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  Editorial Manifesto


Pink Bell Knoll Books

At Pink Bell Knoll Books, we believe romantic fiction can be more than fantasy —
it can be respect, truth, and emotional freedom.

Our stories don’t shout.
They whisper desire, reach deep,
and show that pleasure doesn’t need to hurt to be intense.

Here, a woman can be desired without being diminished.
She can surrender without disappearing.
She can love without losing herself.
She can say no.
And when she says yes, it’s full-hearted.

We publish romantic fiction in all its forms —
whether they unfold in the soft glow of modern life or in the rich textures of the past.
From tender flirtations to daring sensuality,
what matters is that they honor the soul as much as the skin.

We write for those who want to feel —
with the body, with the skin, with the soul.

If you're looking for a place where desire is treated with beauty,
where pleasure is shared, and love comes with truth —
welcome to your home.

Pink Bell Knoll Books — where passion meets respect.
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  Chapter 1
The Gallery Opening


Sophie POV 
The last thing I expected when I woke up that Tuesday morning was to see my past walking through the door of my gallery. But there he was—Mike Sullivan, in all his dangerous, beautiful glory, standing in the doorway like he owned the place. Like he'd never broken my heart and disappeared for two years.
The sculpture I was hanging nearly slipped from my hands.
But I'm getting ahead of myself. Let me start with the morning, when everything still felt manageable, when my biggest worry was whether the lighting would be perfect for tonight's opening.
I'd been up since five, which wasn't unusual. Sleep had become elusive over the past few weeks as the exhibition approached. "Tidal Emotions" was my most ambitious show yet—twelve pieces that traced the journey from heartbreak to healing, all inspired by the ocean that had become my sanctuary after Mike left.
The gallery space looked transformed in the early morning light. Gone were the stark white walls that had housed last month's photography exhibition. In their place, my installations created an underwater dreamscape. Flowing blue and green fabrics suspended from the ceiling caught the Santa Monica breeze that drifted through the open doors. The centerpiece, a massive sculpture I'd titled "Undertow," dominated the main wall—twisted metal and glass that captured the moment when a wave pulls you under, that split second between panic and surrender.
"You're going to wear yourself out before the opening even starts," Maya called from the front desk, where she was arranging the guest list and checking RSVPs on her tablet. My best friend and gallery manager had arrived an hour ago with coffee and her usual dose of practical concern.
"I just want everything to be perfect," I said, adjusting the angle of a smaller piece for the third time. "This could change everything, Maya. The LACMA curator is coming tonight. If she likes what she sees..."
"She will." Maya's voice carried the confidence I wished I felt. "Your work is incredible, Soph. You've grown so much as an artist these past two years."
Two years. The words hung in the air between us, loaded with everything we weren't saying. Two years since Mike Sullivan had walked out of my life, claiming I was trying to cage him, that my love felt like a leash around his neck. Two years since I'd thrown myself into my art with a desperation that had surprised even me.
The irony wasn't lost on me that my best work had come from my worst heartbreak.
"Have you eaten anything today?" Maya asked, studying me with the sharp eye of someone who'd been taking care of me since college.
"I had coffee."
"Coffee isn't food." She pulled a protein bar from her purse and tossed it to me. "Eat. You need energy for tonight."
I caught the bar but didn't open it, too nervous to think about food. Instead, I walked to the large windows that faced the street, watching Santa Monica come alive. Joggers passed by in their morning ritual, heading toward the beach. A group of surfers carried their boards toward the water, their easy confidence reminding me of someone I was trying not to think about.
"The flowers should arrive in an hour," Maya said, consulting her checklist. "Catering at three. Wine delivery at four. You should go home and get ready around five."
"What if no one comes?" The fear slipped out before I could stop it.
Maya looked up from her tablet, her expression softening. "Sophie Winters, you sent out three hundred invitations. Half the art world in LA is coming tonight. Plus, you know your mom will drag every teacher from her school if she has to."
That made me smile despite my nerves. My mother, Linda, had been my biggest supporter since Dad died, encouraging my art even when it meant I was broke and living on ramen for months at a time. She'd been the one to suggest I use my small inheritance to open the gallery, to create a space where I could showcase not just my own work but other emerging artists who needed a platform.
"Besides," Maya continued, "you've already sold three pieces from the preview photos alone. This is going to be a success."
I nodded, trying to absorb her confidence. The morning sun was climbing higher, casting long shadows across the gallery floor. In a few hours, this space would be filled with people, their voices mixing with the sound of clinking glasses and the soft jazz playlist I'd carefully curated. Critics would examine my work with discerning eyes. Potential buyers would calculate the investment value of my emotions made tangible.
The thought should have excited me. Instead, it made my stomach clench with anxiety.
"I'm going to check the lighting one more time," I said, heading toward the back of the gallery where my most personal piece hung.
"Depths" was smaller than the others, more intimate. It showed a figure suspended underwater, arms reaching upward toward a surface that seemed impossibly far away. The figure's face was obscured, but anyone who knew me would recognize the long dark hair floating like seaweed, the delicate hands that had once traced the scars on a certain extreme athlete's arms.
I'd painted it during the worst of the breakup, when I felt like I was drowning in my own emotions. Now, looking at it in the gallery's carefully controlled lighting, I could see the hope hidden in the brushstrokes—the way the figure's fingers stretched toward the light, the subtle upward movement that suggested she might actually make it to the surface.
"That one's going to make people cry," Maya said, appearing beside me.
"Good tears or bad tears?"
"The best kind. The kind that mean you've touched something real."
I was about to respond when the gallery's front door chimed, announcing our first visitor of the day. Maya and I both turned, expecting to see the flower delivery or perhaps an early arrival for the evening's event.
Instead, I found myself looking at a ghost.
Mike Sullivan stood in the doorway, backlit by the morning sun, looking exactly like the man who'd haunted my dreams for two years. His dirty blonde hair was longer than I remembered, touching his collar in a way that made my fingers itch to run through it. He wore dark jeans and a simple white t-shirt that stretched across shoulders I knew were broader than they looked, muscles earned through years of pushing his body to its limits.
But it was his eyes that stopped my breath—those piercing blue eyes that had always seen too much, that had looked at me like I was the most beautiful thing in the world right up until the moment he decided I was a burden he couldn't carry.
"Sophie." My name on his lips sounded like a prayer and a curse all at once.
I felt Maya tense beside me, her protective instincts kicking in. She'd been the one to hold me while I cried for weeks after he left, the one who'd convinced me to get out of bed and paint when all I wanted to do was disappear.
"Mike." I was proud that my voice came out steady, even though my heart was hammering against my ribs. "What are you doing here?"
He stepped further into the gallery, his gaze sweeping over my installations with an intensity that made me feel exposed. When his eyes landed on "Depths," I saw something flicker across his face—recognition, maybe, or regret.
"I heard about your opening," he said, his voice carrying that familiar rasp that had always made me think of whiskey and late nights. "I wanted to see what you've been working on."
"How did you—" I started, then stopped. It didn't matter how he'd found out. What mattered was that he was here, in my space, looking at the art I'd created from the ashes of what we'd had together.
"These are incredible, Soph." He moved toward "Undertow," studying the way the metal twisted and caught the light. "You've always been talented, but this... this is something else."
The compliment shouldn't have warmed me the way it did. I'd spent two years learning to value my own opinion, to create for myself rather than for anyone else's approval. But hearing praise from Mike—who'd always understood my art in a way that surprised me—felt like a key turning in a lock I'd thought I'd thrown away.
"Thank you," I said carefully.
Maya cleared her throat, a sound that managed to convey both warning and support. "I should check on those flower arrangements," she said, though we all knew the flowers weren't due for another hour. She squeezed my shoulder as she passed, a silent reminder that she was here if I needed her.
And then it was just Mike and me, standing in the gallery surrounded by the visual evidence of how thoroughly he'd broken me and how hard I'd worked to put myself back together.
"You look good," he said, and I hated how much I wanted to believe the sincerity in his voice. "Happy."
"I am happy." The words came out more defensive than I'd intended. "I've built something here, Mike. Something that's mine."
He nodded, his hands shoved deep in his pockets in a gesture I remembered from a thousand conversations. "I can see that. I'm proud of you."
The simple statement hit me like a physical blow. Proud of me. As if he had any right to feel pride in what I'd accomplished after he'd left me shattered on my apartment floor, as if his opinion still mattered in the life I'd carefully reconstructed without him.
"Why are you here?" I asked again, needing to understand what had brought him back into my orbit after two years of silence.
"The X Games," he said. "I'm competing this week. Skateboarding, some snowboarding events they're doing as exhibitions. I saw the gallery's name in a magazine article about emerging artists, and I..." He trailed off, running a hand through his hair in a gesture that was achingly familiar. "I couldn't stay away."
Of course. The X Games. I'd forgotten they were happening this week, though I should have remembered. Santa Monica would be crawling with athletes and media, the beach transformed into a playground for people who made their living defying gravity and common sense.
People like Mike.
"How long are you in town?" I asked, though I wasn't sure I wanted to know the answer.
"Two weeks. Maybe longer, depending on how things go."
Two weeks. Fourteen days of knowing he was somewhere in my city, breathing the same air, possibly walking past my gallery or eating at restaurants where we used to go together. The thought made my chest tight with a mixture of anticipation and dread.
"I should let you get back to your preparations," he said, but he didn't move toward the door. Instead, he continued studying my work, his gaze lingering on each piece as if he was trying to read the story they told.
"The opening is tonight," I found myself saying. "Seven to ten."
Why had I told him that? Maya was going to kill me.
"I know," he said softly. "I saw the invitation online."
"Are you..." I started, then stopped. I couldn't ask if he was coming. I couldn't give him that power over my evening, over the most important night of my career so far.
"I don't know," he said, as if he'd heard the question anyway. "Would you want me to?"
The honest answer was yes and no and maybe and absolutely not, all tangled together in a knot I couldn't begin to unravel. So instead, I said, "It's a public event."
He smiled at that, a small, sad curve of his lips that reminded me of all the times he'd smiled at my stubborn independence, back when he'd found it charming instead of suffocating.
"Right," he said. "Public event."
He moved toward the door then, and I felt something like panic flutter in my chest. This couldn't be it. Two years of wondering what I'd say if I saw him again, and all we'd managed was this stilted, careful conversation that revealed nothing and everything at once.
"Mike," I called when he reached the threshold.
He turned back, hope flickering in those blue eyes.
"Be careful out there," I said. "At the Games, I mean. Don't do anything stupid."
The words slipped out before I could stop them, an echo of all the fights we'd had, all the times I'd begged him to think about the consequences before he threw himself off a cliff or down a mountain. For a moment, his face went carefully blank, and I thought I'd ruined whatever fragile peace we'd managed to find.
Then he smiled, and it was the real smile this time, the one that had made me fall in love with him in the first place.
"I'll try," he said. "Good luck tonight, Soph. You deserve all the success in the world."
And then he was gone, leaving me standing in my gallery surrounded by art that suddenly felt like an open wound, every piece a reminder of what we'd had and lost and might never find again.
Maya appeared at my elbow almost immediately, her expression a mixture of concern and barely contained fury.
"What the hell was that?" she demanded.
"I don't know," I said honestly. "I really don't know."
But as I watched Mike's figure disappear down the street, his easy stride carrying him back toward whatever life he'd built without me, I felt something I hadn't experienced in two years: the dangerous flutter of possibility.
Tonight was supposed to be about my art, about the future I was building for myself. But now, with Mike's presence still lingering in the air like the scent of ocean spray, I couldn't shake the feeling that everything was about to change.
Again.






  
  Chapter 2
Return to Santa Monica


Mike POV 
I shouldn't have gone to her gallery.
The thought hammered through my head as I walked down the Santa Monica Promenade, my hands still shaking from seeing Sophie again after two years of carefully constructed distance. I'd told myself I was just curious, that I wanted to see how she was doing, maybe catch a glimpse of her new work from the street. I hadn't planned to go inside. I definitely hadn't planned to talk to her.
But then I'd seen her through the window, hanging that sculpture with the same intense focus she'd always brought to her art, and I'd been powerless to walk away.
She looked incredible. Different, but incredible. There was a confidence in the way she moved through the gallery space that hadn't been there before, a sense of ownership that went beyond just running the business. This was her domain, her kingdom, and she ruled it with the quiet authority of someone who'd fought for every inch of what she'd built.
I'd always known she was talented, but the work I'd seen today was on another level entirely. Raw and beautiful and heartbreaking in a way that made my chest tight with recognition. I'd seen myself in those pieces—or rather, I'd seen us, the wreckage of what we'd been together transformed into something that took my breath away.
The irony wasn't lost on me that her best work had come from our worst moments.
My phone buzzed with a text from Jake, my manager and the closest thing I had to a voice of reason: Training at 2. Don't be late. And don't do anything stupid before the competition starts.
Too late for that, I thought, but I typed back: On my way.
The X Games setup was impressive, even by the standards of someone who'd been competing professionally for over a decade. The beach had been transformed into an extreme sports paradise, with ramps and rails and obstacles that would have made my teenage self weep with joy. Now, at thirty, I looked at them with the calculating eye of someone who'd learned that every trick came with a price, every landing was a negotiation between ambition and physics.
I found Jake near the skateboarding course, clipboard in hand, looking every inch the responsible adult he'd become since marrying Sarah and having kids. Sometimes I envied him that transformation, the way he'd managed to channel his love of extreme sports into a career that didn't require him to risk his neck on a daily basis.
"You're late," he said without looking up from his notes.
"Traffic," I lied.
"Bullshit. You walked here from your hotel." He finally looked at me, his sharp eyes taking in whatever was written on my face. "What happened?"
Jake had known me since we were teenagers, back when we were both stupid enough to think we were invincible. He could read me better than anyone, which was both a blessing and a curse.
"I saw Sophie," I said.
His expression went carefully neutral. "Saw her where?"
"Her gallery. She's having an opening tonight."
"And you went there because...?"
"I don't know." I ran a hand through my hair, a nervous habit I'd never been able to break. "I was walking by, and I saw her, and I just... went in."
Jake was quiet for a long moment, studying me with the patience of someone who'd talked me through countless bad decisions over the years. "How is she?"
"Good. Really good. She's built something amazing, Jake. You should see her work—it's incredible."
"That's not what I meant, and you know it."
I sighed, sinking down onto a nearby bench. The beach stretched out in front of us, dotted with early morning surfers and joggers. In a few hours, it would be packed with spectators and athletes, the air thick with adrenaline and the smell of sunscreen and competition.
"She looked happy," I said finally. "Confident. Like she's figured out who she is without me."
"And how does that make you feel?"
"Like shit," I admitted. "And proud of her. And like maybe I made the biggest mistake of my life when I walked away."
Jake sat down beside me, his expression softening. "Mike, you know I love you like a brother, but you can't do this to yourself. Or to her. You two were toxic together."
"We were passionate."
"You were destructive. She was terrified every time you left for a competition, and you felt suffocated every time you came home. That's not love, man. That's codependency."
I wanted to argue with him, but I couldn't. He was right, and we both knew it. Sophie and I had burned bright and hot, but we'd also burned each other. By the end, every conversation had been a fight, every goodbye had felt like a small death, every reunion had been shadowed by the knowledge that it was temporary.
"She told me to be careful," I said. "At the Games, I mean. Just like she used to."
"And?"
"And for a second, it felt like coming home."
Jake was quiet for a moment, watching a group of kids practice on the smaller ramps nearby. "You know what your problem is?" he said finally.
"I'm sure you're going to tell me."
"You think love is supposed to be this all-consuming, dramatic thing. Like if it doesn't hurt, it's not real."
"Isn't it?"
"No, you idiot. Love is supposed to make you better, not tear you apart. Look at me and Sarah. We've been together eight years, and I've never once felt like I had to choose between her and the things I love. She makes me want to be the best version of myself, not a different person entirely."
I thought about that, about the way Sophie used to look at me when I came home from competitions—relief and love and barely contained terror all mixed together. She'd never asked me to quit, but I'd felt the weight of her fear every time I kissed her goodbye, every time I saw her flinch when the news reported another athlete's injury.
"Maybe we've both changed," I said.
"Maybe. Or maybe you're just romanticizing the past because you're scared about the future."
That hit closer to home than I wanted to admit. This was supposed to be my final season, my last chance to cement my legacy before age and accumulated injuries forced me into retirement. I'd been putting off the decision for months, telling myself I wasn't ready, that I had more to prove. But the truth was, I was terrified of who I'd be without the rush, without the crowds and the cameras and the constant dance with danger that had defined my adult life.
"I'm not going to her opening," I said, more to convince myself than Jake.
"Good. That's smart."
"It would just complicate things."
"Absolutely."
"She's moved on. Built a life without me. I should respect that."
"You should."
I looked at him suspiciously. "You're agreeing with me too easily."
Jake grinned, the expression transforming his serious face. "Because I know you, Mike Sullivan. You're going to that opening whether it's smart or not. You've never been able to resist a bad idea in your life."
"I'm not—"
"You are. The question is whether you're going to go in with a plan or just wing it and hope for the best."
I wanted to deny it, but he was right. Even as I sat there telling myself all the reasons I should stay away, I could feel the pull of Sophie's gravity, the same irresistible force that had drawn me to her in the first place. She'd always been my weakness, the one person who could make me forget about everything else—the competition, the sponsors, the carefully constructed image I'd built around being fearless.
With Sophie, I'd never been fearless. I'd been terrified—of losing her, of disappointing her, of not being enough for someone who deserved so much more than a man who made his living jumping off cliffs.
"What would you do?" I asked. "If you were me?"
"I'd stay the hell away," Jake said without hesitation. "But I'm not you. I never loved someone the way you loved Sophie, and I never fucked up something that good because I was too scared to fight for it."
"I wasn't scared—"
"You were terrified. You just hid it behind all that adrenaline junkie bullshit." He stood up, brushing sand off his jeans. "Come on. Let's get you on a board before you do something really stupid."
The next few hours passed in a blur of muscle memory and calculated risk. Skateboarding had always been my first love, the sport that had saved me from a childhood of feeling invisible and unwanted. On a board, I was in control, every movement a conversation between my body and the laws of physics. It was the closest thing to meditation I'd ever found.
But today, even the familiar rhythm of wheels on concrete couldn't quiet my mind. Every trick reminded me of the early days with Sophie, when she'd sit on the sidelines and watch me practice, her sketchbook in her lap as she captured the movement in quick, confident strokes. She'd never understood the appeal of extreme sports, but she'd understood me, had seen something in the way I moved that spoke to her artist's eye.
"You're distracted," Jake called from the sidelines after I bailed on a trick I could have landed in my sleep.
"I'm fine."
"You're thinking about her."
I didn't bother denying it. "She used to sketch me when I practiced. Did you know that? She had this whole series of drawings—me on the board, in the air, landing. She said she was trying to capture the moment between falling and flying."
"What happened to them?"
"I don't know. Probably threw them away after I left."
Jake was quiet for a moment. "Or maybe she turned them into something beautiful. Like everything else."
The thought hit me like a physical blow. Of course. The sculptures in her gallery, the way metal and glass seemed to capture movement and emotion—they weren't just abstract art. They were us. Our relationship, our fights, our passion, all transformed into something that could be displayed and admired and sold to strangers who would never understand what they really meant.
"I have to see her again," I said.
"Mike—"
"Not at the opening. That's her night, her moment. I won't take that away from her. But I have to talk to her. Really talk to her."
Jake sighed, the sound of a man who'd had this conversation too many times before. "And say what? That you're sorry? That you want her back? That you've changed?"
"I don't know. Maybe all of that. Maybe none of it."
"And what if she doesn't want to hear it? What if she's happy without you?"
The question hung in the air between us, heavy with possibility and dread. What if Sophie had moved on completely? What if the woman I'd seen in the gallery this morning was someone who'd learned to live without the chaos I brought to everything I touched?
"Then I'll respect that," I said finally. "But I have to try. I can't spend the rest of my life wondering what might have happened if I'd been brave enough to fight for her."
Jake studied me for a long moment, then nodded slowly. "Okay. But promise me something."
"What?"
"Promise me you won't make this about you. If you're going to do this, do it for her. Because she deserves to know that someone loved her enough to come back and try to make things right, even if it doesn't work out."
I thought about that as I packed up my gear, as I walked back through Santa Monica toward my hotel. The streets were busier now, filled with tourists and locals enjoying the perfect California afternoon. Somewhere in this maze of sun-soaked streets, Sophie was preparing for the most important night of her career. In a few hours, her gallery would be filled with people who would see her art and understand, maybe for the first time, the depth of her talent.
I wanted to be there. I wanted to watch her face as people discovered what I'd always known—that she was extraordinary, that her vision of the world was something rare and precious and worth celebrating.
But more than that, I wanted the chance to tell her what I should have said two years ago: that leaving her was the biggest mistake of my life, that not a day had passed without me thinking about her, that I'd finally learned the difference between being fearless and being brave.
Being fearless was easy. It was jumping off cliffs and racing down mountains and pushing your body to its limits without thinking about the consequences.
Being brave was harder. Being brave was admitting you were wrong, that you'd let fear disguise itself as freedom, that you'd walked away from the best thing in your life because you were too scared to believe you deserved it.
As I reached my hotel, I made a decision. I wouldn't go to the opening—that was her night, and she deserved to have it without the complication of my presence. But tomorrow, when the celebration was over and the critics had gone home and she was alone with whatever success or disappointment the evening had brought, I would find her.
And this time, I wouldn't walk away.






  
  Chapter 3
Ghosts and Galleries


Sophie POV 
The morning after Mike's visit to the gallery, I found myself staring at my phone for the third time in an hour, his contact information pulled up on the screen like a temptation I couldn't quite resist. My finger hovered over the call button, but each time I chickened out, setting the phone down and turning back to the canvas I'd been trying to work on since dawn.
The painting wasn't cooperating. What should have been flowing water looked stilted and forced, like I was trying too hard to capture something that needed to come naturally. Frustrated, I set down my brush and walked to the front of the gallery, where Maya was already at work despite the early hour.
"You're here early," I said, accepting the coffee she held out to me with gratitude.
"So are you. And you look like you didn't sleep much." Maya studied my face with the sharp attention of someone who'd been my best friend since college. "Want to talk about it?"
"There's nothing to talk about."
"Right. That's why you've been staring at that same canvas for two hours without actually painting anything."
I sank into the chair behind the front desk, cradling my coffee like a lifeline. The gallery felt different this morning, charged with the memory of Mike's presence. I could still see him standing by "Undertow," could still hear the genuine appreciation in his voice when he'd complimented my work.
"He came by yesterday," I said finally.
"Mike?"
"Who else?"
Maya set down her tablet and gave me her full attention. "How was it?"
"Confusing. He looks good, Maya. Really good. Older, more... settled, I guess. But still him, you know?"
"What did he want?"
"To see my work. To congratulate me on the opening tonight." I paused, remembering the way he'd looked at me when he'd said goodbye. "I think he wanted to see me."
"And how do you feel about that?"
It was such a simple question, but the answer was anything but simple. How did I feel about seeing Mike again after two years of carefully constructed distance? How did I feel about the way my heart had skipped when he'd walked through the door, about the familiar comfort of talking to someone who understood my art in a way that few people ever had?
"Scared," I admitted. "I've worked so hard to build this life, Maya. The gallery, my independence, my sense of self-worth that doesn't depend on someone else's validation. And then he walks in and I feel like I'm twenty-five again, ready to give up everything for a man who might not stick around."
"But he's not asking you to give up anything."
"Isn't he? Maya, you know what it was like before. The way I lost myself in him, in his career, in the constant fear that he was going to hurt himself doing something stupid. I can't go back to that."
Maya was quiet for a moment, organizing the RSVPs for tonight's opening with the methodical precision that made her such a good gallery manager. When she finally spoke, her voice was gentle but firm.
"Sophie, can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
"When you think about Mike now, what scares you more—the possibility that he hasn't changed, or the possibility that he has?"
The question hit me like a physical blow. I opened my mouth to give an automatic answer, then stopped, really considering what she was asking. What did scare me more? The thought that Mike was still the same reckless athlete who'd chosen his career over our relationship, or the possibility that he'd grown and changed in ways that might make us compatible now?
"I don't know," I said honestly.
"Maybe that's something you should figure out. Before tonight."
"Why? He probably won't even come to the opening."
"Won't he?"
I thought about the way Mike had looked at me when he'd said goodbye, the careful hope in his expression when I'd mentioned that the opening was tonight. He'd been interested, genuinely interested, in a way that suggested he might actually show up.
"I don't know if I'm ready for that," I said.
"Sophie, you've been ready for everything life has thrown at you so far. You survived your dad's death, you survived a devastating breakup, you built this incredible business from nothing. You're stronger than you think."
"What if I'm not? What if seeing him again makes me realize that I never really got over him? What if I fall for him again and he breaks my heart worse than before?"
"Then you pick up the pieces and keep going, just like you did last time. But Sophie, what if you don't fall? What if you've grown enough that you can see him clearly now, as a person rather than an ideal? What if you're strong enough to choose what you actually want instead of what feels safe?"
Before I could answer, the gallery door chimed, announcing our first visitor of the day. A woman in her fifties entered, well-dressed and carrying herself with the kind of authority that suggested serious money and serious taste.
"Good morning," she said, approaching the front desk. "I'm Margaret Stern from the Stern Foundation. I was hoping to speak with Sophie Winters about tonight's exhibition."
My heart leaped. The Stern Foundation was one of the most prestigious arts organizations in California, known for supporting emerging artists with both funding and connections that could change careers overnight.
"I'm Sophie," I said, standing and extending my hand. "It's an honor to meet you."
"The honor is mine. I've been following your work since your piece was featured in the emerging artists showcase last year. Your evolution as an artist has been remarkable."
"Thank you. What can I tell you about tonight's exhibition?"
"Actually, I was hoping you could tell me about your process. Your pieces show such emotional depth, such a willingness to be vulnerable through your art. That's rare in contemporary work."
For the next thirty minutes, I found myself discussing my art with someone who understood not just the technical aspects but the emotional journey that had informed my work. It was the kind of conversation I'd dreamed of having, the kind of professional recognition I'd been working toward for years.
"I'll definitely be attending tonight," Margaret said as she prepared to leave. "And I'd like to discuss the possibility of featuring your work in our upcoming exhibition on California artists under forty. It would be a significant opportunity."
After she left, I stood in the gallery feeling like I was floating. This was it—the break I'd been hoping for, the validation that my art mattered beyond the small world of Santa Monica galleries.
"That was huge," Maya said, grinning at me. "Sophie, do you realize what just happened? The Stern Foundation could change everything for you."
"I know. I can't believe it."
"See? You don't need Mike Sullivan to validate your worth. You're building something incredible all on your own."
The comment stung, partly because it suggested that I might still be seeking Mike's approval, and partly because I wasn't sure it was entirely true. Yes, I'd built the gallery and developed my artistic voice independently. But Mike had always been one of the few people who truly understood my work, who could see what I was trying to express even when I couldn't articulate it myself.
"Maya," I said, "can I ask you something?"
"Always."
"When James broke up with you last year, how long did it take before you could see him as just another person instead of the man who broke your heart?"
Maya considered the question, understanding that I wasn't really asking about her ex-boyfriend but about my own complicated feelings.
"Honestly? I'm not sure I'm there yet. But I think that's okay, Sophie. I think some people leave marks on us that don't fade completely. The question isn't whether you still feel something for Mike—it's whether those feelings are based on who he actually is now or who you remember him being."
"And how do I figure that out?"
"By spending time with him. By having real conversations about who you've both become. By seeing if the connection you had was based on genuine compatibility or just passion and timing."
The rest of the morning passed in a blur of last-minute preparations for the opening. I arranged flowers, checked lighting, went over the guest list one more time. But underneath all the activity, I couldn't stop thinking about Maya's words.
Who was Mike Sullivan now? Was he still the restless athlete who'd chosen adrenaline over stability, or had he evolved into someone who could appreciate the quieter pleasures of building something lasting? And more importantly, was I brave enough to find out?
At lunch, I walked to the small café down the street where I often went to clear my head. The owner, an elderly Italian woman named Rosa, had become something of a confidante over the past two years.
"You look troubled, cara," she said, bringing me my usual sandwich and tea without being asked.
"Just nervous about tonight. Big exhibition opening."
"Ah, yes. I saw the article in the paper. Very exciting. But that's not what's troubling you."
Rosa had an uncanny ability to read people, probably developed over decades of running a neighborhood café where locals came to escape their problems. I found myself telling her about Mike's visit, about the confusion and fear his presence had stirred up.
"This man," she said when I'd finished, "he hurt you before?"
"Yes. But not intentionally. He just... he couldn't choose between me and his career. And I couldn't handle always coming second."
"And now?"
"Now I don't know. He says he's changed, but how do you know if someone has really changed or if they're just telling you what you want to hear?"
Rosa smiled, the expression crinkling the corners of her eyes. "Cara, in my country, we have a saying: 'Il tempo è il miglior dottore.' Time is the best doctor. Two years is a long time. People can change in two years, especially when they've been hurt."
"But what if he hasn't changed? What if I let him back into my life and he destroys everything I've built?"
"Then you rebuild. But Sophie, what if he has changed? What if you're so afraid of being hurt again that you miss the chance to be happy?"
It was essentially the same thing Maya had said, but hearing it from Rosa—who'd been married to the same man for fifty years—gave it a different weight.
"How do you know when to take the risk?" I asked.
"You don't. That's what makes it a risk. But cara, a life without risk is not a life at all. It's just existing."
I walked back to the gallery with Rosa's words echoing in my head. Tonight was supposed to be about my art, about celebrating how far I'd come as an artist and a businesswoman. But I couldn't shake the feeling that it might also be about something else—about deciding whether I was ready to risk my carefully constructed peace for the possibility of something more.
The afternoon flew by in a whirlwind of final preparations. Maya handled the catering arrangements while I made last-minute adjustments to the lighting and placement of pieces. By five o'clock, everything was ready.
"You should go home and get ready," Maya said, shooing me toward the door. "Take a long bath, put on something gorgeous, and remember that tonight is your night. Whatever happens with Mike is secondary to celebrating your success."
"You're right," I said, though my stomach was already churning with anticipation and nerves.
"And Sophie? For what it's worth, I think you're ready for whatever tonight brings. You're not the same woman who fell apart two years ago. You're stronger now, more sure of yourself. Trust that."
As I walked up the stairs to my apartment, I thought about the woman I'd been when Mike and I had first gotten together—young, insecure, desperate for validation from someone I saw as larger than life. Then I thought about the woman I'd become—independent, successful, confident in my own worth and abilities.
Maybe Maya was right. Maybe I was ready for whatever tonight would bring. Maybe I was finally strong enough to see Mike clearly, as a person rather than an ideal, and make a choice based on who we both were now rather than who we'd been then.
The question was: what choice would I make?
As I started running a bath, I caught sight of myself in the bathroom mirror. The reflection looking back at me was that of a successful artist, a business owner, a woman who'd built something beautiful from nothing. Whatever happened tonight, I wouldn't lose that. I couldn't lose that.
But maybe, just maybe, I could find something even better.
The evening stretched ahead of me, full of possibilities I was finally brave enough to consider. And for the first time in two years, that didn't terrify me.
It excited me.






  
  Chapter 4
Unexpected Encounter


Sophie POV 
By seven-thirty, the gallery was packed.
I stood near the back wall, a glass of wine in my hand that I'd barely touched, watching the crowd move through my installations like schools of fish navigating a coral reef. The opening had exceeded every expectation I'd dared to have. The LACMA curator, Dr. Elizabeth Hartwell, had spent twenty minutes studying "Undertow" before pulling out her phone to make what looked like a very important call. Three pieces had already sold, including "Depths," which had gone to a collector from New York who'd flown in specifically for the opening.
I should have been ecstatic. This was everything I'd worked for, the validation I'd dreamed of since I first picked up a paintbrush. But I couldn't shake the restless energy that had been building since Mike's visit this morning, couldn't stop my eyes from drifting toward the door every few minutes.
He wasn't coming. I'd told myself that a dozen times throughout the evening, and each time the thought brought a mixture of relief and disappointment that I didn't want to examine too closely.
"Sophie, darling, you must introduce me to the artist behind this magnificent piece."
I turned to find Mrs. Pemberton, one of Santa Monica's most prominent art patrons, standing beside "Tidal Pull" with a distinguished-looking man in an expensive suit. Mrs. Pemberton had been one of my first supporters when I'd opened the gallery, and her endorsement carried serious weight in the local art community.
"Of course," I said, smoothing my black dress and putting on my professional smile. "Mrs. Pemberton, I'd like you to meet—"
"Sophie Winters," a familiar voice said behind me. "The artist herself."
I turned, and my heart stopped.
Mike stood just inside the gallery entrance, and he looked... devastating. Gone were the casual jeans and t-shirt from this morning. Instead, he wore dark slacks and a charcoal button-down that brought out the blue in his eyes, the sleeves rolled up to reveal the intricate tattoo that wrapped around his left forearm—a design I'd traced with my fingers countless times during lazy Sunday mornings that felt like a lifetime ago.
He'd gotten his hair cut since this morning, the longer strands now tamed into something that looked effortlessly elegant. But it was the way he carried himself that really caught my attention—the confident stride, the easy smile he offered to the people who turned to look at him. This wasn't the reckless athlete who lived for the next adrenaline rush. This was a man who knew how to work a room, who understood the value of making the right impression.
"Mike," I managed, my voice barely above a whisper.
Mrs. Pemberton's eyebrows rose with interest. "Oh my, is this the famous Mike Sullivan? I saw you on the news this morning—something about the X Games?"
"Yes, ma'am," Mike said, extending his hand with a charm that would have made my mother swoon. "It's a pleasure to meet you. I hope you're







