re not his problem to solve, Aurelia. Don’t become his, either. Love him, let him love you, and let him figure out what he’s brave enough to do.” 
She finishes her coffee, and rinses the mug at the sink, and turns off the back kitchen light on her way out. 
I sit in the half-dark of the bakery kitchen for a while, listening to the city settle outside. 
I love him. 
I am terrified of what that means, given how thoroughly I know that things you love can be taken away. Given the particular education my life has given me in impermanence. 
But Maggie’s voice stays with me: you cannot be responsible for his choices. Those are two different things. 
I am not responsible for what Roman does. I can only be here or not be here. Only offer the thing I am actually offering, which is honest and whole and not designed to fix anyone. 
I pull out my phone. 
Me: I’m glad you told me. Whatever happens—I’m not going anywhere. 
I watch the three dots appear. Wait. 
Roman: That means more than you know. 
I turn off the kitchen light and walk to the back door. 
Outside, New York is doing its usual thing—loud and indifferent and lit up like it’s trying to prove something. I walk toward the bus stop, and I think about love, and about the fact that I have been afraid of it for twelve years and it found me anyway. 
Maybe that’s the point of it. Maybe it doesn’t ask permission. 
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	THAT NEXT NIGHT, THE RECIPE CALLS FOR THIRTY minutes of simmering, which means I have thirty minutes to talk myself out of what I am thinking.
	I don’t manage it.

	Lia fell asleep on the couch an hour ago. She does this sometimes—we’ll be talking, her legs folded under her, Orion arranged across her lap like he owns the place, and then I’ll glance over mid-sentence and she’ll be gone. Out completely, the way people sleep when they feel safe enough to stop paying attention. The first time it happened I didn’t know what to do. I sat very still for twenty minutes, afraid to move in case I woke her. Kai would have something to say about that if I told him.
	Some things though I want to keep just for myself a little longer.
	The pasta is from a recipe I found on my phone at eleven this morning when Aurelia texted saying she’d had a hard day and didn’t want to cook. I have never made it before. After that night when we confessed to each other how we felt, I decided I wanted to try and learn more—do as much as I could to help her out. Kai, who is the only person who knows I am here tonight, sent me three voice messages about technique and one about not burning the garlic, which I did not burn, and I feel disproportionally proud about.
	I stir the sauce and watch Aurelia sleep and try not to think about what’s outside.

	There was a black car parked across from Magnolia Bakery yesterday. And the day before that. Different plates both times, which means either it’s a coincidence or someone is being careful, and in my family those two things have never once been the same.
	I didn’t say anything to Lia. I don’t know why I’m so sure it’s connected to me—it could be nothing. It probably is nothing. This neighborhood has a dozen reasons for a parked car and exactly zero of them involve my father’s private security team, which is what I keep telling myself.
	But then there was what happened at dinner on Sunday.
	My father had invited me to the house - “casual,” he said, which in Victor Hayes’ vocabulary means structured, purposeful, and designed to extract information without appearing to. My mother made lamb. We talked about the company, about the Ashford timeline, about Kai, who had declined to come and was at the moment, I know now, buying Oliver Dutton an obscure single-origin coffee blend because he’d mentioned offhandedly that he wanted to try it.
	Victor asked, at the end of the meal, while my mother was in the kitchen: “Have you made any progress from our last discussion?”
	Casual. Offhanded. The way a trap looks before it closes.
	I shake my head, staring him straight in the eyes.
	He held my gaze for three seconds longer than necessary. Then he said, “Right,” and picked up his wine glass, ending the conversation.
	It was nothing. It was probably nothing.
	But Victor Hayes has never in my life asked a question he didn’t already know the answer to.

	The pasta is done. I plate two bowls and cover hers, sitting at her kitchen table with mine. I look at her sleeping on the couch and again, I think: I should tell her.
	Not everything. Just enough. How I am a complication waiting to happen, and that being near me comes with a risk she hasn’t consented to because I haven’t been honest enough to give her the chance.
	I should tell her about Vanessa Ashford. About the merger. About the three-month deadline that is now closer to four weeks. I should sit down next to her and say: there are things about my life that are going to become your problem if you stay near me, and you deserve to know that before they do.
	I should.
	Orion opens one eye from his position on Aurelia’s stomach, looks at me with the focused judgement of a creature who has decided I am acceptable but not fully trusted, then closes it again.
	She stirs. Doesn’t wake, just shifts, her hand curling under her cheek. She looks younger when she sleeps. Less careful. She is so careful when she’s awake—she holds herself like someone who learned that the world requires constant management, constant vigilance, because she grew up in a version of it that did. I knew the outline of her history before she told me—doing some of my internet stalking, but knowing the outline and watching her live in it are different things entirely. 
	That is the part I can’t explain to anyone, even Kai. That it’s not just that I love her, though I do, in a way that has started to feel structural, like something load-bearing. It’s that she is the first person in my adult life who has ever looked at me like I’m just a boy who wants to fall head-over-heels in love with a girl.
	I don’t want to ruin that. I don’t want to watch her face change when she understands the full weight of what comes with me.
	So I don’t say anything. I eat my pasta. I cover hers and leave it on the counter with a note—‘reheat in two minutes, don’t let Orion near it’—and I find her spare blanket in the closet, moving her to the bed and tucking it over her. I let myself out quietly.
	Downstairs, I scan the street out of habit.
	No black car tonight.
	I tell myself this means everything is fine. That I’m managing it. That I have time to figure out how to tell her before it becomes something I can’t control.
	I don’t let myself think about the possibility that time is exactly what I don’t have.
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Two weeks later
WALKING AWAY FROM MY GIRL AS SHE LAID STARFISHED in the bed cracks my heart open. I watched as she reached out for me, but I wasn’t there.
We decided to have another impromptu dinner date after both of us decided we hadn’t seen each other enough over the past few weeks.
I’ve been so busy with the load of work my father has been putting on me—anything he can possibly think of has now become my responsibility.
Lia’s been trying to be encouraging and give me the courage to stand up to him, but no matter how many pep-talks she gives me, the fear from twelve-old me rears its ugly head, and I revert back to the scared little boy who cowered in the corner whenever he even remotely heard his father’s voice.
These last few months have been some of the most wonderful experiences of my entire life—I don’t want to lose that. Lia has awakened something in me that has laid dormant for years. She brings out the good in me, the light that is clouded behind the darkness of those looming over me.
Abrasively, a buzzing from my pocket breaks my thoughts as I carefully take out my phone. Appearing on the screen, a lone message sticks out.
Security: New sign-in requested. Password required. Please examine, immediately. BREACH.
Confusion clouds my thoughts as I read the message over again. Someone tried to… hack into my security system? Who could possibly want to do that?
It’s just been something I’ve been toying around with in my free time, trying to find new tricks to protect those I care most about without my father finding out.
The possibilities of why this could be occurring flood through me, but nothing absolute comes to the surface. I’ve never disclosed anything about my security to anyone but Kai.
I pull up the login logs on my phone, my fingers moving quickly through the familiar interface. The breach attempt came from an IP address I don’t recognize, but the timing… the timing is what makes my blood run cold. It happened exactly when I was with Aurelia tonight.
My father. It has to be. After everything he said at dinner, this must be his way of getting back at me.
I scroll further back through the logs, and my worst fears are confirmed. Multiple access attempts over the past week. Someone’s been trying to track my movements, see where I’ve been going, who I’ve been seeing. It wasn’t just the cars…
The two-week deadline he gave me ended yesterday. Yesterday. And I still haven’t broken things off with Aurelia. If anything, I’ve fallen deeper in love with her.
My phone rings, shattering the quiet of the hallway. Victor Hayes flashes across the screen.
I consider not answering. But that will only make things worse.
“What?” I answer, not bothering to hide the anger in my voice.
“Roman.” My father’s voice is cold, controlled. “We need to talk. My office. Tomorrow morning. 7 AM sharp.”
“I’m busy tomorrow—”
“You’ll make time.” He hangs up before I can respond.
I lean against the wall, my heart pounding. Whatever’s coming tomorrow, it’s not good. I should warn Lia. I should tell her everything right now, wake her up and explain what we’re up against.
But when I look back at her door, I can’t bring myself to do it. She looked so peaceful, so happy. One more night. I can give her one more night of peace before everything falls apart.
I text Kai: Need to talk. Emergency.
His response comes immediately: I’m up. Come over.
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Kai’s apartment is only ten minutes from Aurelia’s, but it feels like hours. When he opens the door, he takes one look at my face and ushers me inside without a word.
“What happened?” He hands me a glass of water and sits across from me on the couch.
I tell him everything—the security breach, the phone call, the deadline I missed. Kai listens, his expression growing darker with every word.
“He’s escalating,” Kai says when I finish. “This isn’t just about control anymore, Roman. He’s threatened.”
“Threatened by what? The girl I’m dating?”
“No. Threatened by the fact that you’re happy. That you’re choosing something for yourself.” Kai leans forward, his elbow on his knees. “Dad can’t control that. And he can’t stand not being in control.”
I run my hands through my hair, frustration building up in my chest. “What am I supposed to do? He’s threatening to put you in charge if I don’t comply. And we both know what that would do to you.”
“Roman.” Kai’s voice is firm. “Look at me.”
I meet his eyes.
“Don’t you dare use me as an excuse to give up your happiness. I’m not a child anymore. If Dad tries to force me into that position, I’ll deal with it. But you… you’ve spent your entire life protecting me at the expense of your own life. It needs to stop.”
“You don’t understand what he’s capable of—”
“I understand perfectly.” Kai’s jaw sets. “I’ve lived with him just as long as you have. The difference is, I stopped letting him dictate my life years ago. It’s time you did the same.”
His words hit me like a punch to the gut. He’s right. I know he’s right. But the thought of what my father could do to Aurelia, to her dreams, to everything she’s worked for…
“What if he goes after her?” I ask quietly. “What if he destroys her bakery plans, gets her kicked out of the culinary program?”
“Then we fight back. Together.” Kai reaches over and grips my shoulder. “But you can’t protect her by giving in to him. That just shows him threats work. He’ll use them forever.”
I nod slowly, trying to absorb his words. “I have to meet him tomorrow morning.”
“Then go. Hear what he has to say. But Roman?” He waits until I look at him. “Don’t make any promises you can’t keep. And don’t agree to anything before talking to Aurelia. She deserves to know what’s happening.”
He’s right. Of course he’s right. But the thought of telling Lia about all of this—about Vanessa Ashford, about the arranged marriage, about the threats—makes me feel sick.
I stay at Kai’s for another hour, and by the time I leave, the sun is starting to rise. I head home to shower and change, dreading what’s coming.
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At exactly 7 AM, I walk into my father’s office. He’s sitting behind his desk, and he’s not alone. Michelle, his secretary, is there taking notes. And standing by the window is a man I don’t recognize—sharp suit, cold eyes.
“Sit,” Victor commands.
I remain standing. “What’s this about?”
My father slides a manila folder across the desk. I don’t touch it.
“Open it,” he says. With a growing sense of dread, I pick up the folder and flip it open. Inside are photos. Dozens of them. Me and Lia at the bakery. Walking through Central Park. At her apartment. The most recent one is from last night—me leaving her building.
“You had me followed,” I say, my voice dangerously low.
“I had you protected,” Victor corrects. “You’re the future CEO of Hayes Consolidated. Your security is paramount.”
“Bull.” I throw the folder back on the desk. “You were spying on me.”
“Watch your tone.” Victor’s eyes narrow. “I gave you two weeks to end this inappropriate relationship. You didn’t. So now I’m handling it.”
My blood runs cold. “What did you do?”
The man by the window speaks for the first time. “Aurelia Elliot. Twenty-five years old. Works at Magnolia Bakery. Recently accepted into the culinary program at NYU. Parents deceased, no siblings, no family. Quite vulnerable, really.”
I turn to him, rage flooding my system. “Who the hell are you?”
“Mr. Brennan is a private investigator,” Victor says calmly. “He’s been very thorough in his research. Did you know your little baker friend has quite a bit of debt? Student loans from a program she dropped out of years ago. Unpaid rent. She’s barely keeping her head above water.”
My hands clench into fists. “Don’t you dare—”
“You have a choice, Roman.” Victor stands, buttoning his suit jacket. “End this relationship today, commit to the Vanessa arrangement, and I’ll forget this ever happened. Miss Elliot can continue her little life undisturbed.”
“And if I don’t?”
Victor’s smile is cold. “Then Mr. Brennan will have some very interesting conversations with the administration at NYU. Seems they take financial fraud quite seriously. And I have friends on the board.”
“She hadn’t committed any fraud—”
“Doesn’t matter. The accusation alone will be enough to have her kicked out. Her landlord is also quite amenable to certain… suggestions. And Magnolia Bakery? Well, let’s just say there are health codes that can be enforced very strictly.”
I feel like I can’t breathe. He’s thought of everything. Every way to destroy her life.
“You’re a monster,” I say quietly.
“I’m a businessman protecting my interests. And you, Roman, are my greatest investment.” He walks around the desk to stand in front of me. “This girl means nothing in the grand scheme of things. You’ll forget about her in six months. But Hayes Consolidated? That’s forever. That's a legacy.”
“I won’t do it.”
“Then she’ll lose everything. Her school. Her job. Her home. All because you were too selfish to do what’s right for your family.” He leans in close. “And Kai? Well, you know how fragile he can be.”
The threat is clear. If I don’t comply, everyone I love will suffer.
“I need time—”
“You have until the end of business today. End it with Miss Elliot, or I start making phone calls.” Victor checks his watch. “Now get out. I have actual work to do.”
I walk out of that office feeling like I’ve been hollowed out. My phone buzzes—a text from Aurelia.
Sunshine: Good morning! I’m sad I didn’t get to see you when I woke up. Coffee later?
I stare at the message, my vision blurring. I can’t do this to her. But if I don’t…
I call Kai.
“He’s going to destroy her,” I say when he answers. My voice breaks. “He has a file on her, Kai. He knows everything. He’s threatening her school, her job, her apartment. Everything.”
“What? Roman, slow down—”
I tell him everything from the meeting. When I finish, there’s a long silence.
“You have to tell her,” Kai says finally. “Right now. Tell her everything. Let her decide what she wants to do.”
“She’ll hate me.”
“Maybe. But she deserves the truth. And maybe… maybe together you can figure out a way through this.”
But I already know there’s no way through this. My father has made sure of that.
I have to choose: Aurelia’s entire future, or my own happiness.
It’s not really a choice at all.
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Aurelia
I wake up with a smile on my face, reaching across the bed for Roman before remembering he left last night. He said he had a meeting early in the morning, and didn’t want to wake me when he would eventually have to leave.
Orion meows from the foot of the bed, and I scratch behind his ears. “Good morning to you too.”
After texting Roman about coffee later, I get ready for work with a spring in my step. Everything is falling into place. The culinary program starts next month. Roman and I are happy. For the first time in years, I feel like life is actually working out.
At the bakery, Oliver takes one look at me and grins. “Someone had a good night.”
I blush. “It was nice.”
“Nice? Babe, you’re glowing. This is more than nice.” He hands me my apron.
The morning rush keeps me busy, and I don’t have time to check my phone until almost eleven. No response from Roman yet, which is strange. He usually texts me back right away.
At noon, my phone buzzes. But it’s not from Roman—it’s an email from an address I don’t recognize.

From: vhayes@hayesconsolidated.com
Subject: Meeting Request - URGENT

Miss Elliot,
Your presence is requested at Hayes Consolidated offices today at 3 PM. This is a time-sensitive matter regarding a business opportunity that may interest you.
The address is attached. Please confirm your attendance.

Victor Hayes
CEO, Hayes Consolidated

I read it three times, confusion swirling in my mind. Victor Hayes. Roman’s father? Why would he want to meet with me?
Did Roman tell him about me? Maybe it’s a business opportunity? Does his father know about my bakery plans? Maybe he wants to help?
I show the email to Oliver.
His face goes pale. “Aurelia, I don’t think you should go.”
“Why not? It’s Roman’s father. This could be amazing for my bakery plans—”
“Or it could be a trap.” Oliver sets down the tray he’s holding. “Think about it. Why would Victor Hayes, CEO of a fortune 500 company, want to meet with you? And why today, urgently?”
“Maybe Roman mentioned me—”
“Did Roman tell you his father wanted to meet you?”
I shake my head slowly.
“Exactly. Call Roman first. Ask him about this.”
I try calling Roman. It goes straight to voicemail. I try again. Same thing.
A knot of anxiety forms in my stomach. Something’s wrong. I can feel it.
But what if this really is a business opportunity? What if I’m being paranoid? Victor Hayes could open doors for me that I couldn’t open on my own. Maybe this is how wealthy families operate—formal meetings, business proposals.
“I’m going,” I decide. “If Roman’s father wanted to hurt me, he wouldn’t invite me to his office in the middle of the day. I’ll be fine.”
Oliver looks like he wants to argue, but Maggie calls for him from the kitchen. “Text me every fifteen minutes,” he demands. “If I don’t hear from you, I’m calling the police.”
“You’re being dramatic.”
“Promise me.”
I sigh. “I promise.”
At 2:30, I change into the nicest outfit I have at the bakery—a simple black dress and cardigan Oliver’s always making fun of. I pull my hair back into a neat bun and try to look professional.
The address leads me to a gleaming skyscraper in midtown. Hayes Consolidated is emblazoned across the front in chrome letters. I’ve walked past this building a hundred times and never connected it to Roman.
The lobby is all marble and glass, intimidating in its perfection. A receptionist directs me to the 47th floor.
As the elevator climbs, my anxiety grows. Maybe Oliver was right. Maybe I shouldn’t be here.
But it’s too late to back out now.
The elevator doors open to reveal a sleek waiting area. A woman who must be Victor’s secretary looks up from her desk.
“Aurelia Elliot?”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Hayes is expecting you. This way.”
She leads me down a corridor to a massive corner office. Through the windows, I can see all of Manhattan spread out below. And behind an enormous mahogany desk sits a man who looks like an older, harder version of Roman.
Victor Hayes stands as I enter. “Miss Elliot. Thank you for coming.”
His smile doesn’t reach his eyes.
The secretary closes the door behind me, and I hear the soft click of the lock.
That’s when I know Oliver was right.
This was a trap.
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“PLEASE, SIT.” VICTOR HAYES GESTURES TO ONE OF THE leather chairs in front of his desk.
I don’t move. “What is this about, Mr. Hayes?”
He studies me for a moment, his expression unreadable. Then he walks over to his desk and picks up a folder.
“Aurelia Elliot. Twenty-five years old. Parents died when you were thirteen in a car accident. You spent five years in foster care. Currently employed at Magnolia Bakery, barely making rent on your apartment in Queens. Recently accepted to NYU’s culinary program, which you’ll be financing through loans you can’t afford.” He looks up. “How am I doing so far?”
Ice runs through my veins. “How do you know all that?”
“I make it my business to know about people who might affect my son’s future.” He sets the folder down. “Now, sit.”
My legs feel shaky, but I force myself to sit. I pull out my phone, remembering my promise to Oliver.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Victor’s voice is cold. “This conversation needs to stay between us. For everyone’s sake.”
I clutch my phone tighter. “Roman knows I’m here.” It’s a lie, but I say it anyway.
“No, he doesn’t. My son is currently in a meeting across town. A meeting I arranged specifically to keep him occupied.” Victor leans back in his chair. “Let me be direct, Miss Elliot. I need you to end your relationship with Roman.”
The words hit me like a physical blow. “Excuse me?”
“You’re a distraction. A liability. Roman has responsibilities—to this company, to this family. He doesn’t have time for…” He waves his hand dismissively. “Whatever this is.”
“We’re in love.” My voice comes out stronger than I feel. “And you can’t just order me to break up with him.”
“Love.” He says the word like it's ridiculous. “My son thinks he’s in love with you because you’re different from his usual world. It’s a phase. It will pass.”
“You don’t know anything about us—”
“I know that Roman has been promised to Vanessa Ashford since before he met you. The merger between our companies has been in the works for over a year. Contracts have been signed. Announcements are ready to be made.” He opens a drawer and pulls out a checkbook. “So let’s talk numbers. How much will it take for you to disappear from my son’s life.”
I stare at him in disbelief. “You’re trying to buy me off.”
“I’m offering you a solution that benefits everyone. Name your price. Fifty thousand? One hundred? Enough to pay off your debts and cover your tuition with plenty left over.”
“No.” I stand up, my chair scraping against the floor. “I’m not leaving Roman. I don’t care how much money you have.”
Victor’s expression hardens. “Sit. Down.”
Something in his voice makes me obey.
“I was hoping we could do this the easy way,” he says, his tone now dangerously soft. “But you’re forcing my hand.” He pulls out another folder. “This contains everything my investigator found on you. The debts you haven’t paid. The rental violations you’ve overlooked. The minor discrepancies in your culinary program application.”
“I didn’t lie on my application—”
	“Doesn’t matter if you did or didn’t. What matters is that I have the ear of several board members at NYU. One phone call, and your acceptance is revoked. An anonymous tip to your landlord about housing violations, and you’re evicted. A health inspection at Magnolia Bakery that finds… irregularities, and your employer faces fines she can’t afford.”
Horror floods through me. “You wouldn’t.”
“I absolutely would. And that’s just the beginning.” He leans forward. “You think you love my son? Then prove it. Walk away. Let him have the life he was meant to have.”
“Roman doesn’t want that life. He told me—”
“Did he tell you about Vanessa?” Victor’s eyebrows rise. My face must provide the answer as he continues. “Interesting. Did he also tell you that if he doesn’t comply with our arrangement, I’ll make his brother Kai the CEO instead? And we both know Kai can’t handle that kind of pressure. The anxiety, the panic attacks… it would destroy him.”
My breath catches. Roman loves Kai more than anything. He would never let his brother be hurt.
“I see I have your attention now.” Victor stands and walks to the window, hands clasped behind his back. “Let me paint you a picture of what happens if you don’t cooperate. You lose your school, your job, your home. Magnolia Bakery goes under, taking Maggie’s life savings with it. Roman is forced to watch his brother crumble under the weight of running this company. And for what? A relationship that was doomed from the start?”
Tears burn my eyes, but I refuse to let them fall. “Roman will fight you.”
“Roman will do what’s best for everyone he loves. Which means letting you go.” He turns back to face me. “But you can make this easier for him. You can be the one to leave. Save him the guilt. Save everyone the pain.”
“I can’t just—”
“You can. And you will.” He returns to his desk and writes out a check. “One hundred thousand dollars. More than enough to start over somewhere new. Take it, leave New York, and never contact my son again.”
He slides the check across the desk. I stare at it, my mind racing.
One hundred thousand dollars. I could pay off my debts, start fresh somewhere else. But without Roman.
“I need to talk to him,” I say desperately. “Roman deserves to know what you’re doing—”
“If you contact Roman, the deal is off the table. You leave tonight, quietly, or tomorrow morning I start making calls. Your choice.”
My hands are shaking. I think about Maggie, who gave me a chance when no one else would. I think about Oliver, my best friend who would be devastated if the bakery closed. I think about Kai, who Roman loves so much he’s sacrificed his own happiness for years.
And I think about Roman. The way he looks at me. The way he said ‘I love you’ on that rooftop. The future we were planning together.
“How do I know you won’t go after them anyway?” I ask quietly. “How do I know you’ll keep your word?”
“Because I don’t need to. Once you’re gone, Roman will move on. He’ll marry Vanessa, take over as CEO, and this will all be a distant memory.” Victor’s smile is cold. “But if you stay, if you fight this, I promise you—everyone you care about will suffer. Including Roman.”
I look at the check. Then at Victor Hayes. Then out the window at the city I love.
I think about my parents, who died because of my birthday dinner. Another person I loved, lost because of me.
If I stay, Roman loses everything. His relationship with Kai. His father’s respect. Possibly the company itself. And Kai… Kai could be destroyed by the pressure.
If I go, at least everyone else is safe.
My hand reaches out, trembling, and picks up the check.
“Smart girl.” Victor’s voice is satisfied. “I’ll have my secretary book you a flight. I suggest Seattle or Portland—West Coast, far from here. You have until 8 PM tonight to be out of your apartment.”
“That’s not enough time—”
“Then you’d better start packing.” He presses a button on his desk. “Michelle, Miss Elliot is leaving. Please see her out.”
The door opens. Michelle appears, her expression neutral. She’s been through this before, I realize. I’m not the first person Victor Hayes has bought off.
I stand on numb legs, the check clutched in my hand like it’s burning me.
“Oh, and Miss Elliot?” Victor calls as I reach the door.
I turn back.
“If you change your mind, if you try to contact Roman or come back to New York… remember what you’ll be costing everyone. Sometimes the most loving thing we can do is let go.”
The elevator ride down feels like falling. In the lobby, I finally check my phone. Three missed calls from Oliver. Five texts asking if I’m okay.
And one message from Roman: I need to see you. Tonight. There’s something I have to tell you.
Fresh tears spill down my cheeks. I can’t see him. If I see him, I’ll break. I’ll tell him everything, and then his father will destroy all of us.
I text Oliver: I’m okay. On my way back.
Then I turn off my phone before I can change my mind.
I have four hours to pack up my entire life and leave the only person who’s made me happy since my parents died.
Four hours to break both our hearts.
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When I get back to the bakery, Oliver takes one look at my face and pulls me into the back room.
“What did he do?” His voice is tight with anger. “I knew you shouldn’t have gone—”
“I have to leave.” The words come out flat, emotionless. I think I’m in shock. “Tonight. I have to leave New York.”
“What? Aurelia, what are you talking about?”
I can’t tell him the whole truth. Victor was clear about that. “It’s complicated. Family stuff. Roman’s family. I just… I can’t be with him anymore.”
“Did he threaten you?” Oliver grabs my shoulders. “Aurelia, if Victor Hayes threatened you, we can go to the police—”
“No. We can’t.” I pull away. “He didn’t do anything illegal. He just… he made me understand that Roman and I don’t belong together. That I’m hurting him by staying.”
“That’s bull and you know it.”
“Maybe. But it doesn’t matter.” I wipe my eyes. “I need to go home and pack. Can you cover my shift for the rest of the week?”
“Aurelia, please. Talk to me. Let me help—”
“You can’t help with this.” I hug him tightly, breathing in the familiar smell of coffee and cinnamon. “I love you, Oli. You’ve been the best friend I could ever ask for.”
“This sounds like goodbye.” His voice cracks.
“It’s just… I need some space. To figure things out.” The lies taste bitter on my tongue. “I’ll call you when I can.”
But we both know I won’t.
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MY APARTMENT HAS NEVER LOOKED SO EMPTY.
I stand in the middle of my living room, surrounded by half-packed boxes, and try to figure out how to condense my entire life into two suitcases. Everything I own. Everything I am. It all has to fit.
Orion weaves between my legs, meowing plaintively. He knows something’s wrong.
“I know, buddy,” I whisper, picking him up. “I’m sorry. But we have to go.”
I called my landlord an hour ago and broke my lease, paying the penalty with some of Victor’s money. He was surprisingly understanding—probably because I’ve been so behind on rent, he’s happy to get rid of me. I wonder if he knows, if Victor already got to him too.
The flight to Seattle leaves at 10 PM. It’s 5:30 now. Four and a half hours to erase myself from Roman’s life.
My phone keeps buzzing. Roman’s been calling for the past hour. Each time I see his name, my heart breaks a little more. But I can’t answer. If I hear his voice, I’ll crumble.
I need to write the letter. The one that will make him hate me. The one that will make him let me go.
I pull out a piece of paper and stare at it for a long time before I can make my hand move.

Roman,
I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore.
I thought I could handle your world—the money, the expectations, all of it. But I was wrong. We’re too different. I need to focus on my own life, my own future.
This isn’t your fault. You’ve been amazing. But I realize now that I was using you as an escape from my own problems. That’s not fair to either of us.
Please don’t try to find me. I need space to figure out who I am without you.
I’m sorry.
Aurelia

I read it over three times. Every word is a lie. Every sentence feels like a knife in my chest. But it’s what Victor wanted—vauge and impersonal, a cut-and-dry break up that he could forget about and move on from.
I seal it in an envelope and leave it on the kitchen counter where he’ll find it. Because he will come here. I know he will.
My phone buzzes again. This time it’s a text from Oliver: Please call me. I’m worried about you.
I type out a response: I’m okay. I promise. I’ll explain everything when I can. Take care of Maggie and the bakery for me.
Orion meows from his carrier. I’ve already packed his food, his toys, and his favorite blanket. At least I’m not leaving him behind.
“You’re the only one coming with me,” I tell him, my voice breaking. “Just you and me, like it’s always been.
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At 6 PM, there’s a knock at my door.
My heart stops. Roman. He’s here. He found me.
I freeze, not breathing. Another knock, more insistent.
“Aurelia? It’s me. Open up.”
Not Roman. Oliver.
I consider not answering, but he’ll just keep knocking. I open the door a crack.
Oliver pushes his way inside, then stops dead when he sees the packed boxes. “You’re really leaving.”
“I told you I was.”
“I thought… I hoped you’d change your mind.” He looks around at my empty apartment, his eyes glistening. “Aurelia, talk to me. Really talk to me. What did Victor Hayes say to you?”
I want to tell him everything. I want to break down and let him hold me while I cry. But Victor’s words echo in my head: If you tell anyone, the deal is off.
“I can’t,” I whisper. “I’m sorry, Oli. I can’t tell you.”
“Did he threaten you? Because if he did—”
“He made me understand that staying would hurt people I love. Including Roman. Including you.” Tears spill down my cheeks. “The bakery, Oli. He said he’d shut down the bakery. He’d ruin Maggie. And Roman’s brother… God, what he’d do to Kai…”
Oliver’s face goes pale. “So you’re just going to run?”
“I’m protecting the people I love. That’s not running.”
“What about Roman? Does he know?”
I shake my head. “He can’t know. If he knows, he’ll try to fight his father. And everyone will lose.”
“So you’re making him think you just… stopped loving him?” Oliver’s voice cracks. “Aurelia, that’s cruel.”
“It’s kinder than the truth.” I wipe my eyes. “This way, he can hate me. He can move on. He can have the life he was supposed to have.”
“The life Victor wants for him, you mean.”
“Maybe that’s the same thing.”
Oliver pulls me into a fierce hug. “I don’t agree with this. I think you’re making a mistake. But I understand why you’re doing it.” He pulls back to look at me. “Where are you going?”
“Seattle. At least to start. I’ve heard it’s nice around this time of year.”
“Text me when you get there. Not with details, just… let me know you’re safe.”
“I will.”
He helps me carry my suitcases down to the Uber. When it’s time to go, he hugs me one last time.
“For what it’s worth,” he says, “I think you’re one of the bravest people I know. Stupid, but brave.”
I manage a watery smile. “I love you, Oli.”
“Don’t forget to call me, okay? I will always be available, day or night.”
“I know you will.”
He goes to close the door, but stops himself for a minute. “I love you too, Aury. Don’t forget that, okay? No matter what happens, you’re never alone.” 
But as the Uber pulls away and I watch Oliver disappear in the rearview mirror, I’ve never felt more alone in my life.
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JFK airport is packed with travelers, all of them going somewhere exciting. Vacations, business trips, visiting family. Normal reasons to fly across the country.
Not running away from the only man you’ve ever loved.
I check in, get through security in a daze. Orion meows from his carrier, and a TSA agent gives me a sympathetic look. “Rough day?”
I nod, not trusting my voice.
At the gate, I have an hour before boarding. I sit in a corner, Orion’s carrier at my feet, and let myself look at my phone one last time with the old SIM card still in it.
Seventeen missed calls from Roman. Twenty-three texts. The most recent one, from ten minutes ago:
Roman: Aurelia, please. I don’t know what happened but we can fix this. Whatever it is, we can fix it. Please just talk to me. I love you.
I press my hand to my mouth to keep from sobbing out loud.
He doesn’t know yet. He hasn’t found the letter. When he does…
I take out the new SIM card, the one with the Seattle number that no one has. I swap them out, and just like that, I become someone new. Someone without a past. Someone who’s never been in love.
My old phone number, with all its contacts and messages and memories, gets tucked into a zippered pocket of my purse. I’ll throw it away when I land. Cut that final tie.
“Now boarding Flight 237 to Seattle, rows 25 through 35.”
That’s me. Row 32, window seat. I picked it specifically so I could watch New York disappear below me.
I gather my things, pick up Orion’s carrier, and join the line of passengers. One foot in front of the other. That’s all I have to do. Just keep moving.
The flight attendant scans my boarding pass and smiles. “Welcome aboard.”
I make my way down the narrow aisle to my seat. Stow my bag in the overhead compartment. Tuck Orion’s carrier under the seat in front of me. Buckle my seatbelt.
All these small, mundane actions that are completely at odds with the fact that my entire life is falling apart.
The plane pushes back from the gate. Taxis toward the runway. I press my forehead against the window and watch the terminal lights blur past.
Somewhere out there, Roman is looking for me. Maybe he’s at my apartment right now, reading my letter. Maybe he’s standing in my empty living room, trying to understand how everything changed so fast.
Or maybe he’s relieved. Maybe his father convinced him this is for the best. Maybe by tomorrow, he’ll be having dinner with Vanessa Ashford, planning their future together.
The thought makes me want to throw up.
The engines roar to life. The plane picks up speed, faster and faster until suddenly we’re airborne, lifting away from the ground.
I watch New York shrink below me. The glittering lights of Manhattan. The dark sprawl of Queens where my empty apartment sits. The bakery where Oliver is probably closing up for the night, wondering if he’ll ever see me again.
And somewhere down there, Roman. The man I love more than I ever thought possible. The man I’m leaving to save.
A sob finally escapes, and I press my hand over my mouth. The man next to me pretends not to notice.
My parents told me once that sometimes the most loving thing you can do is let someone go. I didn’t understand it then. I was eleven, and they were talking about my grandmother, who’d been sick for so long.
“Sometimes holding on causes more pain than letting go,” my mother said.
I understand now.
I’m letting Roman go because I love him. Because staying would destroy him, his brother, everyone around us. This is my sacrifice. My penance for all the pain my existence has caused.
My parents died because of me. I won’t let Roman suffer the same fate.
The plane levels off, and the seatbelt sign dings off. People around me pull out laptops and books, settling in for the five-hour flight.
I just stare out the window at the darkness, tears streaming down my face, and mourn the life I’m leaving behind.
Seattle awaits. A new city. A new life. A new Aurelia who’s never been in love.
Because if I admit I’m still in love with Roman Hayes, I’ll never survive this.
So I’ll pretend. I’ll pretend my heart isn’t broken. I’ll pretend I made this choice freely. I’ll pretend that somewhere over the next two years, the pain will fade.
I’ll pretend I don’t spend every night dreaming about chocolate eyes and the way he said my name.
I’ll pretend I’m okay.
Even though I know I’ll never be okay again.
Orion meows softly from his carrier, and I reach down to stick my fingers through the mesh, letting him lick them.
“Just you and me now,” I whisper. “Just like always.”
But it’s not like always. Because now I know what I’m missing. Now I know what love feels like. And now I have to spend the rest of my life knowing I gave it up.
For him. For Kai. For Oliver and Maggie and everyone who would have suffered if I stayed.
This is what love looks like sometimes. Not grand gestures or happy endings.
Sometimes love looks like walking away.
Sometimes love looks like a girl on a plane to Seattle, crying silent tears as she leaves her heart behind in New York.
Sometimes love is sacrifice.
And right now, I’m learning that sacrifice is the loneliest feeling in the world.
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THE HOTEL IN DOWNTOWN SEATTLE HAS A VIEW OF Puget Sound.
I know this because I am standing at the window, Orion’s carrier on the floor behind me, watching the dark water and the lights of the ferries crossing back and forth, and all I can think is: I did not plan to end up here.
This is the thought I have been having for approximately forty-seven minutes, since the Uber from the airport dropped me off and the front desk clerk handed me a key card and told me checkout was at noon, and the door to room 312 closed behind me and I stood in another unfamiliar space with a single suitcase and a cat and the hollow feeling of a person who has just done something enormous and cannot yet assess whether it was right.
It was right. I know it was right.
I keep having to remind myself.
The ferry lights move across the water in slow arcs. Orion has emerged from his carrier and is conducting his usual territorial inspection—sniffing corners, assessing the structural integrity of the furniture, reserving judgement on the whole situation until he has more information. He is, as always, better at this than I am.
My phone has a new SIM card in it. The old one is in the inside pocket of my bag, wrapped in a napkin, not yet thrown away because I cannot quite make myself do it. 
I don’t have Roman’s number anymore. Not on this phone. It lives now only in the phone that has the old SIM, the one I am not supposed to be using, and also—I realize, with a complicated feeling—in my memory, where I will probably know it for the rest of my life. 
He will find the letter tonight, or tomorrow. He will call the number that no longer connects. He will stand in my empty apartment with its bare walls and stripped shelves, and he will understand what has happened, and I cannot think about his face when he does. 
I lean my forehead against the cool glass of the window. 
The most loving thing we can do is let go. Victor’s voice. The way he delivered it— certain, satisfied, like a man who had organized the world according to his own logic and found it tidy. 
I think about Roman. The way he stood from the table whenever I approached it, every single time, without making a production of it—just as if it was the only natural thing to do. The way he asked, the first night I told him about my parents, if the recipe had been written down. Not because he wanted to change the subject. Because he wanted the galette to exist in the world. 
Because he pays attention. He has always paid attention. 
I slide down until I am sitting on the floor with my back against the window, Orion’s warm weight settling into my lap from nowhere, as cats do. 
He purrs. Puts one paw on my hand. 
I do not cry. I am out of tears, for now, wrung out somewhere over Nevada, and what is left is a specific kind of quiet exhaustion. The kind that comes after you’ve done something that cost everything you had and there is nothing left to spend. 
I should sleep. I have to find an apartment tomorrow, find a bakery that is hiring, build the structure of a life that will hold me until the holding gets easier. I should be strategic. I should be practical. I should do the thing I always do, which is survive by making the next right decision and then the one after that. 
Instead I sit on the floor of a hotel room in Seattle and hold my cat and look at the ferries moving across dark water, and I let myself feel the full weight of what I have given up. 
Not because I regret it. I made the only choice I could make. I would make it again. 
But grief is not regret. You can mourn something without having chosen wrong, and tonight I am going to let myself mourn. 
For the bakery I won’t see tomorrow morning. For Oliver, who will wake up to a text message that says nothing like enough. For Maggie, who gave me a chance when no one else did, who told me I was strong and will not know, for a long time, whether she was right.
For Roman. 
For his hand finding mine at the counter as if it belonged there. For the way he tilted his head when I said something unexpected, like he was filing it carefully. For the specific feeling of being known—not the idea of being known but the actual thing, the warm solid weight of someone paying attention to who you actually are. 
For all of that. 
The ferry lights move across the water. 
I let myself feel it, and then—slowly, in the way grief eventually does—it begins to recede. Not gone. But bearable. 
I will be okay. I have been not-okay before, in ways that were supposed to break me, and I am still here. Still capable of choosing, still capable of building, still capable of love— which, right now, feels both like the problem and the evidence. 
I get up. I put Orion’s food in his bowl. I brush my teeth and wash my face and lie down on the hotel bed, which is fine and unfamiliar and not mine. 
Tomorrow I will start the work of making a life here. 
Tonight I am still in the before. 
I let myself stay in it a little longer. Just until I fall asleep. 
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I STAND OUTSIDE AURELIA’S APARTMENT AT 9 PM, MY hand raised to knock. I’ve been calling her all day. Every call goes straight to voicemail. Every text sits undelivered.
Something’s wrong. I can feel it in my bones.
After leaving my father’s office this morning, I spent hours trying to figure out what to do. How to protect Aurelia from his threats. How to keep Kai safe. How to salvage any of this.
But every scenario ends the same way: someone I love gets hurt.
I knock. Wait. Knock again, louder.
“Lia? It’s me. Please, I need to talk to you.”
Silence.
I try the doorknob. It’s unlocked.
My heart rate picks up as I push the door open. “Aurelia?”
The apartment is dark. Empty. Not just empty of people—empty of everything. The couch where we watched movies together is gone. The little kitchen table where she’d made me breakfast—gone. Even the photos on the walls, the small touches that made this place hers—all of it, gone.
Panic claws at my throat. I move through the apartment faster, checking each room. Her bedroom—the bed is still there, but stripped bare. No clothes hang in the closet. No shoes by the door. The bathroom has nothing on the counter. No toothbrush, no shampoo, nothing.
It’s like she never existed.
Then I see it. A white envelope on the kitchen counter, my name written across it in her handwriting.
My hands shake as I pick it up. I don’t want to open it. Because once I do, whatever’s inside becomes real.
I tear it open.

Roman,
I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore.
I thought I could handle your world—the money, the expectations, all of it. But I was wrong. We’re too different. I need to focus on my own life, my own future.
This isn’t your fault. You’ve been amazing. But I realize now that I was using you as an escape from my own problems. That’s not fair to either of us.
Please don’t try to find me. I need space to figure out who I am without you.
I’m sorry.
Aurelia

I read it once. Twice. Three times. The words blur together.
No.
This doesn’t make sense. Just last night, she was in my arms. She told me she loved me. We were planning our future together. And now…
I pull out my phone and call her. Straight to voicemail. I call again. Same thing. The automated voice starts up, telling me the number has been disconnected.
My legs give out and I sink to the floor, my back against the kitchen counter. The letter crumples in my fist.
She left me.
She actually left me.
But something about this doesn’t add up. The timing. The way she wrote about my world, my money—she never cared about any of that. She loved me despite all of it, not because of it.
There is no way she would write it without something causing her to. We may not have been together for years upon years, but we understood each other on a deeper level than most people do.
Someone had to have done something…
My father.
The realization hits me like a freight train. He did this. Somehow, he got to her. The meeting he arranged to keep me occupied—that wasn’t for me. It was to keep me away from Aurelia. He must have thought he could get one up on me—as he always does.
I’m on my feet and out the door before I can think. I need to confront him. I need to find out what he did.
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I burst into my father's office at 10 PM without knocking. He's still there, of course. Victor Hayes never leaves before midnight.
He looks up from his paperwork, unsurprised. "Roman. I was wondering when you'd show up. I had a feeling my plan wouldn’t go as smoothly as I hoped it would." He sighs. “Young love, and its annoying habit of being unpredictable. Gives me a headache, honestly.”
"What did you do?" My voice is deadly quiet. "What did you say to her?"
"I assume you're referring to Miss Elliot." He sets down his pen. "I had a conversation with her this afternoon. A very productive one."
"You threatened her."
"I offered her a generous sum to relocate and pursue her dreams elsewhere. She accepted." He slides a piece of paper across the desk. It's a bank statement showing a check for $100,000 cashed this afternoon. "She took the money, Roman. She chose to leave."
I stare at the statement, feeling like the ground is falling away beneath me. She took the money. She actually took it.
"You're lying," I say, but my voice wavers. "Aurelia wouldn't—"
"Wouldn't what? Take money when it was offered? She's in debt, Roman. Struggling. I gave her a way out, and she was smart enough to take it." He leans back in his chair. "This is for the best. You'll see that eventually."
"Where did she go?"
"I don't know. And even if I did, I wouldn't tell you." Victor stands. "It's done, Roman. Let her go. Focus on your future here. You will start slowly taking over the company effective immediately. To avoid a massive explosion with the press, the CEO announcement will be officially made in three months. Vanessa Ashford is waiting for your call."
"I will never marry Vanessa Ashford."
"Then you'll lose everything. The company, your position, your credibility. Is that really what you want?"
I look at my father—this man who's controlled every aspect of my life, who just destroyed the one good thing I've ever had—and something inside me breaks.
"What I want," I say slowly, "is to never become you."
I turn and walk out, leaving him standing there.
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The next few days pass in a haze. I go to Magnolia Bakery, but Maggie tells me Aurelia quit. Just stopped showing up. Oliver won't talk to me—the second he sees me walk in, he turns his back and walks to the kitchen.
I hired a private investigator, but he came up empty. Aurelia Elliot has vanished. No forwarding address, no new phone number, no paper trail. It's like she disappeared into thin air.
Kai tries to help. He searches social media, reaches out to people who might know something. Nothing.
"Maybe she really did want to leave," Kai says gently one night when he finds me staring at my phone, hoping for a message that will never come.
"She didn't," I insist. But the doubt creeps in. She took the money. She wrote that letter. Maybe I didn't know her as well as I thought.
Maybe my father was right all along.
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Three months later, I'm officially announced as the incoming CEO of Hayes Consolidated. The press conference is a blur. Flash of cameras, questions I answer on autopilot. My father stands beside me, his hand on my shoulder like we're some kind of team.
I feel nothing.
At the reception afterward, Vanessa Ashford corners me. She's beautiful in that calculated way—designer dress, perfect hair, a smile that doesn't reach her eyes. Nothing like Aurelia.
"Congratulations, Roman." She hands me a glass of champagne. "My father says the merger is moving forward beautifully."
"Great," I say flatly.
She studies me. "You know, our fathers have this arrangement, but that doesn't mean we have to be miserable. We could make this work. A partnership."
"I'm not interested in a partnership."
"Because of her?" Vanessa's voice drops. "The baker? Your father told me about her. Said she left you for money."
My jaw clenches. "Don't."
"I'm just saying, if she really loved you, she would have stayed. Money or no money." She touches my arm. "You deserve better than that."
I pull away. "Excuse me."
“Roman, wait.”
I turn back around, masking the annoyance on my face before she can see it.
“For what it’s worth,” Vanessa says quietly, “I didn’t want this either. I hope you find your way out of it.”
I stare at her for a beat before turning back around and walking out of the reception, ignoring my father's pointed look. At home, I pour myself a drink and stand by the window, looking out at the city.
Somewhere out there, Aurelia is living a new life. Maybe she's happy. Maybe she's forgotten all about me.
Maybe I should try to forget about her too.
But I can't. Every time I close my eyes, I see her. Every time I walk past a bakery, I smell cinnamon and think of her. Every time I drink coffee, I remember how she took hers—light and sweet, just like her.
I'm haunted by a ghost.
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Six months pass. Then a year. Then two.
I throw myself into work. I'm a good CEO—better than my father, actually. I innovate, I listen to my employees, I expand the company in ways Victor never imagined. But it all feels hollow.
I still refuse to marry Vanessa, much to my father's fury. The merger happens anyway—turns out he didn't actually need me to marry her, he just wanted the control. He had lied—just like he always does.
Kai keeps trying to get me to meet new people, not in a romance type of way, just people I can talk to when I am feeling lonely.  "You need to move on," he says. "You're wasting your life waiting for someone who's probably not coming back. I know you loved her—I loved her too. But we both know Aurelia—she sticks to her word. If she says she isn't coming back, it’s probably set-in-stone."
He's right. I know he's right. But I can't seem to make myself care about anyone else.
I go through the motions. Board meetings, business deals, charity galas. I smile for cameras, shake hands, make small talk. But inside, I'm still standing in Aurelia's empty apartment, holding that letter, trying to understand how everything fell apart.
Some nights, I take out my phone and scroll through old photos. There aren't many—we were only together for a few months. But each one is precious. Her laugh. Her smile. The way she looked at me like I was the only person in the world.
I wonder if she still has Orion. I wonder if she found a bakery she loves. I wonder if she thinks about me, even for a second, or if she's truly moved on.
I wonder if I'll ever stop loving her.
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Two Years Later
SEATTLE IN FEBRUARY IS THE COLOR OF A HELD BREATH.
Everything is grey-green and damp, the sky the particular shade of white that means rain later, or maybe now, or possible just always. I have been here for a little over two years and I still can’t tell the difference. In New York, the weather announces itself. Here it simply exists, a permanent ambient condition, like the smell of saltwater that follows you everywhere you go. I have started to find it peaceful. This worries me slightly.
My apartment is on the third floor of a building on Capitol Hill, a neighborhood Oliver would love—coffee shops every thirty feet, bookstores with cats sleeping in the windows, restaurants that take reservations six weeks out sitting next to restaurants that put their menus on chalkboards and change them daily. It is a good neighborhood. I chose it on purpose, knowing I would need reasons to leave the apartment.
I leave the apartment. I go to work. I come home to Orion.
This is, I tell myself, a life.
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The bakery where I work is called The Rising Sun. It sits inside Pike Place Market, wedged between a flower stall and a vendor who sells hand-painted ceramics, and it does a brisk trade in tourists who want sourdough and locals who want the danishes that Elena, the owner, has been making the same way for twenty-two years.
Elena hired me without asking too many questions, which was either excellent judgment or a complete absence of it, and I have never been able to determine which. She is warm and practical and occasionally says things to me like “you look like you’re carrying something heavy” and then, when I don’t answer, simply hands me something to knead.
I am good at the work. I have always been good at it. This is one of the things I have learned about myself in the time I’ve been here: grief does not take baking away from you. If anything, it sharpens it. When everything else feels uncertain, the chemistry of flour and water and time remains exactly what it is. There is comfort in the consistency, even when nothing else holds still.
Today is a slow Tuesday. The market is quiet in a way it only gets in February, between the Christmas tourists and the spring ones, and I move through the prep work in the particular meditative silence of a kitchen with no rush to answer to. Elena is doing inventory in the back. I am alone with the dough and the rain against the market roof and my own thoughts, which I have gotten better at managing but not yet at silencing.
I make sourdough. I make croissants. I test a new honey-lavender tart filling that I think works but am not sure about yet.
I do not think about Roman Hayes.
I think about Roman Hayes.
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The thing about carrying a secret this size is that it doesn’t get lighter with time. You just get stronger, or you develop a different posture, one designed to accommodate the weight without letting it show. I have developed an excellent posture. I stand very straight. I smile at the right moments. I have made two acquaintances at The Rising Sun who I sometimes get coffee with after our shift, and they know my name, that I came from New York, that I have a cat named after a constellation, and they know nothing else, and this is fine.
It is fine.
Some mornings I wake up and the first thing I feel, before I’m fully conscious, is the memory of being happy. The specific, cellular happiness of those weeks at Magnolia—the way the bakery smelled in the mornings, Oliver’s commentary on everything, the feeling of Roman’s hand finding mine under the counter like it was the most natural thing in the world. The memory arrives clean and complete and then the waking catches up with it and the two collide, and for a moment the gap between then and now is so vast it takes my breath away.
Then Orion steps on my face, and I get up, and I go to work.
This is survival. I know how to do this. I have been doing it, in one form or another, since I was thirteen years old.
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Elena finds me at the counter at noon, staring at nothing.
“Lunch,” she says. Not a question.
“I’m not really—”
“Aurelia.” She says my name the way Maggie used to say it, with weight behind it. “Sit down and eat something. The tart will keep.”
I sit. She puts a bowl of soup in front of me and sits across from me with her own coffee and doesn’t ask anything, which is why I end up talking.
“Do you ever think about things you gave up?” I ask. “And wonder if they would have worked out, if you’d chosen differently?”
Elena considers this seriously, which I have come to understand is just her way. “I think everyone does. The question is whether you’re asking because you need to make peace with it or because you’re thinking about undoing it.”
I turn my spoon over. “What if you didn’t exactly choose? What if something was… taken from you, and you let it be taken, because you thought it was the right thing to do?”
“Then I’d ask myself if the reason I let it go still applies.” Elena wraps both hands around her mug. “Circumstances change. What we’re protecting people from changes. The act of sacrifice can outlive its necessity by years if you’re not paying attention.”
The soup steams between us. Outside, the rain has started again, ticking against the market roof in its patient, grey way.
“You have someone,” Elena says. It isn’t a question either.
“Had,” I say. “It’s complicated.”
“It usually is.” She stands, picking up her mug. “For what it’s worth—you’re one of the best bakers I’ve ever had in this kitchen, and you spend half your time here looking like someone who is very bravely not crying. I don’t know what happened to you in New York. But whatever you’re waiting for permission to do—” she pauses at the door. “you already have it.”
She goes back to her inventory.
I eat my soup.

Oliver calls at seven.
“Monthly check-in,” he announces, “plus I have gossip, plus I miss your face, plus Maggie asked about you and I told her you were thriving and I need that to become true before she asks again.”
“I am thriving,” I say.
A pause. “Aury.”
“I am… persisting.”
“Better.” I can hear him settling somewhere comfortable, the small domestic sounds of his apartment. “The gossip: Maggie is opening a second location, which you already knew, and she’s asked me to run it, which you didn’t.”
“Oli! That’s incredible.”
“I know. I cried. It was very dignified.” A beat. “Also… I’ve been seeing someone.”
Something in his voice is different. Careful and bright at once, the way voices get when they’re holding something they don’t want to drop.
“Tell me everything,” I say.
He tells me. How they’ve known each other for a while. How they’ve gotten closer over their meetings with each other. Oliver describes him to me in such theatrical detail that I have to sit down. Kind eyes. Terrible taste in coffee. Laughs with his whole body.
It sounds exactly like someone I know, but I can’t quite put my finger on who.
“Do I know this person? They sound really familiar…”
The audible silence on the other side of the line is palpable. Oliver clears his throat. “Yeah, it’s—” his voice quivers, “it’s Kai.”
My eyes widen in shock. Roman’s brother. Of course. Of course it is. I should have known—they were often with each other when I was still in New York, hanging around in the bakery, being secretive when they thought I wasn’t looking.
“He makes me feel like…” Oliver pauses, searching. “Like the best version of the day. You know? Like whatever’s hard about it gets smaller when he’s there.”
“Yeah,” I say softly. “I know exactly what you mean.”
A silence. Oliver is careful with it.
“Aury—”
“Don’t,” I say. “I’m happy for you. I really am. Just… don’t.”
He doesn’t. We talk for another hour, about the new location and Maggie and the February tourists and a terrible movie he watched twice because the lead actor is, in his words, “criminally handsome.” We don’t talk about Roman. We don’t talk about what I gave up or whether it was worth it or what I would do if the reason I left stopped being true.
After we hang up, I sit in the dark for a while with Orion on my lap, listening to the rain. 

I have gotten very good at not wanting things.
It turns out that’s not the same as not wanting them.
I know what I gave up. I made the choice with full knowledge of what it cost. I would make it again, probably—protect Oliver’s job, protect Maggie’s bakery, protect Kai from a pressure that would have broken him, protect Roman from a fight with his father that had no clean ending.
I would make it again.
But Elena’s voice is still in my head: the act of sacrifice can outlive its necessity.
Victor Hayes is still in New York. The threats are still real. Nothing has changed.
I tell myself this firmly. I tell Orion, who blinks once and begins to wash his face with the serene indifference of a creature unbothered by romantic complications.
“You’re right,” I tell him. “Nothing has changed.”
And I almost believe it.
Almost.
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	KAI IS WASHING DISHED WHEN I HANG UP THE PHONE.
	This is a thing I have learned about him in the months we have been together: he washes dishes when he is trying to give someone space to feel something without an audience. He is perceptive in ways that sneak up on you. His brother is the same—though I have only ever seen Roman from a distance, across the counter at Magnolia, in the months before Aurelia left, and then in the months after, when he would come in alone and sit at the table by the window with the expression of a person searching for something they’ve put down and can’t find.
	I have never told Roman I know where Aurelia is.
	I have never told Kai I know where Aurelia is. He knows I talk to her, but I swore to Aury that I wouldn’t reveal her location until she was ready. Kai hadn’t liked that, but he’s kept his mouth shut.
	I am, objectively speaking, in an untenable position, and have been for the better part of two years.
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	“How is she?” Kai asks. He doesn’t turn around from the sink.
	I set my phone down on the kitchen table and pull out a chair, sitting in it sideways, the way I do when I’m thinking. “She says she’s persisting.”
	“Persisting.” He turns off the water. Turns around. He has the kind of face that doesn’t hide much, which is both why I love him and why conversations like this one require a certain amount of navigation. “That’s not the same as fine.”
	“No,” I agree. “It’s not.”
	He comes to sit across from me, drying his hands on the dish towel he keeps tucked through his belt loop when he cooks, a habit I find endearing in a way that I have not yet told him because some things I’m still working up to. “Did you tell her?”
	“About us? Yeah. I told her tonight.”
	Something moves across his face. “How did she take it?”
	“Good. She was happy for us.” I watch him. “She was also very careful not to ask about Roman.”
	Kai is quiet. He doesn’t say a word, just the expression of pity.
	The kitchen hums around us. Kai’s apartment is the kind of lived-in that means someone actually lives in it—books on the coffee table that get moved and replaced, a plant on the windowsill that is thriving against all odds, a half-finished sketch on the counter that he does when his hands need something to do while he thinks. I have come to love this apartment with an ease that surprised me.
	“Oli,” Kai says carefully. “How long are we going to do this?”
	“Do what?”
	“Know things that people we love don’t know. Exist in the middle of this—” He gestures between us, and somehow it encompasses everything: me and him, Aurelia in Seattle, Roman in the empty apartment three miles from here that Kai says he’s been slowly repainting, one room at a time, for no reason he’ll admit out loud. “It’s not sustainable, Oli.”
	I know that. I’ve known it for a while. “I’m protecting her.”
	“From what? Victor is—” Kai stops. The subject of his father sits between us the way it always does when it comes up: heavy, slightly uneven, requiring both of us to hold it carefully. “He’s not well. You know that. Whatever he had over her, whatever threat he made—it’s not the same as it was.”
	“She doesn’t know that.”
	“So tell her.”
	“It’s not that simple, Kai. I lean forward, my elbows on my knees. “She left to protect all of us. She made this enormous, terrible sacrifice, and if I tell her now—if I say hey, Aury, his health is failing, maybe the threat isn’t what it was—and she comes back and it’s not safe yet, and something happens to her or to you or Maggie…” I trail off. “I’m not going to be the one to tell her about Victor until I know what it means for Roman. Until I know it’s safe.”
	Kai looks at me for a long pause. “I understand why you’re doing it,” he says finally. “I’m not criticizing it. I just—” He pauses. “Roman goes to Magnolia by himself sometimes. Did you know that? He sits at her table and orders what she used to make him and he stays for an hour. Maggie told me.”
	I did know. Maggie had told me too, before I saw it for myself, in that way Maggie delivers information she thinks you need—direct, without fanfare, and with her clear implication that now you know, you should probably do something with it. 
	“He’s waiting,” Kai says. “He doesn’t know he’s waiting, but he is. And she’s waiting. And meanwhile you and I are the only two people who know enough to do something about it, and we’re just…” He shakes his head. “Sitting in my kitchen.”
	“Washing dishes,” I say.
	The corner of his mouth moves. “Washing dishes.”
	I look at my phone on the table. Aurelia’s name is still on the recent calls list. I think about her voice tonight, the way it has that particular quality it gets when she is performing ‘fine’—lighter than normal, carefully composed, the vocal equivalent of good posture. I have known her long enough to read it like a second language.
	“She told me she would make it again,” I said quietly. “The choice. She said she’d make it again.”
	“Do you believe her?”
	I think about it honestly. “I believe she believes it. I’m not sure she’s right.”
	Kai reaches across the table and takes my hand. He does this without preamble, which is one of the things about him I am still getting used to—the uncomplicated way he shows up for people. Like it doesn’t cost anything. Like love is just a thing you do, straightforwardly, because someone needs it.
	He grew up in a family where love was always slightly conditional, always laced with what it expected back. Kai Hayes, raised by Victor Hayes, somehow came out the other side knowing how to love without strings. I have not figured out how, and I have not asked, because some questions feel too sacred to rush.
	“When it’s time,” he says, “you’ll know. You’ll always know with her.”
	“And if I’m too late?”
	“You won’t be.” He squeezes my hand once and lets go, standing up. “Do you want tea? I’m making tea.”
	“Yeah,” I say. “I could go for some tea.”
	He fills the kettle and I sit at his kitchen table, looking at my phone and thinking about two people in a city of eight million, both waiting for something to change, neither one of them knowing that the person who could change it is sitting in a warm apartment three miles away, trying to figure out when the right moment is.
	Not yet.
	But closer than it was.
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THERE IS A THURSDAY IN OCTOBER WHEN I GO BACK TO Magnolia.
This is not unusual. I have been going back since the week after Aurelia left—not every day, not even every week, but sometimes, in the way you return to a place that holds something you are not ready to let go of. I order what she used to recommend. I sit at the corner table. Oliver brings it without being asked and then goes back to the counter without speaking to me, which is both a kindness and a punishment—I accept it as both.
Maggie never says anything either, but sometimes I look up and she is standing in the kitchen doorway watching me with an expression I cannot fully read. Something between grief and patience.
Today is different, though I cannot immediately say why.
I am halfway through a croissant—the almond-filled kind, which Aurelia always said was too sweet for a breakfast pastry, and which I have ordered every time since she left because contradicting her felt like keeping an argument going—when I notice a woman at the table by the window with a small child who want the last of the blueberry muffin and will not be dissuaded from his position.
The child cries: but why can’t I have the last one?
The mother replies: because someone else might want it.
The child considered this with the full gravity of a four-year-old. Then: but what if they don’t come?
And the mother says: then it will be there if they do.
I eat my croissant and watch the blueberry muffin in question sitting in the case, its continued existence apparently a matter of some principle for this particular woman, and I think about Aurelia.
I have been thinking about her for fourteen months.
This is not extraordinary.. I thought about her before she left—involuntarily, inconveniently, in the middle of board meetings and contract negotiations, which I had attributed to the novelty of something good in life that had mostly been about managing things. I thought the thinking would diminish after she went. That it was the kind of thinking that runs on proximity, and without proximity would slow.
It has not slowed.
What has changed is its quality. Early on, it was sharp—a grief with edges, the kind that catches you without warning on ordinary days. A smell. A specific quality of morning light. The croissants. 
Now it is something different. Not sharper; something more like a presence. A weight that has become familiar enough that I have arranged myself around it without quite deciding to. The way you adjust your walk after an old injury: not thinking about it anymore, just moving differently. 
Hayes Consolidated continues; I run it well, I have told myself it is enough, I have told myself the work is meaningful in aggregate even if it is not mine in the way I would have chosen. The security division is real, small but real, and I carve time for it the way you carve time for the thing you actually want in a life mostly composed of obligation. 
But I am twenty-nine years old and there is a persistent knowledge in my chest that I have never been able to strategize around: I had something real, and it was taken, and I don’t understand why. 
I understand the mechanism. My father made an offer and Aurelia made a calculation and the calculation came out one way. I even, on generous days, understand why she didn’t tell me—the size of the threat, the certainty that I would fight it, the cost of that fight. 
What I cannot understand is the letter. 
I realize now that I was using you as an escape from my own problems. 
I have read it too many times. Turned it over and looked at it from every angle. And it does not sound like her. The phrasing is wrong. The emotional logic is wrong. Aurelia does not speak in evasions; she says what she means and lets you have the whole of it. 
Someone else wrote that letter. Or someone else told her what to write. 
I have thought this for fourteen months, and I do not know what to do with the thought. 
The child across the bakery has been given a different muffin—chocolate chip, which appears to be an acceptable compromise—and is now consuming it with the uncomplicated contentment of a want that has been met. The blueberry muffin remains in the case. 
Oliver comes by with my second coffee, unrequested. 
“Same time next month?” he says. 
It is the most he has said to me in weeks. I look at him. 
“If that’s all right,” I say. 
He sets the coffee down. He is holding something back—I can see it in the set of his jaw, the deliberate way he is looking at the table instead of at me. There is information in this room that I do not have, and Oliver knows it, and he is deciding something. 
He does not decide it today. He goes back to the counter. 
But he brought the coffee unsolicited, which he has not done before. 
I look at the blueberry muffin in the case. The woman was right: sometimes you keep something available on the chance someone will come for it. 
I drink my coffee. 
I come back next month. 
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IT HAS BEEN EXACTLY TWO YEARS, THREE MONTHS, AND seventeen days since Aurelia left when my father has a heart attack.
He was in his office, working late as always, when it happened. By the time anyone finds him, it's too late.
Victor Hayes dies at 62, surrounded by the empire he built but none of the people he claimed to be protecting.
The funeral is massive. Hundreds of people from the business world, politicians, society figures. They all say the same things: what a great man, what a legacy, what a loss.
I stand next to my mother, who cries quietly into a tissue. Kai is on my other side, his hand on my shoulder. I feel… nothing. No grief, no relief. Just emptiness.
After the service, Kai and I go back to my father's house to start sorting through his things. My mother can't face it yet.
"You okay?" Kai asks as we stand in Victor's study.
"I don't know what I am," I admit. "He was my father. But he…" I trail off, not sure how to finish that sentence.
"He was complicated," Kai says diplomatically.
"He was a tyrant who destroyed my life."
Kai doesn't argue. We work in silence, boxing up files, sorting through decades of paperwork. Most of it will go to the company lawyers.
Then I find it. A folder in the bottom drawer of his desk, labeled simply: "Roman - Personal."
My hands shake as I open it.
Inside are all the surveillance photos from two years ago. Me and Aurelia at the bakery, in the park, at her apartment. But there's more. Transcripts of phone calls—my father calling the landlord, offering him money to evict Aurelia. Emails to the NYU board. A detailed breakdown of how he planned to destroy Magnolia Bakery.
And at the bottom, a copy of the check he wrote to Aurelia. $100,000. Cashed the same day.
But clipped to it is a note in my father's handwriting: "Subject accepted payment under duress. Threatened exposure of illegal activities. Ensured compliance through intimidation. Subject relocated to Seattle, WA as per agreement."
The folder slips from my hands.
"Roman?" Kai's voice sounds far away. "What is it?"
I can't speak. Can't breathe. The truth crashes over me like a wave. My brain struggles to comprehend what’s in front of me.
She didn't leave because she wanted to. She didn't take the money because she was greedy. She left because my father threatened her. Threatened everyone she loved.
She left to protect me.
All this time, I thought she abandoned me. But she was saving me.
"Oh my god," I whisper. "Kai. She didn't leave. He forced her out."
Kai picks up the folder, reads through it. His face goes pale. "Jesus. Roman, this is…"
"Seattle," I say, grabbing the note. "The note says Seattle. She's in Seattle."
I'm on my feet, already planning. I'll hire investigators, I'll search every bakery in the city, I'll—
"Wait." Kai grabs my arm. "You can't just show up after two years. You need to do this right."
"What if she's moved on? What if she doesn't want to see me?"
"Then you deal with it. But Roman…" He squeezes my shoulder. "She left to protect you. That's not something you do easily if you don't love someone. Find her. Tell her the truth. Let her decide what happens next."
He's right. I know he's right.
I pull out my phone and make a call.
It's time to find Aurelia Elliot.
And this time, I'm not letting anyone—not even her—push me away until I've told her everything.
Two years. She's been living with this pain for two years, thinking she had to stay away to keep me safe. I can only imagine what that did to her—especially with the way she blames herself for her parents.
But my father is gone now. The threat is gone. There's nothing stopping us anymore.
Nothing except the damage he left behind.
The question is: after all this time, will Aurelia even want me back?
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	THERE IS A SPECIFIC KIND OF LONELINESS THAT ONLY becomes visible when you see what you’re missing.
	This is something I have learned to manage. Not eliminate—I am realistic about that. But manage, the way you manage anything structural and persistent: you build a life carefully around the shape of it, and most of the time the construction holds, and most of the time you are fine.
	Most of the time.
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	They come in on a Thursday afternoon, when the market is quiet and I’m restocking the display in the methodical way I do when I need my hands to be busy so my brain can be still.
	Two people. Maybe late twenties. She’s ahead of him by a half-step, pointing at the cupcakes through the glass with the enthusiasm of someone who has just discovered something wonderful, and he’s watching her point at the small delectables with an expression I recognize the way you recognize a song you haven’t heard in years—the melody surfaces before the words do.
	He is not looking at the cakes. He is looking at her. And the way he is doing it—like she is the most interesting thing in the room, like whatever she is about to say is something he is already leaning toward—lands somewhere in my chest before I can prepare for it.
	I know that look. I have been on the receiving end of it.
	I look down at the display case and finish what I was doing and remind myself to breathe.
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	They sit by the window. I can see them from the kitchen, in the narrow angle between the shelving and the doorframe that gives me a view of the three tables and a section of the market outside. I do not watch them on purpose. I just keep finding my eyes going there.
	She laughs at something he says—a real laugh, unguarded, the kind you can’t perform. He hands her half of his cupcake without being asked. She steals the better half and he lets her, and the look on his face when she does is so unguarded and happy that I have to turn back to the dough I’m working on and press both hands flat into it.
	Elena comes to stand beside me at the counter. She doesn’t say anything. She just looks at what I’m doing with the dough, which is less kneading and more sustained pressure, and hands me a bench scraper without comment.
	“Thank you,” I say.
	“Sometimes we take it out on the bread,” she says mildly. “The bread can handle it.”
	She goes back to her station. I work the dough properly, in the rhythm she taught me, and let myself feel it.
	Not push it down. Not manage it or reroute it or catalogue it clinically the way I have gotten so practiced at doing. Just feel it, for a minute, in the specific and honest shape it actually is.
	I miss him.
	Not the idea of him. Not the abstract sense of what we could have been. I miss Roman specifically: the way he listened like nothing else was competing for his attention, and the way he’d leave notes when he went home early, and the exact quality of silence when he was in a room and I didn’t have to fill it with anything.
	I miss him in the way you miss something load-bearing. You don’t always notice it’s there until the structure shifts.
	The couple by the window are talking quietly now,  heads bent slightly toward each other, and I understand all at once why it’s hitting me harder today than usual. It’s not cruelty. They’re not doing anything wrong by being happy in front of me. It’s just that they are beginning, and I remember the beginning—the beginning was the best thing that ever happened to me, and I walked away from it to keep it safe.
	I would do it again. I know that.  I have said it enough times that I believe it.
	That doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.
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	That night I sit at my kitchen table with my laptop open and Orion on the chair beside me. I do something I haven’t done in a long time.
	I look up baking programs.
	Not in New York. I’m not ready for that, and I am honest enough with myself to know it. But there is an online program—professional technique, advanced pastry, twelve weeks—run by a culinary school in Portland, and I have been looking at it on and off for six months without clicking the enrollment link because enrolling in something means intending to do it, and intending to do things mean believing you have a future worth preparing for.
	I hover over the link for a long moment.
	Orion puts his paw on my wrist. He does this when I’m on my laptop too long—commentary I choose to read as encouragement rather than impatience.
	“Yeah,” I tell him. “Okay.”
	I click the link. I fill in the form. I put in my card number before I can think about it too much, and then it’s done, and I get a confirmation email with a start date two weeks away. I look at it for a long time.
	It is a small thing. A twelve-week online course. It is not a bakery of my own or a culinary degree or the life I was building before it got dismantled. It is just a start.
	But starting is the thing. Starting is always the thing.
	I named you after a constellation, I think, scratching Orion behind the ears. Things that are very far away but still worth looking at.
	He purrs. Outside, Seattle does what Seattle does—rain, patient and constant, like it has nowhere else to be.
	For the first time in a long time, neither do I. Not in the trapped sense. In the sense of: I am here. I am okay. I am choosing, in small ways, to build something.
	It’s enough. For tonight, it’s enough.
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Four Months Later
THE SMELL OF SOURDOUGH FILLS MY SMALL APARTMENT as I pull the loaves from the oven. Perfect golden crust, just the way I like them. I set them on the cooling rack and check the time. 5:47 AM.
Another early morning in Seattle. Another day of pretending I'm okay.
Orion stretches on the windowsill, his orange fur catching the first light of dawn. He's older now, moving a little slower, but he's still the only constant in my life.
"Good morning," I say softly, scratching behind his ears. He purrs, leaning into my touch.
Today marks two years and seven months. It's been about three years since I left New York. Since I left Roman.
Some days are easier than others. Some days I can go hours without thinking about him. But most days, he's there in every quiet moment. In the smell of coffee. In the way the light hits the city skyline. In the empty space beside me in bed.
I change into my work clothes and head out. I had gotten accepted to the program in Portland and I've been taking online classes in business, saving money. Maybe someday I'll have my own place again. Maybe someday the dream will feel worth pursuing. I’ve been learning so much, and given the ability to make so many of my ideas into reality.
Maybe someday I'll stop feeling like half a person.
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The bakery is already bustling when I arrive. Tourists line up for coffee and pastries, and the smell of fresh bread mingles with the salty air from the market
"Morning, Aurelia!" Elena calls from behind the counter. 
"Morning." I tie on my apron and get to work.
The routine is comforting. Mix, knead, shape, bake. My hands know what to do without thinking. It's meditative, almost. The one time my mind goes quiet.
But today, my thoughts won't settle. I keep thinking about Oliver. About our conversations. He's still at Magnolia awaiting the opening of the apparently new location, still with Kai, who apparently visits the bakery so often now that Oliver jokes he should just get a job there. He’s happy and thriving.
Oliver tells me things about Roman sometimes, even though I ask him not to. He can't help himself.
"He's been CEO for a while now," Oliver said last week. "Running the whole company. Kai says he's miserable."
The words hit me like a punch. Miserable. Because of me? Or because of his father? Or just because that's what happens when you're forced into a life you never wanted?
I wanted to ask more. Does he ever mention me? Has he moved on? Is he with Vanessa Ashford?
But I didn't. Because knowing would only make it hurt more.
"Aurelia?" Elena's voice breaks through my thoughts. "You okay? You've been staring at that dough for five minutes."
I blink. "Sorry. Just distracted."
She gives me a knowing look. "Is it the same man trouble from before?"
I force a laugh. "Something like that."
"You know, you never talk about your past. In three years, you've barely mentioned where you came from." She leans against the counter, studying me. "You don't have to tell me. But if you ever want to talk…"
"Thank you," I say softly. "But I'm okay. Really."
The lie comes easily now. I've had three years to practice.
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That evening, I'm curled up on my couch with Orion when my phone rings. Oliver.
It's not our usual call night, which means something's happened.
"Hey," I answer, trying to keep my voice light. "What's up?"
"Aurelia." His voice is serious. "I have news. I wasn't sure if I should tell you—especially with how long it’s been, but… you deserve to know."
My heart rate picks up. "What is it?"
"Victor Hayes died. Four months ago. Heart attack."
The words hang in the air. I don't know what to feel. Relief? Grief? Nothing? 
Why would Oliver take so long to tell me?
"Aurelia? Are you still there?"
"Yeah. I'm here." I swallow hard. "How's Roman?"
"Kai says he's… processing. Roman found out we were still in contact so Kai thought I should tell you. I had been trying to hold off—I didn’t want to trigger you with the past memories—but he just kept insisting; I couldn’t take it anymore. The funeral was yesterday." Oliver pauses. "Aurelia, I think you should reach out to him. Tell him the truth about what happened."
"I can't. It's been three years, Oli. He's probably moved on. He probably hates me."
"Kai says he talks about you all the time. Says Roman never got over you."
Hope flares in my chest, dangerous and painful. "It doesn't matter. What would I even say? 'Sorry I disappeared for three years, your dad threatened me?' That sounds insane."
"Then at least come back to New York. Let him see you're okay."
"I can't, Oliver. I just… I can't." Tears blur my vision. "What if he doesn't want to see me? What if he's happy now?"
"What if he's not?" Oliver's voice is gentle. "What if you both spent three years miserable when you could have been together?"
The thought is unbearable.
"Think about it," Oliver says. "Please. You deserve to be happy, Aury. You both do."
After we hang up, I sit in the dark for a long time, Orion purring in my lap.
Victor Hayes is dead. The man who destroyed my life, who forced me away from everything I loved—he's gone.
Does that change anything? Can I go back?
The questions spin through my mind all night. I don't sleep.
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Three days later, I'm closing up the bakery when my phone buzzes with an email notification. I almost ignore it—it's probably spam—but something makes me look.

From: rhhayes@hayesconsolidated.com
Subject: Please Read

My heart stops. Roman.
With shaking hands, I open it.

Sunshine,
I know you probably don't want to hear from me. I know it's been three years and I have no right to contact you. But I need you to know the truth.
I found files in my father's office after he died. Files about you. About what he did. The threats he made. The way he forced you to leave.
I know everything now. And I'm so sorry. I'm sorry I didn't protect you. I'm sorry you had to carry that burden alone. I'm sorry for every day of the past three years.
You don't owe me anything. If you've moved on, if you're happy now, I'll understand. I just needed you to know that I never stopped looking for you. I never stopped loving you.
Please come back. Not for me—for you. So I can tell you in person how much you mean to me. So I can apologize properly. So we can figure out if there's any way to fix what my father broke.
I've attached a plane ticket and hotel reservation. No pressure. No strings. Just… please. Let me see you. One more time.
I miss you, Lia. I miss you so much it hurts to breathe.
Yours,
Roman

I read it once. Twice. Three times. Tears stream down my face, and I can't stop them.
He knows. He finally knows the truth.
And he still loves me.
The attachments are there—a first-class ticket to JFK, departing tomorrow morning. A reservation at a hotel in Manhattan. He's thought of everything.
My hands hover over the keyboard. I should respond. I should tell him yes, I'll come. Or no, it's too late.
But I can't make myself type either one.
Instead, I close my laptop and look at Orion, who's watching me with those wise, ancient eyes.
"What do I do?" I ask him.
He meows once, then jumps down and walks to the door. Like he's saying: what are you waiting for?
Maybe he's right. Maybe I've been waiting long enough.
Three years ago, I ran away to protect Roman. To save him from his father's threats. To give him the life he deserved.
But what if the life he deserves includes me?
What if we both deserve a second chance?
I open my laptop again and pull up the ticket. Departure: 9:15 AM. That gives me twelve hours to decide if I'm brave enough to go back.
Twelve hours to decide if love is worth the risk.
I think about Roman's words: I never stopped loving you.
I never stopped loving him either. Not for a single day.
I pull out my phone and call Oliver.
He answers on the first ring. "Aury? What's wrong?"
"Roman sent me a plane ticket," I say, my voice shaking. "He wants me to come back to New York."
There's a pause, then: "So? What are you still doing in Seattle? Get your ass on that plane."
"What if it's too late? What if we can't fix this?"
"Then at least you'll know you tried. But Aurelia?" His voice softens. "I've seen Roman. I've seen how destroyed he's been without you. If you don't come back, you'll regret it for the rest of your life."
He's right. I know he's right.
"Okay," I whisper. "Okay. I'll go."
Oliver whoops so loud I have to hold the phone away from my ear. "Yes! Finally! Oh my god, I need to tell Kai—"
"Don't tell anyone," I say quickly. "Not yet. I need… I need to do this on my own terms."
"Fine. But Aury? I'm so proud of you."
After we hang up, I start packing. Not everything—just a small suitcase. Just enough for a few days.
Because I don't know what's going to happen. I don't know if Roman and I can pick up where we left off. I don't know if three years apart have changed us too much.
But I know I have to try.
I owe it to the girl who fell in love in a bakery. I owe it to the man who never stopped looking for her. I owe it to both of us to see if our story gets a second chance.
My parents never got to see me live the life they thought I deserved—I owe it to them to try my hardest to fulfill what they would have wanted for me. To be happy.
Tomorrow morning, I'm going home.
Not to Seattle. Not to the apartment I've been hiding in.
Home to New York. Home to the city where my heart still lives. Home to Roman.
And for the first time in three years, I let myself hope.
Maybe happy endings aren't just for fairy tales.
Maybe, just maybe, they're for broken people who find their way back to each other.
Maybe they're for us.
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THE FLIGHT TO NEW YORK BOARDS AT NINE-FIFTEEN, and I am at the gate by seven forty-three.
This is not because I am an early person, exactly. It is because I have been sitting in my mostly-empty apartment since three AM, listening to Orion snore and trying to decide if I am doing the right thing, and at six-fifteen I gave up trying and started moving instead.
Movement is easier than deciding.
I have always been better at movement.
The airport is quiet in that early-morning way—the business travelers who have done this too many times to feel it, the families with children who are not yet awake, the people like me who are catching a specific flight for a specific reason and cannot sit still long enough to be casual about it.
I have a boarding pass on my phone. Roman’s boarding pass, technically—I printed it from the email without changing anything, without thinking too hard about what it meant that he had already arranged all of this, the ticket, the hotel, the careful framing of no pressure, no strings, which is the way someone talks when they are trying very hard not to ask for something directly. 
He was always like that. The indirection he used when something mattered most. Come back, not as a demand but as a door left open. 
I sit at the gate with a coffee I cannot taste and Orion’s carrier at my feet and I look at my phone. 
Oliver’s last text: get your ass on that plane. 
One from Kai, from last night after Oliver apparently told him, which he wasn’t supposed to but which I’m not surprised by: I’m really glad you’re coming. He needs you. So do the rest of us, actually. No pressure though. Oliver told me to add that. 
Nothing from Roman. Which is right. He said he wouldn’t push. 
I have his email pulled up on my phone, the one I’ve read eleven times. By now I have memorized the particular sentence that undoes me every time: I never stopped looking for you. Not the love confession—I had known that, somewhere, in the place below thought where the things you’re most afraid of live. But that. The looking. The fact that he had kept looking even after believing I had chosen to leave. 
What kind of person does that? 
The kind I fell in love with in a bakery, apparently. 
A voice comes over the speaker—a gate change, two rows down, nothing to do with me. Around me, people shift and rearrange, checking their phones, adjusting their bags. Normal Tuesday morning travel, unremarkable in every way except the one way in which I am not going somewhere for ordinary reasons. 
Orion meows from his carrier. It is not his distressed meow—just a check-in. Establishing that I am still here. 
“Still here,” I tell him quietly. 
He meows again, satisfied, and arranges himself. 
I look at the boarding pass. Gate C17. Seat 3A, which is first class, which Roman clearly selected without thinking about the fact that I would know what first class costs, and which I have been trying not to think about because if I think too much about him carefully selecting a window seat on the left side of the plane, which is the side with the better view of the coast, I will cry in the Seattle airport before I even board. 
I am going back to New York. 
The thought sits differently when I say it to myself directly, without the buffer of planning or logistics around it. I am going back to New York. To the city where my parents died and where I came back to life and where I walked away from the best thing that had happened to me since. To the bakery I can still see when I close my eyes, the specific quality of light on winter mornings, the smell before the door is even open. 
To Roman. 
I think about my mother. About her voice saying the world has a way of balancing itself out. About the cinnamon rolls and the flour-dusted kitchen and the afternoon in the park that I have spent eleven years trying to hold whole in my memory. 
I think about what it would mean to have something worth holding again. Not instead— nothing is instead—but in addition. Alongside. The grief and the love coexisting, which is, I think, the only way either of them makes sense. 
The gate agent picks up the speaker. 
“Now boarding Flight 2174 to JFK, rows 25 through 35—” 
It’s not my row yet. But I pick up my bag and move toward the gate anyway, because I have been waiting long enough, and because standing still is no longer an option, and because somewhere in New York a man I love is waiting, and I have kept him waiting for three years, and I am done. 
I hand over my boarding pass. 
The agent scans it. 
I walk down the jetway. 
I am going home. 
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THE PLANE TOUCHES DOWN AT JFK AT 2:47 PM, AND MY hands won't stop shaking.
I've been on this plane for five hours, and I still don't know what I'm going to say to him. How do you explain three years of silence? How do you apologize for breaking someone's heart to save them?
Orion meows from his carrier under the seat in front of me, picking up on my anxiety. I reach down to stick my fingers through the mesh.
"I know, buddy. I'm scared too."
The flight attendant's voice comes over the speaker, welcoming us to New York and thanking us for flying. Around me, people gather their belongings, eager to deplane. But I sit frozen in my seat, terror and hope warring in my chest.
What if this is a mistake? What if Roman only thinks he wants to see me, but when I'm actually standing in front of him, he realizes he can't forgive me?
What if three years is too long?
"Miss?" A flight attendant appears beside my row. "We've landed. Are you alright?"
I realize everyone else has already left. I'm the only passenger still sitting.
"Sorry," I mumble, grabbing my bag and Orion's carrier. "I'm fine."
But I'm not fine. I'm terrified.
The walk through the airport feels surreal. I've been gone for three years, but everything looks the same. The same coffee shops, the same crowds rushing to their gates, the same energy that is distinctly New York.
I'm home.
The thought hits me like a punch to the gut. This is home. Not Seattle. Not the apartment I've been hiding in. This city, with all its noise and chaos and memories.
This is where I belong.
I take an Uber to the hotel Roman booked for me. It's in midtown, one of those boutique places that's elegant without being ostentatious. The kind of place that says he cares but doesn't want to overwhelm me.
The room is beautiful. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city. A king-sized bed with crisp white linens. A sitting area with a couch and coffee table. It's perfect.
I set Orion's carrier down and let him out. He immediately explores, sniffing every corner, claiming this new territory. I watch him for a moment, wishing I could be that adaptable. That I could just walk into a new space and make it mine without questioning everything.
My phone buzzes. A text from Oliver.
Oliver: Did you land? Are you okay? Text me or I'm sending Kai to hunt you down.
I smile despite my nerves.
Me: I landed. I'm at the hotel. Freaking out a little.
Oliver: That's normal. When are you seeing him?
Me: Tonight. 8 PM at Magnolia.
Oliver: Oh my god. THE MAGNOLIA? That's so romantic I could cry. Okay. What are you going to wear?
Only Oliver would ask about my outfit at a time like this.
Me: I don't know. I didn't exactly pack for a grand reunion.
Oliver: Lucky for you, I'm coming over. Give me the hotel address.
Me: Oli, you don't have to—
Oliver: Address. Now.
I send him the information, knowing there's no point in arguing. When Oliver makes up his mind about something, nothing can stop him.
An hour later, there's a knock on my door. I open it to find Oliver standing there with a garment bag and a huge smile on his face.
"Oh my god, AURELIA!" He drops everything and pulls me into a crushing hug. "You're really here. You're actually here."
I hug him back, tears already starting. "I'm here."
He pulls away to look at me, his hands on my shoulders. "Let me see you. Are you okay? Have you been eating? You look too thin."
"I'm fine, Oli. Really."
"Liar." But he's smiling. "Come on. We have work to do."
He bustles into the room, hanging the garment bag on the closet door. Orion immediately comes over to investigate, and Oliver scoops him up.
"Orion! Look how big you've gotten! Well, not big, but older. More distinguished." He scratches behind Orion's ears. "Did you miss me, buddy?"
"Meow."
"That's what I thought." Oliver sets him down and turns to me. "Okay. Let's talk about tonight. Are you prepared? Have you thought about what you're going to say?"
"I have no idea what I'm going to say," I admit, sinking onto the couch. "How do I even start that conversation?"
"Well, you could start with 'I'm sorry' and go from there." He sits beside me. "But Aury, you don't have anything to apologize for. You did what you had to do to protect the people you love."
"I broke his heart."
"His father broke both your hearts. Not you." Oliver takes my hand. "Roman knows the truth now. He knows what Victor did. All you have to do is show up and let him tell you how he feels."
"What if he can't forgive me?"
"What if he can?" Oliver squeezes my hand. "You flew across the country to find out. Don't chicken out now."
He's right. I know he's right.
"Now." Oliver stands and unzips the garment bag. "I brought you options. We're going for 'I've spent three years thinking about you but I'm also a strong independent woman who doesn't need anyone.' Thoughts?"
Despite everything, I laugh. "That's very specific."
"I'm a professional." He pulls out a deep blue dress. "This says 'I'm the one that got away and you should be so lucky I came back.'"
The dress is beautiful. Soft fabric that drapes elegantly, with a neckline that's sophisticated without being revealing.
"It's perfect," I whisper.
"I know." He hands it to me. "Try it on. And then we're doing your hair and makeup. Not too much—you're naturally gorgeous. But enough that Roman remembers exactly what he's been missing."
I blush at the remarks as he begins to pull out a collection of objects out of his bag.
This is going to be a whirlwind of chaos.
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At 7:30 PM, I'm standing in front of the hotel mirror, barely recognizing myself.
The dress fits perfectly, skimming my curves in all the right ways. Oliver styled my hair in loose waves that fall over my shoulders, and he did my makeup with a light touch—just enough to enhance my features without looking like I tried too hard.
"You look beautiful," Oliver says from behind me. "He's going to lose his mind."
"I'm terrified."
"Good. That means you care." He hands me my purse. "The car is waiting downstairs. Text me after, okay? I don't care what time it is. I need to know how it goes."
I hug him one more time. "Thank you, Oli. For everything."
"That's what best friends are for." He kisses my cheek. "Now go get your man."
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The Uber drops me off in front of Magnolia Bakery at 7:50 PM. The sign says they're closed, but the lights are on inside. I can see through the windows to the familiar space—the counter where I used to work, the small tables where customers would sit with their coffee and pastries.
Three years. It's been three years since I walked out of the building, preparing to never come back.
My hands are shaking again as I try the door. It's unlocked.
I step inside, and the smell hits me immediately. Cinnamon, vanilla, coffee. The scent of home.
"Hello?" My voice sounds small in the empty space.
No answer. Roman isn't here yet.
I wander through the bakery, memories flooding back with every step. The corner table where Roman used to sit, watching me work. The spot behind the counter where Oliver would make me laugh during the rush. The kitchen where I'd experiment with new recipes late at night.
I run my hand along the counter, and it's like I never left.
Except everything has changed.
I check my phone. 7:58 PM.
Two more minutes.
My heart is racing so fast I think it might burst out of my chest. I sit down at one of the tables—not Roman's usual spot, I can't handle that yet—and try to steady my breathing.
What am I going to say? How do I explain?
The door opens.
I look up, and there he is.
Roman Hayes. The man I've loved and lost and dreamed about for three years. He's standing in the doorway, and the sight of him steals my breath.
He's thinner than I remember. There are shadows under his eyes, lines on his face that weren't there before. He's wearing a dark blue shirt with the sleeves rolled up, jeans instead of his usual suit. His hair is slightly messy, like he's been running his hands through it.
He looks older. Sadder.
He looks like he's been through hell.
And it's my fault.
"Aurelia." His voice breaks on my name.
I stand up, my legs shaky. "Hi."
For a moment, we just stare at each other across the bakery. The space between us feels like miles even though it's only a few feet.
Then Roman takes a step forward. Another. And another.
And suddenly he's right in front of me, close enough that I can see the way his hands are trembling, the way his jaw is clenched like he's trying not to cry.
"You came," he whispers. "I wasn't sure you would."
"I almost didn't," I admit. "I was so scared."
"Scared of what?"
"That you wouldn't want to see me. That too much time had passed. That you'd hate me."
"Hate you?" Roman's voice is rough. "Sunshine, I could never hate you. I've spent three years trying to find you. Three years wondering if you were okay, if you were happy, if you ever thought about me."
"I thought about you every day," I say, tears spilling down my cheeks. "Every single day."
"Then why didn't you come back? Why didn't you call, or write, or—" His voice breaks. "Why did you leave me with that letter? Making me think you didn't love me anymore?"
"Because I had to," I whisper. "Your father, he—"
"I know." Roman pulls a folder from his bag, the same one he found in Victor's office. "I know everything. The threats, the money, Seattle. All of it."
He hands me the folder, and I flip through it with shaking hands. Photos of us. Transcripts of phone calls. The check I cashed. Victor's note about forcing me to comply.
"He kept all of this?" I whisper.
"Like trophies." Roman's voice is bitter. "Like he was proud of what he'd done."
I close the folder, unable to look at it anymore. "I'm so sorry."
"For what?"
"For leaving. For making you think I didn't love you. For—"
"Stop." Roman takes the folder from my hands and sets it aside. "Aurelia, you have nothing to apologize for. My father threatened you. Threatened everyone you loved. You left to protect me. To protect Kai and Oliver and Maggie. You sacrificed your own happiness to keep us safe."
"But I hurt you—"
"He hurt us. Both of us." Roman's hands come up to cup my face, his thumbs wiping away my tears. "You did what you thought you had to do. He used your trauma against you to get what he wanted. And I'm so sorry I couldn't protect you from him. I'm sorry you had to carry that burden alone."
His touch is gentle, reverent, like he's afraid I'll disappear if he holds on too tight. And maybe I will. Maybe this is all a dream and I'll wake up in Seattle, alone in my small apartment with only Orion for company.
"I missed you," I whisper. "So much. There were days I almost came back. Days I almost called. But I was so afraid he'd make good on his threats—"
"He's gone now," Roman says softly. "He can't hurt you anymore. He can't hurt anyone anymore."
"I know. Oliver told me." I look up at him, really look at him, and see the grief and anger and hope warring in his eyes. "Are you okay? With him being gone?"
Roman lets out a bitter laugh. "I don't know what I am. He was my father. But he was also a tyrant who destroyed the one good thing in my life. I should feel something—grief, relief, anything. But mostly I just feel angry that he's not here so I can tell him exactly what I think of what he did."
"Roman—"
"Do you know what the worst part was?" His voice cracks. "The worst part was thinking you chose to leave. That you took his money and decided I wasn't worth staying for. I tried to convince myself you were different, that you loved me like I loved you. But he showed me that bank statement, and I started to doubt everything."
"I'm so sorry," I say again, fresh tears falling. "I should have found a way to tell you. I should have—"
"How could you?" Roman pulls me closer, resting his forehead against mine. "He threatened to destroy everything. Your school, your job, your home. He threatened Kai. What were you supposed to do?"
"I don't know. But leaving you like that, with that letter—"
"Was the bravest thing I've ever seen anyone do." His voice is fierce now. "You gave up everything to protect the people you loved. That's not something to apologize for, Lia. That's something to be proud of."
I let out a sob, and suddenly his arms are around me, pulling me against his chest. I bury my face in his shirt and cry—for the lost time, for the pain we've both endured, for the three years we could have had together if only Victor Hayes hadn't been so cruel.
Roman holds me through it all, his hand stroking my hair, his voice murmuring soft reassurances.
"I've got you," he whispers. "I've got you, and I'm never letting go again."
After a long moment, I pull back enough to look up at him. "Tell me everything. How did you find me? How did you know about Seattle?"
Roman guides me to sit down at the table, pulling his chair close so our knees are touching. He takes my hands in his, like he needs the physical contact to ground himself.
"After my father died, Kai and I went to sort through his things. I found that folder in his desk." Roman's jaw clenches. "I saw the note about Seattle. I hired investigators immediately. It took them months to track you down—you covered your tracks well."
"I had to. I was afraid he'd find me and make good on his threats even from across the country."
"I know. And I'm sorry you had to live with that fear." He squeezes my hands. "Once I found you, I wanted to fly out immediately. But Kai talked me down. He said I needed to do this right. Give you the choice. Not just show up and overwhelm you."
"So you sent the email."
"I must have written it a hundred times. Nothing seemed right. How do you tell someone you love them after three years of silence? How do you apologize for something that wasn't your fault but still destroyed both your lives?"
"You did fine," I say with a watery smile. "I cried for an hour after reading it."
"Good tears or bad tears?"
"Both." I reach up to touch his face, needing to confirm he's real. "I couldn't believe you still wanted to see me. That you still—"
"Loved you?" Roman turns his head to kiss my palm. "Lia, I never stopped. Not for a single day. I couldn't move on. Couldn't make myself care about anyone else. Kai tried to get me to go out and meet new people, but I just—" He shakes his head. "They weren't you."
My heart clenches. "I didn't date anyone either. Couldn't even think about it. You were it for me, Roman. You are it for me."
"Are?" His voice is hopeful, cautious.
"Are," I confirm. "Nothing's changed. I still love you. I've loved you every day for three years. I just—" My voice breaks. "I didn't know if you could forgive me."
"There's nothing to forgive." Roman pulls me close again, and this time when his lips meet mine, it's like coming home.
The kiss is soft at first, tentative, like we're both afraid this is a dream. But then I press closer, my hands fisting in his shirt, and it deepens. It's desperate and tender and full of three years of longing.
When we finally break apart, we're both breathing hard.
"I missed that," Roman says, his voice rough. "I missed you."
"I'm here now," I whisper. "I'm not going anywhere."
"Promise?"
"Promise."
We sit there for a long moment, just holding each other, letting the reality sink in. We're together. After three years of pain and separation, we're actually together.
"What happens now?" I ask quietly.
"Now?" Roman pulls back to look at me. "Now we figure out how to move forward. Together."
"I don't live here anymore. My whole life is in Seattle."
"Then we'll figure it out. Maybe you come back to New York. Maybe I visit Seattle. Maybe we do long distance for a while until we figure things out." He cups my face again. "I don't care where you live, Aurelia. I just care that you're in my life."
"What about your company? Your responsibilities?"
"I'm the CEO. I can work remotely if I need to. I can delegate. Hell, I'll move to Seattle if that's what it takes." He's fierce now. "I spent three years without you. I'm not losing you again over something as simple as geography."
"It's not that simple—"
"It is," he insists. "Lia, you are the only thing that matters. Everything else—the company, the money, the expectations—none of it means anything without you."
I start crying again, but this time they're happy tears. "I love you."
"I love you too." He kisses me again, softer this time. "So much. More than I even knew was possible."
We stay at Magnolia until well after midnight, talking about everything. About the past three years, about our lives apart, about what we want for the future.
Roman tells me about running the company, about refusing to marry Vanessa, about the empty apartment that never felt like home. I tell him about Seattle, about the bakery, about Orion getting older and the online classes I've been taking.
"I want you to pursue your dreams," Roman says. "The culinary program, your own bakery. Whatever you want. I'll support you however I can.”
"What about what you want?" I ask. "You said you wanted to work in cybersecurity."
"I did. I do." He leans back in his chair. "I've actually been building a security division at Hayes Consolidated. It's small right now, but it's mine. My father fought me on it, but after he died, I had the freedom to expand it."
"So you're doing what you love?"
"Getting there." He smiles. "It's not where I want it to be yet, but it's a start."
"I'm proud of you."
"I'm proud of you too. You survived, Aurelia. You built a life for yourself in a new city. That takes strength."
"I had no choice."
"You always have a choice. You chose to keep going. To keep living even when it hurt. That's not nothing."
We talk late into the night. So late, we run into Maggie arriving to open the bakery in the morning. She takes one look at us—me in my dress from last night, Roman with his shirt wrinkled, both of us exhausted but smiling—and starts crying.
"You came back," she says, pulling me into a hug. "Oh, honey, you came back."
"I did," I say, hugging her tightly. "I'm sorry I left without saying goodbye."
"Don't you dare apologize. I'm just glad you're okay." She pulls back to look at me. "And I'm glad you two finally figured your stuff out."
Roman laughs. "Yeah. We did."
"Good." Maggie wipes her eyes. "Now get out of here. You both look like you need sleep."
Roman drives me back to my hotel, but neither of us wants to say goodbye yet. We end up in my room, curled up on the couch with Orion between us.
"Tell me this is real," I whisper. "That I'm not going to wake up in Seattle alone."
"It's real," Roman promises, kissing my forehead. "I'm real. We're real."
"I'm scared," I admit. "What if something goes wrong again?”
"Then we'll handle it. Together." He tilts my chin up so I'm looking at him. "No more running, Lia. No more secrets. Whatever comes, we face it as a team."
"Together," I agree.
"Together."
I fall asleep in his arms, finally feeling safe for the first time in three years.
When I wake up hours later, the afternoon sun is streaming through the windows. For a moment, I panic—was it all a dream?
But then I feel the weight of Roman's arm around me, hear his steady breathing, and I relax.
It's real.
We're real.
And after a long time, I finally let myself believe in happy endings.
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I WAKE UP TO THE FEELING OF LIA’S FINGERS TRACING patterns on my chest. For a moment, I think I'm dreaming—I've had this dream so many times over the past three years that it feels cruel to hope it's real.
But then she shifts, and I feel the warmth of her body against mine, smell the familiar scent of her shampoo, and I know.
She's here. She's really here.
"You're awake," she says softly.
I open my eyes to find her looking at me, her head propped up on one hand. The afternoon sun is streaming through the windows, and she's backlit like an angel.
"How long have you been awake?" My voice is rough with sleep.
"A while. I didn't want to move. I was afraid if I did, you'd disappear."
"I'm not going anywhere." I catch her hand, bringing it to my lips. "I promise."
We lie there in comfortable silence for a while, just existing in the same space. It feels miraculous after three years apart.
But I can see the questions in her eyes. The things she wants to know but is afraid to ask.
"Talk to me," I say. "What are you thinking?"
Aurelia bites her lip. "I keep thinking about that folder. All those files your father kept. It's so calculated. So cruel."
"He was cruel." I sit up, pulling her with me so we're facing each other. "I spent my whole life making excuses for him, convincing myself he was just driven or ambitious. But the truth is, he was an authoritarian who cared more about control than he did about the people he claimed to love."
"Do you think he ever loved anyone?" Lia asks quietly.
"I don't know. Maybe in his own way. But his love was conditional. Controlling. It wasn't real love." I take her hands in mine. "Not like this."
She squeezes my hands. "Tell me what happened after I left. I know some of it from Oliver, but I want to hear it from you."
So I do. I tell her about finding the letter, about the desperate search that came up empty. About confronting my father and seeing that bank statement, the moment of doubt that nearly destroyed me.
"I wanted to believe you were different," I say. "But he was so convincing. And the evidence was right there—you'd cashed the check. You'd left without a word. I started to wonder if I'd imagined what we had."
Tears spill down her cheeks. "I'm so sorry. I didn't know what else to do. He said if I contacted you, the deal was off. He'd destroy everything."
"I know." I wipe her tears away. "And I understand why you did it. But Aurelia, those months after you left were the darkest of my life. I couldn't eat, couldn't sleep. I threw myself into work because it was the only thing that kept me from completely falling apart."
"I was the same way," she admits. "Seattle was supposed to be a fresh start, but it just felt like running away. I'd lie awake at night wondering if you were okay, if you'd moved on, if you hated me."
"I could never hate you."
"I know that now. But for three years, I thought I'd broken your heart for nothing. Maybe Victor was right and you'd forget about me in six months."
"Never," I say fiercely. "You were it for me, Sunshine. You are it for me."
She leans in to kiss me, and I pour everything I can't say into it—all the love and longing and relief of having her back.
When we break apart, she rests her forehead against mine. "What about Kai? Is he okay?"
"He will be when he finds out you're back." I smile. "He's been on my case for three years. Now he can finally stop nagging me."
"And your mom? How is she handling your father's death?"
"Surprisingly well, actually. I think she's relieved in a way. She spent forty years walking on eggshells around him. Now she can finally breathe."
Lia nods slowly. "And the company?"
"Thriving. All of my new implementations have been working out well so far. " There's no ego in my voice, just fact. "I actually listen to my employees. I innovate instead of just maintaining the status quo. The board loves me."
"I'm so proud of you."
"Thank you for saying that." I brush her hair back from her face. "But Aurelia, I need you to understand something. None of it means anything without you. The success, the money, the power—it's all empty."
"You would have been fine—"
"No," I interrupt. "I was going through the motions. Existing, not living. You're the difference between those two things."
She starts crying again, and I pull her into my arms.
"I don't deserve you," she whispers into my chest.
"Yes, you do. You deserve everything." I tilt her chin up so she's looking at me. "And I'm going to spend the rest of my life proving that to you."
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Later, after we've both showered and changed—me into spare clothes I keep in my car, her into something more comfortable from her suitcase—we order room service for dinner and eat on the couch.
"There's something I need to tell you," Aurelia says, picking at her pasta.
My stomach clenches. "What is it?"
"The money. The hundred thousand dollars your father gave me." She sets down her fork. "I haven't touched it in over a year. It's just sitting in an account. I can't bring myself to use it—especially now."
"It's yours," I say immediately. "He gave it to you."
"Under duress. It's blood money, Roman. Every time I even think about it, I feel sick."
"Then give it away. Donate it. Use it however you want. But don't let him control you from beyond the grave."
She nods slowly. "Maybe I'll use it to start my bakery. Turn something awful into something good."
"I think that's perfect." I take her hand. "And whatever you need beyond that, I'll help. Not because I'm trying to buy you or control you, but because I want to support your dreams."
"I don't want your money, Roman."
"It's not about money. It's about being partners. Supporting each other." I squeeze her hand. "When you open your bakery, I'll be there every day, taste-testing and giving unsolicited opinions about the menu."
She laughs, and the sound fills something in me that's been empty for three years.
"There's something else," she says. "Something I need to know."
"Anything."
"Did you ever actually consider marrying Vanessa?"
I shake my head immediately. "Never. My father pushed for it constantly, but I refused. The merger happened anyway—he didn't actually need me to marry her." I look straight into her eyes. “I never would have gone through with it, no matter what. I fell in love with you—nothing my father tried to do would ever take that away from me.”
Lia's face softens. "Oliver tried once to set me up with someone—he thought I was wasting away, and I almost bit his head off. It felt like cheating even though we weren't together."
"We were together," I say. "We were just apart."
"Is that possible? To be together while apart?"
"We're proof that it is." I pull her closer. "Our hearts never let go, even when our hands had to."
She kisses me again, and this time it's different. Less desperate, more sure. Like we're both finally starting to believe this is real.
When we break apart, I see the question in her eyes before she asks it.
"What happens now?" she says. "Do I go back to Seattle? Do you come with me? Do I move back here?"
"What do you want?" I counter.
"I want to be with you. But I also don't want to give up the life I've built, even if it was built on heartbreak. Does that make sense?"
"Perfect sense." I think for a moment. "What if we do it gradually? You stay here for a week, we reconnect, we figure out what we want. Then maybe you go back to Seattle, I visit, we see how long distance feels. And once you've figured out where you want to be, I'll be wherever you are."
"You'd move to Seattle?"
"I'd move anywhere for you. But I also think you might want to come back to New York." I gesture around. "This is your home, Lia. Your friends are here. Magnolia is here. The culinary schools you wanted to attend are here." I hold her hand before I say my next point. “Your childhood is here.”
I see tears start to form in her eyes. "But Seattle—"
"Was a refuge when you needed one. And if you decide you want to stay there, I'll support that. But I think you might find that now that the threat is gone, you want to come home."
She's quiet for a long moment. "You're right. I do want to come home. But I'm scared."
"Of what?"
"That something will go wrong again. That we'll lose each other again."
I take her face in my hands. "Then we need to make a promise right here, right now. No more secrets. No more running. If something happens, we face it together. If someone threatens us, we handle it together. We don't protect each other by leaving—we protect each other by staying."
"Together," she whispers.
"Together," I confirm. "Always."
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That evening, we go to visit Kai. I texted him earlier to warn him, but nothing could have prepared him for the moment Aurelia walks through his door.
"Holy crap," he breathes, then immediately pulls her into a hug. "You're real. You're actually real."
Aurelia laughs, hugging him back. "I'm real."
When Kai pulls away, he's crying. "I missed you. Roman's been so miserable without you."
"Hey," I protest.
"It's true and you know it." Kai turns back to Aurelia. "He's been like a ghost for three years. Going through the motions but not really living. I'm so glad you're back. I’m sorry I ever doubted you."
She lets out a slight giggle. "I'm glad too."
We spend the evening at Kai's apartment, the three of us talking and laughing like no time has passed. Kai fills Aurelia in on everything she's missed—Oliver's obsession with a new coffee blend at the bakery, Maggie's expanding empire, the drama with various board members at Hayes Consolidated.
"And you and Oliver?" Lia asks with a knowing smile.
Kai blushes. "We've been dating for about a bit now."
"I was so excited when Oliver told me a few weeks ago!"
Kai takes a pause, and stares at Aurelia with a peculiar look on his face. “Actually… we’ve been dating for about a year.”
Shock registers on her face. I’m assuming she never would have expected that to have come out of Kai’s mouth. "A year! Why didn't Oliver tell me?"
"He wanted to," Kai says. "But he also didn't want to make you feel worse by rubbing his happiness in your face."
"That's very Oliver," Aurelia says fondly.
"He's the best," Kai agrees. "He makes me laugh every day. He makes me feel safe. He's—" He looks at me. "He's what Roman is for you."
"The one," Lia says softly, reaching for my hand.
"The one," I agree.
Later, as we're leaving, Kai pulls me aside.
"Don't mess this up," he says.
"I won't."
"Good. Because she's the best thing that ever happened to you, and if you lose her again, I will personally kick your ass."
I laugh. "Noted."
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Over the next few days, Lia and I fall into a rhythm. We spend our mornings at Magnolia, where she helps Maggie with the morning rush and I watch her work, marveling at how natural she looks behind that counter. We have lunch in the park, dinner at our favorite spots. We stay up late talking about everything and nothing.
It's like no time has passed, and also like everything has changed.
We're older now. More careful with each other. The easy confidence we had before is gone, replaced by something more precious—a deep awareness of how fragile this is. How easily it can be taken away.
But we're also stronger. We've survived the worst and come out the other side. We know what we're capable of, both separately and together.
On the fifth day, we're walking through Central Park when Lia stops suddenly.
"What is it?" I ask.
"I want to move back to New York." She blurts out.
My heart leaps. "Are you sure? It has to be something you know you want—I don’t want to pressure you into something you’re not confident about."
"I'm sure. Seattle was never home. It was just where I went when I couldn't be home. Plus, I finished my classes a week ago. I’m officially certified! But this—" She gestures around. "This is where I belong. Where we belong."
"When?"
"I need to give notice at my job. Pack up my apartment. It'll take maybe two weeks?" She looks up at me. "Can you wait two weeks?"
I pull her close. "I'd wait forever for you. But I'd rather not have to."
She laughs. "Two weeks. Then I'm coming home."
"And when you do, we're doing this right. No more hiding. No more secrets."
"No more running," she agrees.
"And maybe—" I hesitate. "Maybe we move in together? Unless that's too fast."
"It's not too fast. We've already lost three years. I don't want to waste any more time."
"So that's a yes?"
"That's a yes."
I kiss her right there in the middle of Central Park, and I don't care who sees. This is my person. My home. My everything.
And I'm never letting her go again.
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On Aurelia's last night before flying back to Seattle to pack up her life, we go back to Magnolia. Maggie gives us the keys and tells us to lock up when we're done.
We sit at the same table where we first fell in love, and I pull out a small box.
"It's not what you think," I say quickly when I see her eyes widen.
"What is it?"
I open the box to reveal a key. "A key to my apartment. So you have somewhere to go when you come back. Somewhere that's yours."
Aurelia picks up the key, tears in her eyes. "Roman—"
"I love you," I say. "I've loved you since the first day you recommended those eclairs. I loved you when you left, I loved you every day you were gone, and I'll love you for the rest of my life. And I want you to have this key because I want you to know you always have a home with me."
She launches herself at me, and I catch her, holding tight.
"I love you too," she says through her tears. "So much."
"Two weeks," I remind her.
"Two weeks," she agrees. "And then I'm home for good."
We stay at Magnolia until the early hours of the morning, talking about our future. About the bakery she wants to open, the security division I want to expand, the life we want to build together.
It's not going to be easy. There are still challenges ahead—the logistics of moving, the ghosts we'll both have to face, the work it will take to fully trust again.
But we're together. And that's all that matters.
When I drop her off at her hotel that night, I walk her to her room and kiss her goodnight like a gentleman, even though everything in me is screaming to stay.
"Two weeks," I say against her lips.
"Two weeks," she promises.
And as I drive home, I realize something:
For the first time in three years, I'm not just existing.
I'm living.
And it's all because of her.
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TWO WEEKS PASS IN A BLUR OF PACKING BOXES AND goodbyes.
I stand in my Seattle apartment for the last time, surrounded by empty rooms that never quite felt like home. The rising sun filters through the bare windows, casting long shadows across the hardwood floors. Orion sits in his carrier by the door, watching me with those patient eyes that have seen me through the worst of it.
This place was supposed to be my refuge. My fresh start. Instead, it became a prison of my own making—a place where I exiled myself to protect the man I loved. Every morning I woke up here, I told myself I was doing the right thing. That sacrifice meant something. That loving someone sometimes meant letting them go.
I was wrong.
Loving someone means fighting for them. It means trusting them enough to face the hard things together. It means believing that two people who love each other can find a way through anything.
I spent three years learning that lesson the hard way.
Elena hugged me goodbye yesterday, tears in her eyes even though I'd only worked for her for three years. "You deserve to be happy," she said. "Go be happy."
I'm trying. God, I'm trying.
The movers are coming in an hour to load up the truck. Not that there's much to load—I'm leaving most of the furniture behind. The couch where I cried myself to sleep too many nights. The bed that felt too big and too empty. The kitchen table where I ate dinner alone, pretending I didn't miss the sound of Roman's voice.
I'm taking my clothes, Orion's things, my baking equipment, and the photos I couldn't bear to throw away. Everything else can stay. Let someone else make happier memories here.
My phone buzzes with a text from Roman.
Roman: Flight lands at 2? I'll be at baggage claim.
Me: Gate changed. Lands at 4:15 now. You don't have to come to the airport.
Roman: Yes, I do. I've waited three years. I can wait two extra hours.
I smile despite the nervousness twisting in my stomach. He's been texting me every day since I left New York. Good morning messages. Random thoughts throughout the day. Pictures of Orion-sized cat trees he's bought for the apartment. Sweet, silly things that make my heart ache with how much I've missed this.
But there's a part of me—a small, scared part—that wonders if this is real. If it can last. If we can actually rebuild what Victor destroyed.
What if I get to New York and realize we've changed too much? What if the people we were three years ago don't fit together anymore? What if the love that felt so certain before now has cracks we can't fix?
I shake my head, trying to dislodge the thoughts. Roman said no more running. No more letting fear make my decisions.
But fear is a hard habit to break.
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The flight is turbulent, which feels appropriate. I grip the armrests as we hit another pocket of rough air, my stomach dropping. Orion meows plaintively from his carrier under the seat. No matter how many times I do this, the pit in my stomach doesn’t go away.
"I know, buddy," I whisper. "I'm scared too."
An older woman across the aisle gives me a sympathetic smile. "First time flying?"
"No. Just..." I trail off. How do I explain? I'm flying toward the man I love, toward the life I've always wanted, and I'm terrified it's going to slip through my fingers again.
"Big change waiting for you?" she asks gently.
I nod.
"Good change or scary change?"
"Both."
She laughs. "Those are usually the same thing. The best changes in life are the ones that terrify us."
I think about that as the plane starts its descent into JFK. She's right. The scariest thing I ever did was walk away from Roman to protect him. And now the second scariest thing is walking back.
But this time, I'm not doing it alone. This time, he knows the truth. This time, we're choosing each other with full knowledge of what it costs.
That has to mean something.
The wheels touch down with a bump, and my heart starts racing. He's here. Somewhere in this airport, Roman is waiting for me.
Three years ago, I got on a plane and left him behind. Today, I'm coming home. For good.
Please let this be the right choice. Please let us be enough.
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I see him before he sees me.
He's standing near baggage claim, hands shoved in his pockets, scanning the crowd. He's wearing jeans and a gray henley, his hair slightly messy like he's been running his hands through it. He looks nervous. Hopeful. Beautiful.
And the moment his eyes find mine, everything else falls away.
The doubt. The fear. The what-ifs.
None of it matters because he's looking at me like I'm the only person in the world. Like I'm home.
I walk toward him, weaving through the crowd, my carry-on bumping against my leg. Orion's carrier swings from my other hand. And when I'm finally close enough to touch him, I stop.
We just look at each other for a moment. Taking each other in. Confirming this is real.
Then Roman's arms are around me, and I'm breathing him in, and it feels like the first full breath I've taken in three years.
"You came back," he murmurs into my hair.
"I came back," I confirm.
He pulls away just enough to cup my face, his thumbs brushing away tears I didn't realize were falling. His eyes search mine, and I see my own emotions reflected back—relief, joy, lingering fear that this might not last.
"We're going to be okay," he says, but I'm not sure if he's telling me or himself.
"We're going to be okay," I repeat, wanting desperately to believe it.
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Roman's apartment is different from what I imagined.
I don't know what I expected—something sleek and modern and impersonal, maybe. A bachelor pad filled with expensive furniture and no personality.
Instead, it's warm. Lived-in. There's a bookshelf overflowing with titles about cybersecurity and classic literature. A cozy couch with throw blankets. Plants on the windowsill that someone has actually been watering. Photos on the walls—Kai, his mother, a few of the New York skyline.
And in the living room, taking up an absurd amount of space, is the most elaborate cat tree I've ever seen.
"You actually bought that," I say, staring at the monstrosity.
Roman has the grace to look sheepish. "I wanted Orion to feel at home."
I let Orion out of his carrier, and he immediately starts exploring, sniffing every corner of his new domain. When he discovers the cat tree, he looks back at me like he can't quite believe his luck, then scrambles up to the highest perch.
"I think he approves," Roman says.
I turn to face him, suddenly hyperaware that we're alone in his apartment. That I'm going to be living here. With him. Starting today.
The magnitude of it hits me all at once. Two weeks ago, I was in Seattle, convinced I'd spend the rest of my life alone. Now I'm standing in Roman's living room, about to build a life with him.
It's overwhelming.
"Hey." Roman steps closer, reading my face like he always could. "What are you thinking?"
"I'm thinking this is real," I say quietly. "And I'm terrified I'm going to wake up and be back in Seattle."
"You're not going to wake up. This is real." He takes my hands. "And I know it's scary. I'm scared too."
"You are?"
"Terrified," he admits. "What if I mess this up? What if I can't give you everything you deserve? What if—"
I kiss him to stop the spiral of what-ifs. Because I understand. We're both carrying the weight of three years apart. Both afraid this second chance might be our last.
When I pull back, I rest my forehead against his. "We're a mess, aren't we?"
"The messiest," he agrees with a small smile.
"But we're a mess together."
"Together," he confirms.
And somehow, that makes it feel more manageable. We're both scared. We're both broken in places that might never fully heal. But we're facing it together, and that has to count for something.
Roman shows me around the apartment. The guest room he's converted into a space for me—not because he expects me to sleep separately, but because he wanted me to have somewhere that's mine. A desk by the window where I can work on bakery plans. Shelves waiting to be filled with my things.
"I want you to feel like this is your home," he explains. "Not just my apartment that you're staying in."
The gesture makes my throat tight. He's thought of everything. Even down to the coffee maker in the kitchen—a fancy espresso machine he definitely didn't own two weeks ago.
"That’s a very fancy looking machine," I point out.
"I wanted to make you as comfortable as possible. I know you love making things for others," he counters. "And I love you, so..."
It's such a simple thing. A coffee maker. But it represents everything—his willingness to change his space for me, to make room for my habits and preferences, to build a life that's ours instead of his.
I'm not used to being considered like this. To being a priority.
It's going to take some getting used to.
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That night, we ordered Chinese food and ate on the couch, Orion sprawled between us like he's always lived here. We talk about logistics—my things arriving next week, the paperwork I need to handle, the appointments I've scheduled to look at potential bakery locations.
But underneath the practical conversation, there's tension. Not bad tension, exactly. More like anticipation. Awareness.
We haven't talked about sleeping arrangements. About whether I'll use the guest room or sleep with him. About what this new life actually looks like.
Part of me wants to take it slow. To rebuild our foundation carefully, brick by brick. We've been apart for three years. We're not the same people we were before.
But another part of me—the part that's been lonely for so long—just wants to curl up next to him and pretend the past three years never happened.
"You're thinking too loud," Roman says, breaking into my thoughts.
"Sorry."
"Don't be sorry. Talk to me. What's going on in that beautiful head?"
I set down my Chinese food, suddenly not hungry. "I don't know how to do this."
"Do what?"
"This. Us. Starting over." I gesture helplessly. "Do we pretend the last three years didn't happen? Do we start from scratch? Do we try to pick up where we left off? I don't know the rules."
Roman is quiet for a moment, considering. When he speaks, his voice is careful. Thoughtful.
"I don't think there are rules. I think we figure it out as we go." He shifts to face me fully. "But if you're asking what I want... I want honesty. I want you to tell me when you're scared or overwhelmed. I want to know when I'm moving too fast or not fast enough. I want us to talk about the hard things instead of letting them fester."
"I can do that," I say, meaning it. "What else?"
"I want you to know that there's no pressure. If you want to sleep in the guest room, that's fine. If you want to take things slow, I'll wait. If you need space, I'll give it to you." He takes my hand. "The only thing I can't do is lose you again. So whatever you need to feel safe and secure in this relationship, that's what we'll do."
The tightness in my chest eases slightly. He's not expecting me to be perfect or have it all figured out. He's just asking me to be honest.
I can be honest.
"I don't want to sleep in the guest room," I admit. "I've spent too many nights alone. But I'm also... I'm scared of moving too fast. Of falling back into old patterns without addressing the new problems."
"Then we'll take it one day at a time. Tonight, we will sleep in the same bed. Tomorrow, we wake up and decide what tomorrow needs. And we keep doing that until it feels less scary."
"One day at a time," I repeat.
"One day at a time."
It's not a perfect solution. But it's a start.
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Roman
She falls asleep curled against my side, her breathing evening out into the soft rhythm I remember from before. I lie awake, staring at the ceiling, hardly daring to believe she's really here.
For three years, I imagined this moment. Having her back in my arms, in my bed, in my life. But the reality is different than the fantasy. Because in my fantasies, everything was perfect. We picked up right where we left off, all the hurt and pain magically erased.
But real life doesn't work that way.
Aurelia is here, yes. But she's different. More guarded. There's a wariness in her eyes that wasn't there before, a hesitation in her touch. Like she's waiting for the other shoe to drop. Waiting for me to realize this was a mistake and send her away.
I hate that my father did this to her. To us.
I hate that even in death, Victor Hayes is still controlling our lives.
But I'm determined not to let him win. Not this time.
Lia shifts in her sleep, her hand curling into my shirt like she's afraid I'll disappear. The gesture is so unconscious, so vulnerable, that it breaks my heart a little.
She's trying so hard to be brave. To act like everything is fine. But I can see the cracks. The moments when doubt crosses her face. The way she still startles when I move too quickly. The careful distance she maintains even when we're touching.
She's afraid.
And I can't blame her. I'm afraid too.
What if I can't give her what she needs? What if the damage is too deep? What if we've changed too much to fit together the way we used to?
I told her we'd figure it out one day at a time, and I meant it. But that doesn't make the uncertainty any less terrifying.
My phone buzzes on the nightstand. A text from Kai.
Kai: Is she there? Is she staying? Are you okay?
Me: She's here. Sleeping. And I'm... I don't know what I am.
Kai: Scared?
Me: Terrified.
Kai: Good. That means it matters.
He's right. It does matter. Lia matters more than anything.
Which is exactly why I'm so scared of screwing this up.
I look down at her, peaceful in sleep, and make a silent promise. I'm going to do whatever it takes to make her feel safe again. To rebuild the trust that was shattered. To show her that we're stronger than what tried to break us.
Even if it takes the rest of my life.
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Aurelia
I wake up disoriented, the morning light streaming through unfamiliar windows. For a moment, panic seizes me—where am I? This isn't my apartment in Seattle.
Then I feel the weight of Roman's arm around my waist, smell his familiar scent, and remember.
New York. His apartment. Our new beginning.
I relax back into him, letting myself enjoy this moment before reality comes crashing in. Before I have to face the day and all its uncertainties.
But Roman is already awake. I can tell by the change in his breathing, the tension in his arm.
"Morning," he murmurs against my hair.
"Morning."
We lie there for a while, neither of us moving. Like we're both afraid that getting up will shatter whatever fragile peace we've found.
Finally, Roman speaks. "I have something I want to show you today. If you're up for it."
"What is it?"
"A surprise. But a good one, I promise."
Curiosity wins out over my inclination to stay in bed all day. "Okay."
An hour later, we're in Roman's car, driving through Manhattan. He won't tell me where we're going, just keeps giving me these little smiles that make me both excited and nervous.
We finally pull up in front of a building in Greenwich Village. It's charming—brick facade, large windows, a small patio out front.
"What is this?" I ask.
"Come see."
Roman leads me inside, and I realize immediately what this place is. Or what it used to be. There are remnants of restaurant equipment, old menus on the walls, the ghost of a commercial kitchen visible through a doorway.
"It's a restaurant space," I say slowly. "Or it was."
"It's yours," Roman says. "If you want it."
I turn to stare at him. "What?"
"I've been looking at properties since you told me you wanted to open a bakery. This one came on the market last week. It's the right size, the right location, and it's zoned for a bakery-café." He pulls out his phone and shows me photos. "The kitchen needs some updating, but it's got good bones. And the rent is reasonable."
I'm overwhelmed. "Roman, I can't—"
"You can. And before you say you don't want me to pay for it, I won’t unless you tell me. I'm just showing it to you. What you do with it is up to you. Use Victor's money if you want. Get a loan. Whatever feels right to you." He takes my hands. "I just wanted you to see what's possible."
I walk through the space in a daze. It's perfect. The big windows would let in natural light. The patio could have outdoor seating in nice weather. The kitchen is spacious enough for everything I'd need.
I can see it so clearly. The display case filled with pastries. The smell of fresh bread. Tables where people could sit and linger over coffee and conversation.
My bakery.
The dream I've carried for years, the one I thought Victor had destroyed, suddenly feels possible again.
"It's perfect," I whisper.
"So you like it?"
"I love it." I turn to him, tears in my eyes. "But Roman, this is too much. I can't just—"
"Yes, you can," he interrupts gently. "Lia, I'm not trying to buy your love or control your dreams. I'm trying to support you. There's a difference."
"I know. But it feels like you're fixing everything, and I'm just... taking."
"You're not just taking. You gave up three years of your life to protect me. You sacrificed your dreams, your home, your happiness. Let me help you get them back."
When he puts it like that, it's hard to argue.
I look around the space again, and this time I let myself really imagine it. Really believe it could be mine.
"I want to call it Magnolia Promises," I say suddenly. "As a tribute to Maggie. To where it all started."
Roman smiles. "She's going to cry when you tell her."
"I know." I smile back through my tears. "Thank you. For this. For believing in me when I stopped believing in myself."
"Always," he promises.
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That evening, we meet Kai and Oliver for dinner at a small Italian place in the Village. The moment Oliver sees me, he lets out a squeal that makes other diners turn and stare.
"You're here! You're actually here and you're staying!" He pulls me into a hug so tight I can barely breathe.
"I'm here," I confirm, hugging him back just as fiercely.
When he finally releases me, Kai steps forward. He pulls me into a tight hug, squeezing me so hard I almost can’t breathe.
"Roman's been impossible since you left—moping and groaning ‘I just want her back already.’” Kai mimics.
"Hey," Roman protests.
"It's true," Kai says, but he's smiling. “Now, let’s get this party started!”
We settle into dinner, and it's... easy. Easier than I expected. Oliver and Kai are adorable together, finishing each other's sentences and trading inside jokes. Roman keeps his hand on my knee under the table, a steady reminder that he's here.
For the first time since coming back to New York, I let myself relax. Let myself believe this might actually work.
Oliver tells us about the second Magnolia location, the design and the new employees he’s been having to meet with. Kai talks about a new project at work, something about restructuring the company's charity division. Roman listens and contributes, but mostly he just watches me like he still can't quite believe I'm real.
I know the feeling.
"So when do we get to see this bakery space?" Oliver asks.
"I haven't even signed the lease yet," I protest.
"But you're going to, right?" Kai asks.
I look at Roman, who gives me an encouraging nod.
"Yeah," I say. "I'm going to."
"Then we're celebrating!" Oliver raises his wine glass. "To Aurelia's bakery!"
"To new beginnings," Kai adds.
"To coming home," Roman says, his eyes locked on mine.
We clink glasses, and I let myself feel it. The hope. The possibility. The sense that maybe, just maybe, we're going to be okay.
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The next few weeks pass in a blur of activity.
I sign the lease on the bakery space. Start interviewing contractors for the renovations. Work with a designer on the layout and aesthetic. It's overwhelming and exhilarating and terrifying all at once.
Roman helps when I ask and gives me space when I need it. He never pushes, never tries to take over. Just offers support and encouragement and celebrates every small victory.
Slowly, carefully, we build a new rhythm. A new life.
But it's not perfect. There are hard days. Days when the doubts creep in. Days when I catch myself waiting for disaster to strike.
One night, about a month after moving to New York, I wake up from a nightmare. In the dream, Victor was alive, standing in my new bakery, telling me he's going to take it all away again. That I'll never be free of him.
I sit up gasping, my heart racing.
Roman wakes immediately. "Lia? What's wrong?"
"Just a dream," I manage.
But he can see right through me. "About my father?"
I nod, not trusting my voice.
Roman pulls me into his arms, and I let myself break down. All the fear and anger and grief I've been holding in comes pouring out.
"He's still controlling us," I sob. "Even dead, he's still—"
"No," Roman says firmly. "He's not. He's gone, Lia. And yes, he damaged us. Yes, we're still healing. But he doesn't control us anymore. We control us."
"But what if—"
"No more what-ifs." He tilts my chin up so I'm looking at him. "We're building something new. Something he can't touch. And every day we choose each other is another day we prove that love is stronger than whatever tried to destroy it."
I want to believe him. God, I want to believe him so badly.
"I'm trying," I whisper. "I'm trying to let go of the fear. But it's so hard."
"I know. But you don't have to do it alone. We'll work through it together."
Together. That word again. The one that's starting to feel like a promise instead of just a hope.
"I love you," I say.
"I love you too. More than anything."
He holds me until I fall back asleep, and this time, there are no nightmares.
Just peace.
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Three months after I move to New York, Magnolia Promises is ready for its soft opening.
I stand in the middle of my bakery—my actual, real bakery—and I can hardly believe it's mine. The walls are painted a soft cream. The display cases are stocked with pastries I made this morning. The coffee machine gleams behind the counter. There are fresh flowers on every table.
It's everything I dreamed of and more.
Roman appears from the kitchen carrying a tray of my signature eclairs. "Where do you want these?"
"Display case, front and center."
He arranges them carefully, then steps back to admire his work. "Perfect."
"Thank you," I say. "For everything. For believing in this. For believing in me."
"It was never about belief. I knew you could do this." He comes over and wraps his arms around me from behind, resting his chin on my shoulder. "I'm so proud of you."
The door chimes, and Oliver and Kai walk in, followed by Maggie.
Maggie takes one look around and bursts into tears.
"Oh, honey," she says, pulling me into a hug. "It's beautiful. Your parents would be so proud."
The mention of my parents makes my own eyes water. They should be here for this. They should be able to see what I've built.
But in a way, they are here. In every recipe I perfected, every detail I agonized over, every dream I refused to give up on.
"I named one of the specialty items after my mom," I tell Maggie. "Emma's Lemon Tart. It was her favorite."
"That's perfect," Maggie says, squeezing my hand.
We spend the rest of the day preparing for tomorrow's opening. Oliver helps me arrange the pastries. Kai sets up the chairs. Roman handles the technical stuff—making sure the register works, testing the espresso machine, checking the lighting.
And as I watch them all working together, laughing and joking and supporting me, I realize something:
I have a family again.
Not the family I was born into. Not the one I lost. But a family I chose and that chose me back.
Oliver, who's been my rock through everything. Maggie, who gave me a chance when I had nothing. Kai, who welcomed me back with open arms. And Roman, who never stopped fighting for us.
This is what Victor couldn't understand. Love isn't about control. It's not about possession or power.
It's about showing up. Supporting each other. Building something together that's stronger than what you could build alone.
And that's exactly what we've done.
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That night, after everyone has gone home and the bakery is ready for tomorrow, Roman and I sit on the patio under the string lights we hung earlier.
"Nervous about tomorrow?" he asks.
"Terrified," I admit. "What if nobody comes? What if they hate everything?”
"They're going to love it," Roman interrupts. "Because you're amazing at what you do. And even if tomorrow is a disaster—which it won't be—we'll figure it out. Together."
There's that word again. Together.
"When did you get so wise?" I ask.
"I've always been wise. You just weren't around to appreciate it."
I laugh and lean into him. "Thank you. For all of this. For giving me a second chance."
"You gave me a second chance," he corrects. "You came back when you could have stayed in Seattle. You trusted me enough to try again. That's the bravest thing I've ever seen."
We sit in comfortable silence, watching the city lights twinkle in the distance.
And for the first time in three years, I feel something I thought I'd lost forever.
Hope.
Real, solid, unshakeable hope.
That tomorrow will be good. That we'll be okay. That love really is enough.
Victor tried to destroy us. But we're still here. Still standing. Still choosing each other.
And that's victory enough.
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THE FIRST WEEK IS STRANGE IN THE WAY OF ALL FIRSTS—full of small adjustments, the accumulation of minor discoveries about how another person exists in space.
Roman, I learn, makes coffee before he is fully awake. He has the muscle memory of it—the beans, the grinder, the exact amount—and he does it in silence, in the specific manner of someone who learned early that certain things must happen before speech is possible. I find this deeply sympathetic. I am the same about bread; there is a quality of morning attention required for dough that bypasses language entirely.
We have arrived, without discussing it, at a kind of morning choreography. He makes coffee. I make toast, or something more elaborate if I couldn’t sleep, which in the first week happens three or four times. He sits at the counter with his phone, working through whatever arrived overnight. I sit across from him with my notebook, planning the day’s baking or sketching ideas for the bakery. We are together in the quiet in a way that doesn’t require managing. 
This surprises me. I expected awkwardness—the self-consciousness of a new shared space, the performance of normalcy while you figure out how to be. I expected to spend a lot of energy on the question of how much space I take up. 
I don’t. That’s the thing I couldn’t have predicted. 
It’s Tuesday, five days in, when I realize I have been here for five days without once feeling like a guest. 
I am in the kitchen attempting a version of the cardamom pear galette—the one I told Roman about months ago, the accidental recipe, too much cardamom and the overripe pears—and I am testing it from a new angle, with a different fat ratio in the crust, and I have entirely forgotten about the time until Roman appears in the doorway. 
“Did you eat?” he asks. 
I look up. “I was going to.” 
He looks at the counter. At the flour, the butter in its bowl of ice water, the pears in their stages of preparation. At me. “The galette.” 
“Attempting it. Third try. The crust is still wrong.” 
He comes and stands at the counter across from me, his coffee in hand, watching my hands. I have gotten used to this—the way he observes without commenting, without the performance of helpfulness that would require me to manage his involvement. He is just interested. Just paying attention. 
“What’s wrong with it?” 
“It’s flaking in the wrong direction. I want it to shatter when you press it, but right now it’s just—” I make a gesture that is approximately correct. 
“Bending.” 
“Bending. Yes. Which means the butter isn’t cold enough or I’m overworking it, but I don’t think I’m overworking it, so—” 
“Colder butter?” 
“Maybe. Or the kitchen is too warm.” I look around at his apartment, which is, in fact, warmer than I would keep a baking kitchen. “You keep it very warm in here.” 
“I grew up in a house where the heat was always either off or excessive. I’ve overcorrected.” He opens the refrigerator and puts my bowl of butter in the freezer without being asked. “Five minutes?” 
“Ten.” I watch him do it. “Thank you.” 
We stand in the kitchen together while the butter gets colder, and he asks questions— not about the recipe, exactly, but about the memory behind it. What it felt like the first time. What I thought I had done wrong. What it tasted like when it turned out to be right. 
I tell him. And telling him, I find, is different from telling anyone else, because he doesn’t respond to the story the way people usually respond to stories. He doesn’t laugh at the right beats or nod at the expected moments. He listens to the whole thing first and then asks the question that was underneath it: what made you keep trying? 
“Because I wanted to be able to make it again,” I say. “Because it shouldn’t have worked but it did, and things that shouldn’t work but do—I trust those more than anything.” 
He is quiet for a moment. 
“That’s you,” he says. “Not just the galette.” 
I look at him across the kitchen counter, flour on my hands, butter getting colder in the freezer, the particular morning light of his apartment coming through the windows at the angle I am already, in only five days, beginning to think of as ours. 
“Yeah,” I say. “I guess it is.” 
The timer I didn’t set goes off in my head—an instinct for elapsed time that any baker develops—and I retrieve the butter from the freezer. I work it into the flour quickly, the way my mother taught me, and this time the texture is right, cool and sandy with the larger pieces that will shatter the way they’re supposed to. 
Roman leans against the counter and watches, and doesn’t say anything, and the morning continues. 
Later, when the galette comes out of the oven and the crust shatters properly under the spoon and the cardamom and pear fill the kitchen with the smell I have been trying to recreate for two years, Roman takes the first bite with the focused attention he gives to things that matter. 
He closes his eyes. 
“Well?” I ask. 
He opens them. “That is unreasonably good.” 
I laugh, and it feels clean—complete. The kind of laugh that uses all of you. 
“It’s right,” I say. “Finally. It’s exactly right.” 
“You should put it on the menu.” 
“I am putting it on the menu.” I take a bite. “Tom’s Galette. After my dad.” He looks at me with something steady and quiet in his face, the expression I have come to associate with the moments when he has something to say and is choosing the right words carefully. 
“He would have liked knowing that,” he says. “I think he would have liked you—they both would have,” I say. 
The morning light shifts. Orion appears from nowhere and meows at the galette with transparent intent. Roman cuts him a piece of pear, which is not technically for cats but which neither of us says anything about. 
We eat breakfast in the kitchen, all three of us, and it is the most ordinary thing in the world. 
That is the whole point. 
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I HAVE A THEORY ABOUT FOUR IN THE MORNING.
Most people experience it as an interruption—an alarm, a sick child, a nightmare that sits on your chest until you have to get up and walk it off. Something that shouldn’t be happening, happening.
But for a baker, four in the morning is the whole point. It is the hour the work belongs to before the world claims it. The kitchen is yours and the city is still asleep and everything you make in that particular quiet has a quality that the daytime hours can’t replicate, as if the bread knows it was made without an audience and rises more honestly from it.
I have been awake since three-thirty. Not from nerves, exactly—or not only from nerves. More from the particular alertness that comes the night before something real.
Tomorrow, Magnolia Promises opens.
Today, technically. In six hours.
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I let myself into the bakery at four-fifteen. The key still feels new in my hand—not foreign, just new, the way things feel when they belong to you and you’re still getting used to the fact that they do.
I turn on the kitchen lights and stand in the doorway for a moment, just looking.
My kitchen. My proofing racks, my mixer, my knives lined up on the magnetic strip in the order I put them because that’s where they live now. The display case out front that I stayed until ten last night cleaning, and then cleaned again, and then made myself go home before I cleaned it a third time.
The sign about the door says Magnolia Promises in the script that I agonized over for two weeks, and which Roman declared perfect in the first thirty seconds and has not wavered since.
I put on my apron. I start the ovens. I begin.
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An hour in, I hear the key in the back door.
I know it’s him before I turn around. I gave Roman a key three weeks ago, when he asked if there was anything he could do to help with the opening prep, in which I responded not unless you want to come in at four in the morning and watch me panic. He had joked that it sounded exactly like what I want, and I realized he was serious and gave him the key.
He comes in quietly, the way he always moves in spaces where other people are working—careful not to disrupt the current of it. He’s in old clothes, a work gray t-shirt and jeans, his hair undone from sleep, and he’s carrying two cups of coffee from the place three blocks away that opens at five for the market workers.
He holds one out without saying anything.
I take it. We don’t speak for a moment. He looks around the kitchen the way he always does—taking inventory, checking that everything is how it should be, not because he doubts me but because this is how he shows up for things that matter to him. Attentively.
“What do you need?” he asks.
“The croissant dough needs to come out of the proofing drawer in about twenty minutes. Other than that I just—” I gesture at the prep list on the board. “All of it.”
“Okay.” He sets his coffee down and washes his hands at the sink. “Tell me what to do.”
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We work in parallel for the better part of two hours.
Roman is not a baker—he is the first to say so—but he is precise and he follows direction well and he has learned, over the months we have been doing this, which tasks to attempt and which to bring to me without trying. He shells the pistachios for the tart filling without being asked because he knows I hate that part. He keeps both our coffees warm by some system of rotation I never quite observed happening. He doesn’t give me opinions I haven’t requested.
This last one took him a while to learn. I was patient about it because I understood what it was—not arrogance, just the instinct of someone who was raised in a household where problems were solved by intervention, and who has spent the better part of a year understanding that some things don’t need solving. Some things just need witnessing.
He gets it now. He is very good at witnessing.
At six-thirty, when the croissants are in, the first trays of cookies are cooling, and the display case is starting to fill up, I stop in the middle of the kitchen and look at what we’ve made and feel something I don’t have an immediate word for.
Roman looks up from the pistachio tarts he’s been carefully, methodically assembling. “What?”
“Nothing.” I look around again. “I’m just… I’m not scared.”
He puts down the piping bag. “You were expecting to be?”
“I’ve been scared every morning for three years,” I say. “Some version of it. That the other shoe was about to drop, that I was going to wake up and something would be gone, or wrong, or taken. I got so used to it I stopped noticing it was there.” I look at him. “But right now, in this kitchen, at six-thirty in the morning, with croissants in the oven and pistachio on your shirt—”
“Where?” he looks down.
“—I’m not scared. I’m just… here.”
Roman is quiet for a moment, looking at me with that specific expression of his, the one that makes me feel like something important is being noted carefully.
“Yeah,” he says finally. “You are.”
He picks up the piping bag again. I turn back to croissants. And somewhere in the warm, flour-dusted quiet of my kitchen, something that has been braced for impact for a very long time finally, gently, lets go.
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3 Hours Later
THE CEMETERY IS IN WESTCHESTER, ABOUT FORTY minutes from the city on a good day, and we don’t talk much in the car.
This is not unusual for Kai and me. We have always had a sibling shorthand that bypasses the need for constant narration—I think it developed early, in the years when we were both learning to read the weather inside our childhood home and talking too much felt like drawing attention to yourself. We learned to communicate in small, efficient ways. A look. A half-sentence. The particular silence that means I know.
Today’s silence means something different. I’m not sure yet what.
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My father’s grave is toward the back of the section the Hayes family has occupied for three generations. My grandfather is here, and his father before him. The stone is polished granite, the inscription formal and without personal detail: his name, his dates, chairman and chief executive. The kind of epitaph a man chooses when he wants to be remembered as what he built rather than who he was.
I have not been here since the burial. That was five months ago and I was standing where I’m standing now and feeling precisely nothing, which at the time I mistook for shock.
I know now it wasn’t shock.
Kai stops a couple of feet to my left. We look at the grave in silence for a while. The November light is flat and gray and the trees around us have dropped most of their leaves, which are gathered in damp piles along the path. It smells of cold earth and that clean emptiness that outdoor space has when the weather has cleared everything out. 
“I thought I’d know what to say when I got here,” Kai says. “I’ve had months to prepare.”
“Have you been preparing?”
“Kind of. In therapy. Dr. Abrams keeps asking me what I’d say if I could.” He slides his hands into his coat pockets. “I told him I’d say that I spent a long time trying to figure out if he loved us, and I think he did, in the only way he knew how. Which was a limited way. A controlling way. A way that did more damage than good most of the time.” He pauses. “But still his way.”
I look at the stone. My father’s name in clean capital letters. Victor James Hayes. “I keep getting stuck on who he could have been,” I say. “If he’d made different choices. Or if someone has required him to. If my grandfather had been different, if something along the line had bent a different way.”
“Maybe,” Kai says. “But he wasn’t.”
“No.”
“And the damage is real regardless of the cause.”
“Yes.”
We stand with that for a while. A bird crosses the sky overhead, unhurried. Somewhere in the distance there is the sound of a groundskeeper’s cart on a path.
“He was wrong about Aurelia,” Kai says. Not to me, exactly. More like a statement to the general record. “He thought love was something that could be managed. Redirected. Bought off.” He looks at the grave. “He was wrong. And she’s back, and she’s building something extraordinary, and you’re the person you’re supposed to be when you’re with her. And he missed it. He chose the company over watching his son be happy, and now he’s in the ground while you’re going to be happy anyway.” A beat. “I think that matters. I think someone should say it out loud.”
I look at my father’s grave for a long moment.
There are things I could say. There is anger I have carried so long it has started to feel like ballast, like something my body has built itself around. There is grief too—not for who he was, but for who he wasn’t. For the father in the negative space, the one I spent thirty years looking for evidence of and only occasionally finding.
But standing here now, with Kai beside me and the cold air and the flat gray light on the day of Aurelia’s grand opening, what I feel most is something unexpected: relief. Not at his death. At my own life continuing regardless of it. At the fact that I am standing here in a coat Aurelia picked out because she said the other one made me look like a villain in a period drama, and that I have a bakery key on my keychain that belongs to a woman who came back across the country to choose us. That Kai is next to me and doing okay, genuinely okay in a way that has nothing to do with performance.
Victory Hayes tried to design both our lives, and he did a tremendous amount of damage in the attempt.
But we are still here. And we are not what he tried to make us.
“I forgive you,” I say to the grave, quietly. “Not because what you did was acceptable. It wasn’t. But because I’m not going to carry this anymore.” I take a breath. “I’m not your son in the way you wanted me to be. I never was. But I’m Roman, and that’s enough.”
Kai doesn’t say anything. But I feel him exhale beside me, and after a moment he puts his hand briefly on my shoulder the way he’s done since we were children, and then takes it away.
We stand there a little longer. Then we walk back to the car.
Neither of us talks much on the drive home either. But this silence is different from this morning’s. This one is lighter. Something has been set down.
My phone buzzes on the console: a text from Aurelia.
Sunshine: The pistachio tart sold out first. You assembled them. I’m just saying.
Me: I accept this as proof that I have untapped talent.
Sunshine: Don’t push it.
Kai glances over at whatever expression is on my face. “Aurelia?”
“Yeah.”
He nods and looks back at the road. “Good.”
Just that. Good.
We drive home through the grey November afternoon, and I watch the city approach on the horizon. And for the first time in a very long time I feel like I’m heading toward something rather than managing my distance from it.
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IT’S BEEN A FEW DAYS SINCE THE GRAND OPENING OF Magnolia Promises. Business is booming, and I could not be happier at how my life has turned out to be. Especially when just a few months ago, I was heavily depressed and fighting something I never thought I would experience again.
With everything that has been going on, I have come to realize that while me and Roman are finally back together, it came at the cost of his father’s life. The guilt about the situation kept eating away at me, until I decided that it was finally time I do something to remedy it.
Roman asks me three separate times if I’m sure I want to do this, which I understand is his way of making sure I know I can say no, but which has the side effect of making me more nervous each time he asks. By the car ride over, I have talked myself into and out of it twice and settled somewhere in the territory of committed but terrified, which is where I seem to live these days.
“You can ask her to reschedule,” he says, at the third red light.
“Roman.”
“I’m serious. She’ll understand. We can do this in a month, two months—”
“If we wait two months I will have worked myself into a full crisis,”  I say. “At least right now the anxiety is still in a manageable range.”
He glances over at me. “Is it?”
A pause. “Mid-range. Let’s go.”
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Diana Hayes lives in a brownstone in the West Village, the kind of building that has been in the same family long enough to have developed a personality. Roman has told me a little: that she grew up on the Upper East Side, that she met Victor when she was twenty-three and believed for a long time that the version of him she saw in the beginning was the version that was real. That she has spent the time since his death discovering how much she didn’t know, and sitting with that without anyone to explain it to her.
He told me also, once, quietly, that she asked about me before he’d decided how to answer the question.
The door opens before we reach the top step.
She is smaller than I expected. Somewhere in her early sixties, dark hair gone silver at the temples, the kind of face that has been through something significant and come out the other side of it with more definition than before. She is wearing a green dress and looking at me with an expression I don’t quite know how to read.
“Aurelia,” she says. Not like a greeting exactly. Like she has been practicing the word and is relieved to finally use it properly.
“Hi,” I say. Brilliant. Eloquent. Roman, to his credit, does not react.
She steps back. “Come in. Please.”
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The inside of the house is warm. It smells of garlic and rosemary and something baking, which hits me in a way I didn’t anticipate.
She cooks.
Of course she does. Roman grew up in this house—he knows how to make pasta carbonara and always knows what people need to eat when they’re sad. He has to have learned that from somewhere.
“I made too much,” Diana says, leading us toward the kitchen. “I always make too much. Roman could tell you—every dinner I’ve ever made, too much food.”
“Every time,” Roman confirms, and there is something in his voice when he says it—layered and quiet—that tells me this is a memory with weight behind it.
We sit at a kitchen table rather than a formal dining room, which I am grateful for. There are flowers in the center of the table, not an arrangement, just a loose bunch of something white and informal in a wide-mouthed jar. They look as though someone thought about it, but didn’t want it to look like they thought about it, and I immediately liked her for it.
Dinner is a lamb ragu over pasta, with bread that she made this morning, and a salad that Roman is given strict instructions to dress himself because Diana says she always uses too much vinegar. The conversation is easy in the way that dinner conversations can be sometimes when everyone at the table is trying hard without making it obvious—questions about the bakery, about Seattle, about Orion, who Diana asks after with what appears to be genuine interest and who Roman reports is doing extremely well and has commandeered the best pillow in the apartment.
I watch Roman and his mother together. It is a different Roman than the one I see most of the time—slightly younger-seeming, slightly less guarded, with a carefulness towards her that is not a performance. He keeps checking that her glass is full. He laughs at something she says about a neighbor before she finishes saying it, which means it’s a story he’s heard before and still likes.
They have been through something together than I was not present for. I am aware of this in a way that aches slightly—the years I missed, the version of him I didn’t get to see.
Then I remember: he is here. I am here. The years are over.
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Roman excuses himself after dinner to take a phone call from Kai, something about a logistics issue with the charity event they’ve been planning. He mouths sorry to me as he goes, and I wave him off because I mean it, and then it is just Diana and me at the kitchen table with the remnants of dinner and the quiet of the brownstone around us.
She refills both our glasses without asking.
“I want to say something,” she says. “And I want to say it now while Roman isn’t in the room, because I don’t want him to feel like he has to manage the conversation.”
I put down my glass. “Okay.”
Diana looks at me directly. “What my husband did to you was wrong. Not complicated, not nuanced—wrong. He threatened you. He used the people you love as leverage against you. He bought your silence and called it a transaction and didn’t lose a moment of sleep over it, because that is how Victor operated.” She pauses. “I didn’t know. I want you to know that—not because it changes what happened, but because it’s true. I didn’t know.”
I don’t say anything.
“I spent a long time not knowing a lot of things that I should have looked harder at,” she continues, evenly. “That’s something I’m working through in my own way. But I didn’t want you to be in this house, at this table, without hearing me say clearly: I’m sorry. For my part in a family that cost you something it had no right to take.”
The kitchen is very quiet. The rosemary smell is still in the air. The white flowers in their jar.
I have received apologies before—or things that called themselves apologies. The kind that ask you to do the work of acceptance immediately, that packages the apology and the absolution together and hands both to you at once. What Diana has just said is not that. She has not asked me for anything. She has simply put the truth on the table and left it there, and she is looking at me with an expression that says she will wait as long as it takes.
“Thank you,” I say finally. “That—it means a lot.” I pick up my glass. “I think for a long time I was angry at something I couldn't name properly. It helped to have it figured out.”
Diana nods once, and something in her posture shifts very slightly, like a weight redistributed.
We are quiet for a moment, and it is not an uncomfortable quiet.
“Roman tells me you’re good at what you do,” she says then. “With the bakery.”
“He’s biased.”
“He is,” she agrees. “But he’s also not wrong, in my experience.” She looks at me with a half-smile. “He says there’s a lemon tart named after your mother.”
The shift in my chest is immediate and familiar. “Emma’s Lemon Tart. Yeah.”
“Tell me about her.”
I look up. Diana is watching me with an openness that is, I realize, simply genuine interest—no agenda, no careful navigation. Just a question.
And I find, unexpectedly, that I want to answer it.
So I do. I tell her about my mother: about the cinnamon rolls on Saturday mornings, the blouse she wore to work that smelled of her perfume, the way she laughed at my father’s bad jokes with a patience that was clearly sincere, because she actually thought he was funny. About her voice. About the cookies, and baking as a language between us. About what it means to name something after her—not just as a tribute but as continuation, a way of saying she is still here, still in the ingredients.
Diana listens the whole time. She asks one or two questions, gently, at natural pauses. She does not try to fill the silence.
When I finish, I realize my eyes are wet as tears drip down my face.
“She sounds wonderful,” Diana says.
“She was.”
Roman reappears in the doorway, reads the room with one glance, and comes to sit beside me without asking whether everything is okay. He doesn’t ask because he can tell that it is, in the specific and complicated way that things can be okay and have involved crying simultaneously.
He just sits down and hands me a napkin from the basket on the counter, which makes me laugh a little, which I needed.
Diana reaches over and cuts another piece of bread she made, putting it on my plate without comment, and I eat it while the three of us sit in the warm kitchen with the rosemary and white flowers and talk until it is late enough that the city has gone quiet outside.
On the walk to the car afterward, Roman takes my hand.
“Okay?” he asks.
I think about Diana’s apology. The bread. The question about my mother nobody asks anymore because it’s been fifteen years and the world assumes you’ve run out of things to say.
“Yeah,” I say. “More than okay.”
He squeezes my hand. We walk the rest of the block in the kind of silence that doesn’t need filling.
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WHAT NOBODY TELLS YOU ABOUT HEALING IS THAT IT HAS no ceremony. 
There is no morning when you wake up and know, with certainty, that the weight has lifted. No single conversation or confrontation or turning point after which the thing that had been hard is simply no longer hard. It is instead a series of small, unremarkable moments, most of which you don’t notice in real time, until one day you look back over some stretch of weeks and realize the architecture of your days has changed and you cannot pinpoint exactly when. 
I notice it on a Tuesday in late February. 
I am in my office—the real office, the one in the security division, the one that does not have floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking Manhattan because I deliberately chose a room that looked out over a courtyard, a decision my father found incomprehensible and which I have never needed to justify to anyone since. I am working through an encryption problem with two members of my team, and we have been at it for forty minutes, and there is a specific quality of attention required for this kind of work, the kind where you hold the whole system in your head at once and turn it looking for the place where it’s vulnerable, and I am doing that. I am fully doing that. 
I realize, in the middle of the third attempt, that I have not thought about my father in four days. 
Not suppressed the thought. Not redirected it. Simply not had it. 
This is new. 
I sit with it for a moment, carefully. Testing whether it is real, the way you test ice before your full weight. It holds. 
My father has been dead for five months. In those five months I have run a company, fallen back in love with Aurelia, watched her build something she has wanted for years, stood at a cemetery and said words I needed to say and felt them land differently than I expected. I have had my brother back in the complicated and complete way I always wanted, where we exist alongside each other without either of us performing anything— just two people who survived the same house and came out the other side of it and chose to stay close. 
I have been, mostly, okay. 
What’s different today is that okay has stopped feeling like a report on my status and started feeling like just the truth. 
I finish with my team and walk back down the corridor to the main office, and I stop at Michelle’s desk—she is still there, still not looking up from her computer, still precise in her efficiency—and I say, “Have a good evening, Michelle.” 
She does look up, then. Briefly. Something in her face shifts. 
“You too, Mr. Hayes,” she says. 
It is nothing. It is the first time in ten years that sentence has felt like it meant something. 
I take the elevator down and walk out into the evening city, which is loud and indifferent and lit up in its usual theatrical fashion, and I think about Aurelia. She will be closing the bakery now, or maybe already done, maybe on the subway home or already home with Orion demanding dinner in the way that cannot be deferred. I will see her in an hour. We will eat dinner at the kitchen table and she will tell me something about a customer who said something funny or an experiment that didn’t go the way she planned, and I will tell her about the encryption problem, and she will ask a question that sounds naive but isn’t, and the evening will exist in the particular quality of ease that has started to feel like the baseline of my life rather than something exceptional. 
I stop at the corner, waiting for the light. 
For most of my life, the word easy was a warning. The signal that something was designed to look simpler than it was, that the friction had been deliberately removed to prevent you from seeing the structure underneath. I am still wary of things that advertise their easiness. I probably always will be. 
But this—what Aurelia and I have built, in the weeks since she came back, in the ordinary Tuesday evenings and the four AM kitchens and the arguments about croissant fillings and the way she reaches for my hand in the dark without knowing she’s doing it—this doesn’t advertise itself. It doesn’t perform anything. It is simply there, day after day, in the specific texture of a life that is actually being lived instead of managed. 
That is not the same as easy. It has cost both of us things I cannot fully account for. But it is honest, and it is ours, and it does not require vigilance in the way that the things my father valued required vigilance. 
The light changes. I cross. 
I think about what I said at the cemetery: I’m not your son in the way you wanted me to be. I never was. But I’m Roman, and that’s enough. 
I said it to him. I believed it when I said it. 
Today, walking home through the February evening to the woman I love and the cat that has commandeered the best pillow in the apartment, I believe it differently. Not as a statement of resistance or of hard-won arrival. Just as a fact. Simple and sufficient, the way facts are when they stop needing to be argued. 
It is enough. 
I am enough. 
I turn onto our block. 
The lights are on in the window. 
I go inside. 
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THE NEW LOCATION SMELLS DIFFERENT.
That’s the first thing I notice when I walk through the door—not wrong, exactly, just different. Newer. The particular smell of a kitchen that hasn’t had years of cinnamon and burned sugar worked into its walls yet, that hasn’t earned its history. It smells like possibility, which is its own thing entirely, but it is not the smell of home.
I stand in the doorway for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the morning light coming through windows that are slightly larger than Magnolia’s, facing a different direction, catching the sun at an angle I haven’t memorized yet.
Oliver is behind the counter.
This, at least, is familiar.
“You’re late,” he says, without looking up from whatever he’s arranging in the display case.
“I’m three minutes early.”
“You’re usually seven minutes early. So relative to you, you’re late.” He straightens and turns around, and the look on his face is the one I have seen approximately ten thousand times—assessment, affection, mild theatrical grievance. “Also, you have flour on your jacket.”
I look down. I do have flour on my jacket. I came straight from Magnolia Promises, where I had been since four-thirty, which is where I always am at four-thirty, and apparently I had not checked myself as thoroughly as I thought before leaving.
“It’s fine,” I say.
“It’s very on brand,” he agrees. “Come in. I made coffee.”
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	Oliver’s coffee is, as always, exceptional, which is something I will never tell him directly because he is already insufferable about it. He has opinions about coffee the way other people have opinions about politics—deeply held, frequently expressed, personally affronted by disagreement. When Kai mentioned once that he thought the coffee at the place on the corner was good, Oliver didn’t speak to him for forty-five minutes, which Kai found hilarious and which Oliver maintains was a completely reasonable response.
	I take my mug and lean against the counter the way I always have, the way that is apparently so deeply encoded in my muscle memory that I do it in every bakery I enter regardless of whether it’s mine, and look around.
	The new location is beautiful. I knew it would be—Oliver has been sending me progress photos for months, first the renovation, then the furnishings, then the endless deliberation over which shade of cream to paint the walls, which I was consulted on four separate times and which I think looks exactly like the first shade he showed me, though I have learned not to say this. He has Maggie’s instincts and his own eye, which is a formidable combination, and the space shows it. Warm without being precious. Inviting without trying too hard. The kind of place that makes you want to stay a little longer than you planned.
	“Well?” Oliver asks. He is trying to sound casual. He is not succeeding.
	“It’s perfect, Oli.”
	He exhales in a way that tells me he has been holding that breath for longer than this morning. “You really think so?”
	“I really think so.” I look at him over my mug. “Maggie is going to cry when she sees it.”
	“Maggie already saw. She cried twice.” He picks up a cloth and wipes down a section of the counter that is already clean, which is what Oliver does when he is feeling something he doesn’t want to name out loud. “I cried once and then pulled myself together, which I think shows real growth.”
	“Tremendous growth.”
	“Thank you. I thought so.
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	We work through the morning the way we always have, which is to say: efficiently, comfortably, with a running commentary that serves no practical purpose and which neither of us could stop if we tried. Oliver tells me about the supplier who delivered the wrong flour twice in one week. I tell him about the customer at Magnolia Promises who comes in every Tuesday and orders the same thing and has never once made eye contact but always leaves an enormous tip. We debate, for the fourth time in recent memory, whether croissants are better plain or filled, a disagreement so fundamental to our worldview that I have accepted we will never resolve it and have started to think of it as a feature rather than a flaw.
	“Plain,” I say, for the record.
	“Filled,” he says, for the record. “You just say plain because you like to pretend you’re restrained.”
	“I am restrained.”
	“Aurelia. You literally made a cardamom and pear galette at eleven o’clock at night because you had a feeling about it.”
	“That was professional instinct.”
	“It was delicious chaos and you know it.” He slides a plate across the counter towards me—one of his, a filled croissant with something that smells like almond and citrus. “Try this and tell me I’m wrong.”
	I try it. I do not tell him he’s wrong.
	“It’s good,” I say, which is the most he is going to get.
	“It’s incredible and your face just said so.” He leans on the counter, satisfied. “I’ve known you for ten years. I can read you.”
	“You think you can read me.”
	“I can always read you. I could read you the day we met.” He tilts his head, the way he does when he’s about to say something that lands more precisely than expected. “You walked in for your first official shift and you looked terrified, but you were holding yourself like you weren’t going to show anyone that, and I thought—there’s someone who’s had to be braver than they wanted to be for a long time.”
	I look at him. “You thought all of that in the first five minutes?”
	“I thought about it in the first two.” He shrugs. “I’m perceptive. It’s a gift and a burden.”
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	The morning rush, when it comes, is gentler than Magnolia’s—a different neighborhood, a different rhythm. I watch Oliver work the counter with the ease of someone who has been doing this for years, because he has, and I feel something I don’t have an immediate word for. Something adjacent to pride but larger. More personal.
	This is what he was always supposed to be doing. Not just helping Maggie, not just being my honorary brother and my best friend and the person who shows up with the right dress at the right moment—but this. His own counter. His own space. Something that is his in the specific and irreplaceable way that Magnolia Promises is mine.
	I watch him hand a coffee to a customer and say something that makes her laugh, and I think about the first time I walked into Magnolia Bakery at seventeen years old with twenty-three volunteer hours logged and a desperate need to belong somewhere. I think about Oliver appearing at my elbow on my first official shift, announcing that we were going to be best friends, claiming it with the kind of certainty I didn’t know yet to trust but which turned out to be the most correct thing anyone had ever said to me.
	I think about how much has happened since then. How many mornings exactly like this one, flour and coffee and Oliver’s commentary and the specific warmth of a kitchen that expects you. How many times this—this combination of things—has been the thing that kept me standing when everything else was uncertain.
	“What?” Oliver says, catching me looking.
	“Nothing.”
	“You have your sentimental face on.”
	“I don’t have a sentimental face.”
	“You absolutely have a sentimental face. It’s the one where you look like you’re about to say something meaningful and they say ‘nothing’ instead.” He raises an eyebrow. “So. What?”
	I look around his bakery. The cream walls. The morning light. The smell that is almost but not quite the same as home, because it is newer, because it hasn’t had time yet, because some things have to be earned slowly and there is no shortcut for it.
	“I’m just glad,” I say. “ That it turned out like this.”
	Oliver is quiet for a moment, which for him is significant.
	“Yeah,” he says finally. “Me too.”
	The bell above the door chimes. A customer comes in, unwinding a scarf, looking at the menu board to decide what they want.
	Oliver straightens. Finds his smile—the real one, not the professional one, the one that has been making people feel welcome in bakeries for seven years. “Good morning! What can I get started for you?”
	I turn back to the counter. Pick up my coffee. Settle into the rhythm of the morning the way I always do, the way I have been doing since seventeen and first discovered that a kitchen could be a home, that work could be a language, that some places hold you the way people do.
	Outside, the city moves past the windows, oblivious and unhurried, all eight million people going about their days.
	Inside, it begins to smell like coffee and something warm in the oven, and Oliver is making someone feel like they’ve been here before, and I am exactly where I am supposed to be.
	For the first time in a long time, that is enough.
	More than enough.
	It’s everything.
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One Year Later
THE SIGN ABOVE THE DOOR READS “MAGNOLIA PROMISES” in elegant script, and every time I see it, I still can’t quite believe it’s real.
My bakery. My dream. The one Victor Hayes tried to destroy, now standing proud in the heart of Greenwich Village.
I’m arranging fresh pastries in the display case when the door chimes. Roman walks in, and even after a year of living together, my heart still skips.
“Lunch delivery,” he says, holding up a bag from my favorite deli.
“You spoil me.”
"That's the plan." He leans across the counter to kiss me. "How's your morning been?"
"Perfect. Busy. A little girl bought Emma's Lemon Tart and asked about my mom when she saw the sign." My voice catches. "It was sweet."
Roman's expression softens. He knows how much it means when people ask. When my parents' memory gets to live on in small moments like that.
"Your mom would be so proud of you," he says. "Both of them would."
I believe that now. It took time—therapy, late-night conversations with Roman, slowly learning to forgive myself for surviving when they didn't. But I believe it.
"So," Roman says, trying and failing to sound casual. "Want to take a walk after you close? Maybe go to the park?"
I narrow my eyes. "You're planning something."
"Me? Never."
"Roman Hayes, you're a terrible liar."
He grins. "Meet me at 4 PM. Our bench."
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Our bench. The one where we had our first real conversation. Where he told me about his father's expectations and I told him about my dreams.
Where everything started.
I arrive to find Roman waiting, a picnic basket at his feet. The late 
afternoon sun filters through the trees, casting everything in golden light.
"A picnic?" I ask. "Like our first date?"
"I thought we could recreate it. But better this time." He takes my hand. "No secrets. No threats. Just us."
We settle on the bench, and he pulls out cheese and crackers and strawberries. The same things he brought four years ago, when we were just beginning.
"Aurelia," he says, setting down the wine glass he was pouring. "I've been thinking about that first date a lot lately. How scared I was. How sure I was that I was going to mess it up."
"You didn't mess it up."
"No. But I almost lost you anyway." He takes my hands. "And I never want to risk that again."
He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small velvet box.
My breath catches.
"I've loved you since the day you recommended those eclairs," he says, opening the box to reveal a simple, beautiful ring. "I loved you when you left. I loved you every day you were gone. And I want to love you for the rest of my life." His voice shakes slightly. "Aurelia Elliot, will you marry me?"
My hands come up to cover my mouth. I can’t speak. His eyes are bright, almost wet, and he’s looking at me like I’m the only thing in the world. The words come easily, without hesitation, without fear.
"Yes. Of course!"
Tears stream down my face as he takes my hand and slides the ring onto my finger. It fits perfectly. Like it was always meant to be there.
We kiss as the sun sets over Central Park, and I think about how far we've come. From heartbreak to healing. From separation to this moment right here.
It wasn't easy. It wasn't simple.
But it was worth it.
Every tear, every sleepless night, every moment of doubt—worth it to end up here, with him, choosing each other every single day.
"I love you," I whisper against his lips.
"I love you too," he says. "Always."
Always. The promise we're both finally brave enough to make.
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Three Month Later
I have a theory about wedding mornings.
	Everyone tells you they will be chaotic. That something will go wrong—a zipper, a florist, a bridesmaid with a sudden philosophical objection to the color of the napkins. They tell you this with a kind of grim authority, like veterans describing a battle, and you nod and say yes, of course, and privately you think: not mine. Mine will be calm. Mine will be the exception.
	Mine is not the exception.
	The exception is a cat who has eaten a length of ribbon off the floor of the bakery kitchen at approximately six forty-five in the morning and is now sitting on top of the espresso machine looking deeply satisfied with himself.
	“Orion.” I point at him. He blinks. “That was decorative.”
	“Meow.”
	He licks his paw. He knows exactly what today is. He simply doesn’t consider it relevant to his decision-making.
	Oliver appears from the back carrying a tray and stops when he sees the shredded ribbon on the floor. He looks at Orion. He looks at me. He sets the tray down with the careful deliberateness of a man choosing his battles.
	“How much did he eat?”
	“Enough.” 
	“Is he fine?”
	“He looks fine. He looks pleased.”
	“Then we don’t have time for this.” Oliver picks up the ribbon, assesses the damage, and tosses it in the bun with the efficiency of someone who has been managing minor disasters in this kitchen for years. “I have backup ribbon. I have backup everything. I prepared for Orion.”
	“You prepared for Orion.”
	“I prepared for Orion.” He hands me a coffee. “Drink this. You’re getting married in four hours and I need you to be functional.
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	The bakery looks nothing like a bakery this morning.
	That’s not entirely true—it smells like one, and the display cases are still full, because I was up at four-thirty and the muscle memory of a morning shift is not easily overridden even on the day you’re getting married. But the tables have been pushed to the edges and covered with white linen, and there are flowers everywhere—white and pale green, simple and loose, nothing that would have looked out of place in a jar on a kitchen table—and the string lights Oliver and Kai spent an entire Saturday afternoon hanging are threaded through everything, waiting for dark.
Roman wanted a venue. A proper one, with a ballroom and a catering staff and the particular impersonality of a space that has hosted a hundred celebrations and holds none of them. I understood why he offered—it was the reflex of someone raised to believe that scale signals sincerity—but when I told him I wanted here, his face did the thing it does when something surprises him into honesty, open and unguarded for just a second before he puts it back together
Here? he said
Here, I said. This is where everything started.
He didn't argue. He just asked what he could do to help, which is, I've learned, Roman's primary love language.
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Maggie arrives at eight with her own apron still on, which means she came straight from the original Magnolia without stopping home first, which means she has been up since before I have, which is saying something.
She takes one look at me standing at the counter in my regular clothes with flour on my wrist—I couldn't help it, I made croissants, it was either that or spiral—and she does not say a single word about it. She comes around the counter and puts her hands on my shoulders and looks at me the way she has been looking at me since I was seventeen years old and she first let me into her kitchen: like she can see all of it at once, the whole long journey, and isn't frightened by any of it.
"How are you?" she asks.
"Good," I say. Then: "Terrified."
"Good terrified or bad terrified?"
I think about it. The morning light coming through the windows. Oliver in the back, reorganizing things that don't need reorganizing because that's how he manages nerves. Orion still presiding over the espresso machine. The flowers. The string lights. The ring on my finger that still, three months later, catches me off guard when the light hits it.
"Good terrified," I say. "Definitely good."
She squeezes my shoulders and lets go. "Then let's get you ready."
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Roman, per tradition and Oliver's strict enforcement, is not allowed to see me until the ceremony. He is, according to a series of increasingly theatrical text messages from Kai, currently in Kai's apartment "pretending to be calm" and "failing completely" and has allegedly reorganized Kai's kitchen cabinets twice before nine AM, which is something I find deeply endearing and tell no one.
He does, however, text me at nine forty-seven.
Roman: I keep thinking about the first time you recommended the eclairs.
I smile at my phone in the middle of Oliver trying to pin my hair.
Me: You always order them now without asking.
Roman: Because you were right. You're almost always right. I've accepted this.
Me: Almost?
Roman: Let me have something.
Me: Four hours.
Roman: Four hours. I'll be the one at the front who can't stop smiling.
"Put the phone down," Oliver says, not unkindly, "or I'm going to pin your hair to it."
I put the phone down. I let him finish.
[image: ]
The dress is simple. That was the only thing I was certain of from the beginning—nothing with architecture, nothing that would require its own team of people to manage the train. Just good fabric, a clean line, something I could actually breathe in. Oliver had opinions, which he expressed at length and which I listened to carefully before making my own decision, which is the precise dynamic of our friendship and has been for seven years.
When I put it on, something settles.
I stand in front of the mirror in the back room of my own bakery, which smells of croissants and coffee and the particular warmth of a space that is well-used and well-loved, and I look at myself for a long moment. The flour is gone from my wrist. My hair is up, with a few pieces down, the way I like it. The ring catches the light.
I think about the girl at thirteen, going through the most traumatic experience someone can go through—desperately wanting everything to go back to normal, but secretly knowing it would never be possible. I think about the girl at twenty-five, serving a man in a pristine suit who had never been here before and who would, without either of them knowing it yet, change the entire course of her life. I think about a plane to Seattle. About the years of carefully managed survival. About the moment I opened an email with shaking hands and read the words I never stopped loving you and had to sit down on the floor of a bakery kitchen because my legs stopped working.
I think about all of it, and I don't feel the weight of it the way I used to—that constant background awareness of everything that has been lost. I feel it the way you feel the place where a broken bone healed: present, real, part of the architecture, but not the whole structure anymore.
"Okay," Oliver says from the doorway, and his voice is already slightly wrecked. "Okay, you have to stop looking like that because I've already cried twice this morning and I genuinely cannot do it again."
"You cried at the ribbon incident."
"The ribbon incident was emotional." He crosses the room and straightens something that doesn't need straightening, the way he always does when he's feeling something he doesn't have words for yet. Then he looks at me properly and gives up on composure entirely. "You look beautiful."
"Don't cry."
"I'm not—" He stops. "I'm crying a little. Marginally."
I take his hands. "Thank you. For all of it. Every part of it."
He squeezes my hands once, firm. "Your parents would be so proud of you," he says. "I know that's not—I know I can't know that. But I believe it. I really believe it."
The tears come, and I let them. Carefully, so as not to ruin Oliver's work, but I let them.
"Okay," I say, after a moment. "Okay. Let's go."
[image: ]
The ceremony is small. Thirty people, maybe, all of them people we actually chose—Maggie and her quiet warmth, Kai with his hand linked through Oliver's, and Diana, Roman's mother who apologized for things she didn't have to apologize for and made me talk about my own mother as though her memory was something worth hearing about, which I will not forget.
Oliver officiates, which he has been preparing for with a dedication that exceeds anything he applied to his actual job training, and he delivers the opening remarks with such theatrical sincerity that there is genuine laughter, which is exactly right.
And then Roman is in front of me.
He looks the way he always looks when he doesn't think I'm watching, which is open, unguarded, like all the careful composure he carries through the rest of his life has been set down somewhere and he is just himself. He is wearing a dark suit and his hair is slightly imperfect and his hands, when he takes mine, are trembling.
"Hi Sunshine," he says quietly, just to me.
"Hi," I say back.
There are vows. We wrote them ourselves, which Roman found significantly more difficult than any business negotiation he has ever conducted and said so, and which I found the easiest thing I have ever written because by the time I sat down to do it, I already knew every word. We say them in front of the people we love, in the bakery where we met, with the late afternoon light coming through the windows the way it always has and the smell of something still warm in the kitchen, because I couldn't entirely turn the ovens off, and honestly nobody expected me to.
When it's over, when Oliver says you may kiss your bride with only a slight wobble in his voice and Roman pulls me close, I think about something my mother told me once in a flour-dusted kitchen on a Saturday morning, the year before everything changed.
The world has a way of balancing itself out, she said. While trouble may be occurring right now, it means something extraordinary will be sent your way.
I didn't believe her for a long time. For years I thought she was wrong, that the math of the universe didn't work that way, that some people simply accumulate loss and the scale never tips back.
But standing here, in my bakery, with flour probably still somewhere on my hands and Roman's arms around me and everyone I love making noise in the background—Oliver is definitely crying, I can hear it from here—I think maybe she knew something I had to learn the long way around.
Maybe she was right all along.
Maybe this is the something extraordinary.
Maybe, after everything, this is where I was always meant to land.


















THE END
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