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What I Tried to Ignore

Chapter 1 – The Things We Don’t Name
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Rain dragged silver lines across the café windows while Ayton Reyes pretended not to stare.

Outside, downtown Chicago dissolved into wet pavement and blurred headlights. Inside, the café hummed with soft jazz, steaming milk, and tired conversations from people hiding from the storm. Ayton sat near the back with his laptop open and exactly three unread emails glowing on the screen.

He hadn’t answered any of them.

Instead, he kept looking toward the counter.

Toward her.

Rosalia Vega laughed at something a customer said while tying her dark curls into a loose knot behind her head. The movement exposed the sharp line of her throat for half a second before she tucked herself back into motion again—taking orders, sliding cups across the counter, apologizing when the espresso machine hissed too loudly.

She moved like she belonged everywhere.

Ayton hated how aware of her he had become.

“Dude.”

He blinked.

His friend Malik dropped into the chair across from him carrying two coffees and an expression already halfway to amusement.

“You’re doing it again.”

“I’m working.”

“You’ve been staring at the same spreadsheet for twenty minutes.”

Ayton straightened slightly. “I’m thinking.”

“About profit margins?”

Ayton reached for the coffee. “About shutting you up.”

Malik snorted.

“You know she noticed you.”

Ayton nearly spilled the drink. “Who?”

“That level of denial should qualify as medical.”

Ayton glared over the rim of his cup while Malik grinned wider.

Rosalia glanced toward them at that exact moment.

Their eyes met.

It lasted less than a second.

Still, Ayton felt something uncomfortable twist low in his chest before he looked away too quickly.

Malik made an exaggerated sound of disbelief.

“Oh my God.”

“Stop talking.”

“You have a crush.”

“I’m thirty-one.”

“Adults get crushes too.”

Ayton muttered something into his coffee.

The truth was worse than Malik realized.

Because it wasn’t only Rosalia.

That was the part he tried not to examine too closely.

The café owner emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray of pastries, interrupting the moment. Theo Bennett moved with effortless confidence, sleeves rolled to his elbows, dark blond hair slightly messy from heat and work. He bumped shoulders with Rosalia as he passed, and she smiled automatically without even looking up.

The familiarity between them sat strangely in Ayton’s stomach.

Not jealousy exactly.

Something more confusing.

Theo looked toward their table.

“Malik, you still owe me for last Friday.”

“I paid you emotionally.”

“That’s not currency.”

“It should be.”

Theo laughed softly before his gaze shifted to Ayton.

“You surviving over there?”

Ayton nodded once. “Barely.”

“Same.”

There was something unfair about Theo’s voice.

Warm. Low. Easy.

Ayton looked back at his laptop immediately.

Malik saw everything, of course.

His grin became dangerous.

“Oh,” Malik whispered dramatically. “Oh, this is catastrophic.”

Ayton kicked him under the table.

Malik ignored him completely.

“You don’t just like Rosalia.”

“I don’t like anyone.”

“You absolutely do.”

Ayton’s silence confirmed too much.

Malik leaned back in his chair, studying him now with less teasing and more curiosity.

“You’ve never talked about dating at all,” he said carefully.

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“That usually means there’s a lot to talk about.”

Ayton hated perceptive people.

Especially friends who’d known him too long.

He focused on his coffee instead, but the problem remained exactly where it had been for months now: impossible to ignore and increasingly difficult to explain away.

It had started slowly.

Rosalia remembering his order before he said it.

Theo staying after closing time to argue with him about books and architecture and music.

Both of them somehow slipping into his routines until this place no longer felt optional.

Ayton came here four times a week now.

Sometimes five.

He told himself it was because the coffee was good and the atmosphere helped him work.

That lie had expired weeks ago.

“You know,” Malik said, “most people simply experience attraction without behaving like they’re hiding evidence from the FBI.”

Ayton rubbed his forehead.

“It’s complicated.”

“Meaning?”

Meaning he didn’t know what this made him.

Meaning attraction had always been theoretical until recently.

Meaning Rosalia’s laugh stayed in his head for hours, but Theo’s smile did too.

Meaning every instinct he had spent years building suddenly felt unstable.

He’d kissed women before.

A few dates. A few almost-relationships.

Nothing serious.

Nothing lasting.

And men?

That category existed entirely inside thoughts he had never spoken aloud.

Not once.

Not even to himself in complete sentences.

Malik’s expression softened slightly.

“You don’t have to figure everything out immediately.”

Ayton gave a quiet humorless laugh.

“Easy for you to say.”

“It actually is. You’re the one making this look like a hostage negotiation.”

Before Ayton could answer, Rosalia approached their table carrying a fresh pastry plate.

“You two have been here long enough to qualify as furniture,” she said.

Malik smiled immediately. “We add atmosphere.”

“You add noise.”

She set the plate down between them before finally looking at Ayton directly.

“You haven’t eaten today, have you?”

The question caught him off guard.

“How do you know that?”

“You get quieter when you forget meals.”

Malik made an obnoxious choking sound.

Rosalia ignored him.

Ayton stared at her.

There was no flirtation in her expression. Just observation. Familiarity. The kind that came from paying attention longer than he realized.

Something warm and dangerous moved through him.

“I’ve been busy,” he admitted.

“That’s not the same thing as taking care of yourself.”

Her tone was gentle, matter-of-fact.

Intimate without trying to be.

Ayton suddenly became aware of how close she stood to the table.

How her fingers rested lightly against the edge of his laptop.

How easily she occupied space around him.

“You sound like Theo,” he said before thinking.

Her mouth curved slightly.

“That’s because Theo says it to me first.”

As if summoned by his own name, Theo appeared beside the counter again.

“There’s a line forming,” he told Rosalia.

“I’m emotionally supporting customers.”

“You’re emotionally avoiding work.”

“Same thing.”

Theo’s eyes shifted toward Ayton again briefly.

That warm, unreadable look.

Then he smiled.

Not broadly.

Just enough to feel personal.

Ayton’s pulse reacted immediately, which felt deeply inconvenient.

Rosalia noticed.

So did Malik.

Wonderful.

Theo disappeared back toward the kitchen while Rosalia lingered another second.

“You should eat,” she repeated softly.

Then she walked away.

Malik waited exactly three seconds.

“You are in unbelievable trouble.”

Ayton groaned quietly.

“I know.”

“No, I don’t think you do.”

Ayton looked down at the untouched pastry.

“What if this ruins things?”

Malik’s expression lost its teasing edge.

“With who?”

“Everyone.”

“That’s vague.”

Ayton exhaled slowly.

He had spent years constructing a version of himself that felt controlled. Predictable. Understandable. He worked too much, kept his circle small, avoided emotional risks, and stayed firmly inside routines that required nothing messy from him.

This—

whatever this was—

felt like standing on cracking ice.

“What if I’m wrong?” he asked quietly.

Malik tilted his head.

“About being attracted to them?”

Ayton nodded once.

Malik considered him carefully before speaking.

“You’re not confused because you feel nothing,” he said. “You’re confused because you feel too much.”

The words landed harder than Ayton expected.

Across the café, Rosalia laughed again while Theo handed drinks to customers beside her. They moved around each other effortlessly, all shared glances and unconscious trust.

For a moment, Ayton wondered what it would feel like to belong inside something like that instead of always watching from outside.

The thought scared him enough that he immediately closed his laptop.

“I should go.”

Malik raised an eyebrow. “Running away already?”

“I have work tomorrow.”

“You work every tomorrow.”

Ayton stood anyway, reaching for his coat.

As he moved toward the exit, Theo looked up from the espresso machine.

“Leaving?”

“Yeah.”

“You’ll come back though.”

It wasn’t phrased like a question.

Ayton met his eyes.

Something electric passed through him before he could stop it.

“Probably,” he admitted.

Theo smiled again.

Rosalia glanced over from the register and lifted her hand in a small wave.

“Goodnight, Ayton.”

His name sounded different in her voice.

Too soft.

Too familiar.

Ayton stepped out into the rain before either of them could see how affected he was.

Cold air hit his face instantly.

Still, the warmth stayed under his skin the entire walk home.

And for the first time in years, Ayton couldn’t pretend the problem would disappear if he ignored it long enough.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 – Temporary Collaboration
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The email arrived at 6:12 on a Thursday morning.

Ayton read it twice while standing in his kitchen barefoot, coffee cooling untouched beside him.

The magazine wanted additional coverage for the gallery’s launch week.

Not just finished installations this time.

Behind-the-scenes content.
Artist preparation.
Late-night assembly.
Candid interactions.
A full feature.

Which meant more time at the gallery.

More time around Rosalia.

Ayton stared at the screen another moment before muttering, “Absolutely not.”

Then he accepted the assignment anyway.

—
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By seven that evening, the gallery looked nothing like the polished elegance it would become for opening night.

Extension cords tangled across concrete floors. Half-unpacked sculptures waited near unfinished walls. Someone argued about projection mapping from the second level while workers carried lighting equipment through the main exhibit hall.

The entire building felt alive with unfinished energy.

Ayton preferred it this way.

People stopped performing when they were tired.

Real moments happened in the spaces before completion.

He adjusted his camera settings while moving carefully around stacked wooden crates. Across the room, Rosalia stood on a ladder pinning handwritten fragments onto a suspended canvas installation.

Paint streaked her forearm.

Her hair was tied up badly, curls escaping in every direction.

She looked exhausted.

She also looked distractingly beautiful.

Ayton immediately focused his camera elsewhere.

“You came back.”

Her voice carried easily across the room.

He glanced up.

Rosalia climbed down from the ladder with the kind of careless balance that made him nervous on instinct.

“The magazine requested more coverage,” he said.

“Mhm.”

That sound held entirely too much amusement.

Ayton ignored it.

Rosalia walked toward him holding several folded sketches under one arm.

“You know,” she said casually, “most photographers would complain more dramatically about being forced into extra work.”

“I can still start.”

“I think you enjoy suffering quietly. It seems important to your aesthetic.”

Ayton almost smiled despite himself.

Dangerous.

Rosalia noticed immediately.

“There it is.”

“What?”

“That almost-personality.”

He sighed softly.

“You’re exhausting.”

“And yet you keep returning.”

Before he could answer, another staff member called Rosalia’s name from upstairs. She pointed two fingers toward Ayton as she backed away.

“Don’t disappear,” she said. “I need documentation of my inevitable breakdown.”

“You seem functional so far.”

“That’s because you arrived before the emotional collapse window.”

Then she vanished upstairs.

Ayton exhaled slowly.

Working around her should have made things easier by now.

Instead, familiarity only sharpened his awareness of her.

The way she spoke with her hands.
The way she remembered tiny details about people.
The way her confidence occasionally slipped when she thought nobody noticed.
He hated noticing.

He especially hated that part of him looked for her automatically now.

Hours passed in fragments of movement and noise.

Ayton photographed technicians adjusting lights, artists arguing over placement, volunteers repainting sections of damaged walls. The gallery slowly transformed around him as evening deepened into night.

By eleven, most of the team had left.

The building became quieter.

Softer.

Only distant music echoed from the upper floor now.

Ayton reviewed photos near the back installation room when Rosalia dropped into the chair across from him carrying two vending machine coffees.

“You look like someone processing emotional trauma,” she said.

“I’m editing.”

“Same expression.”

She pushed one coffee toward him.

Ayton hesitated before accepting it.

“Thank you.”

“You always sound surprised when people are nice to you.”

“I’m from Seattle. Distrust is cultural.”

Rosalia laughed quietly.

Up close, exhaustion showed more clearly on her face now. Smudged eyeliner. Tension beneath her eyes. A tiny ink stain near her jaw.

Ayton found himself staring again.

“You do that a lot,” she said without looking up from her coffee.

“What?”

“Watch people like you’re trying to solve them.”

“I’m literally a photographer.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

Ayton looked away first.

Rosalia leaned back in her chair, studying him openly now.

“You’re hard to read.”

“That’s intentional.”

“I figured.”

The honesty in her tone unsettled him.

Most people accepted distance when he offered it. Rosalia kept noticing it instead.

“Why does that bother you?” he asked.

“It doesn’t bother me,” she said. “I’m just curious.”

“Curiosity gets people into trouble.”

“That sounds like something said by a man with commitment issues.”

Ayton nearly choked on his coffee.

Rosalia grinned immediately.

“Oh, so I hit something.”

“You make a lot of assumptions.”

“You avoid a lot of questions.”

“That’s different.”

“How?”

He opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.
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