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  Chapter 1
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Lucas POV

The water closes over my head.

I’m drowning, lungs burning, arms flailing against invisible currents that drag me deeper into darkness. Someone is screaming—a woman’s voice, raw with grief—but I can’t reach her. Can’t breathe. Can’t—

I bolt upright in bed, gasping, hand clutching my chest. My heart pounds against my ribcage—fast, irregular, panicked in a way that feels foreign yet achingly familiar.

“Christ,” I mutter, throwing off the silk sheets drenched in sweat.

Three months. Three months since the transplant, and the nightmares are getting worse, not better. Dr. Chen assured me this was normal—post-surgical trauma, the mind processing major medical events. But this doesn’t feel like my trauma. When I close my eyes, I see things I’ve never experienced: a woman’s smile, paint-stained hands, rain against windows. And always, always, that drowning sensation and a voice crying out a name I can’t quite hear.

I swing my legs out of bed, my feet hitting the cool marble floor of my penthouse bedroom. The clock reads 5:47 AM. Early, even for me. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, Manhattan is just beginning to wake—a gradient of deep purple fading to pale gold at the horizon.

Then I see it.

A butterfly. A monarch, impossibly orange against the gray city backdrop, fluttering just beyond the glass. It hovers there, wings beating in a rhythm that matches my still-racing heart.

Something cracks open in my chest.

Before I can stop myself, tears blur my vision. Hot, unexpected, streaming down my face without permission. I press my palm against the window, and the butterfly lands on the glass exactly where my hand rests, as if we’re touching through an impossible barrier.

“What the hell is wrong with me?” I whisper, but my voice breaks on the words.

I’m crying. Lucas Hartwell, CEO of Hartwell Industries, the man Forbes called “Wall Street’s Ice King,” is crying over a fucking butterfly at six in the morning.

The old Lucas—the one who existed before his heart gave out—would never. That Lucas didn’t cry. Didn’t feel. Certainly didn’t stand half-naked in his bedroom, weeping at insects like some kind of sentimental fool.

I drag my hands over my face, trying to compose myself. The butterfly lingers for another moment, then flies away. I watch it disappear into the awakening city, and something in me aches to follow.

By 6:30, I’m showered and dressed—charcoal Tom Ford suit, crisp white shirt, no tie yet. I’m heading toward my home office when I hear a crash from the kitchen, followed by a string of Spanish curses.

“Mrs. Rodriguez?” I call out, detouring toward the sound.

My housekeeper of five years is on her hands and knees, picking up scattered oranges that have rolled across the imported Italian tile. Two grocery bags lay split open beside her, their contents everywhere.

The old Lucas would have stepped over the mess. Would have reminded her that grocery delivery goes to the service entrance, not through the main kitchen. Would have, at most, called building security to help and returned to his office without a second thought.

Instead, I’m kneeling beside her before I realize I’ve moved.

“Here, let me help,” I say, gathering oranges.

Mrs. Rodriguez freezes, staring at me like I’ve grown a second head. “Mr. Hartwell, no—this is my job. You don’t need to—”

“It’s fine.” I’m already collecting spilled apples, a bag of rice, canned goods. “What happened?”

“The bags, they break. The cheap ones from the store.” She looks mortified, as if expecting me to fire her for using discount grocery bags. “I’m so sorry for the noise—”

“Don’t apologize.” I stand, arms full of produce, looking around for somewhere to put it. “Where do these go?”

She points wordlessly to the counter, still staring.

We work in silence for a few minutes, restoring order to the kitchen. When everything’s put away, Mrs. Rodriguez washes her hands and turns to me, her expression cautious.

“Are you feeling okay, Mr. Hartwell? Since the surgery, you seem… different.”

Different. That’s the polite version. My assistant Maria says I’m “concerning.” My business partner Richard claims I’m “compromised.” My brother Marcus insists I’m “losing my goddamn mind.”

“I’m fine,” I lie. “Just… the surgery changed some things.”

“Changed you for the better, I think.” She smiles tentatively. “You seem more… human now.”

The word hits me harder than it should. Human. As if before, I was something else. Something cold and mechanical and incapable of basic kindness.

She’s not wrong.

In my home office, I pull up my calendar while my coffee brews—some pretentious single-origin blend my personal shopper selects. I’m about to take a sip when I catch sight of my hands.

Paint.

There’s dried paint under my fingernails. Dark blue and deep purple, crusted in the crescents of my nail beds.

I set down my coffee cup carefully, staring at my hands like they belong to someone else.

I don’t paint. I’ve never painted. I don’t even own paint. The closest thing to art in my penthouse is a Rothko I bought as an investment and a Basquiat I inherited from my father—both selected by interior designers, both meaningless to me beyond their monetary value.

So why is there paint under my nails?

I scan my office, looking for evidence of… what? Sleepwalking? A psychotic break? My eyes land on the corner, on the blank wall where nothing should be.

There’s an easel there now. And a canvas.

My heart stutters. I don’t remember buying an easel. I definitely don’t remember setting one up in my office.

But when I cross the room, there it is: a canvas maybe two feet by three feet, partially covered in paint. Blues and purples blending into something abstract yet somehow purposeful. The brushwork is confident, skilled. In the center, barely visible but unmistakable, is the outline of a face.

A woman’s face.

I don’t recognize her, but looking at the painting makes my chest ache in that now-familiar way—like something inside me is reaching for something I’ve lost.

“What the hell is happening to me?” I whisper to the empty room.

My phone buzzes. Maria: Board meeting at 9. Don’t forget—Mitchell contract signing at 10:30.

Right. Work. The one thing that still makes sense.

I grab my coffee and return to my desk, but before I can open my laptop, my stomach growls audibly. I pull up my usual breakfast order from the café downstairs—egg white omelet, dry wheat toast, green tea—but my fingers hover over the screen.

I don’t want that. The thought of bland egg whites makes me slightly nauseous.

Instead, I find myself typing: Spicy ramen. Extra chili oil. Side of kimchi.

I hit order before I can second-guess it.

Spicy ramen. At 7 AM. I’ve always hated spicy food—it gives me heartburn, and I’ve prided myself on my disciplined palate. But suddenly, it’s all I can think about. I can almost taste it: the heat, the rich broth, the perfect chewiness of fresh noodles.

My mouth is literally watering.

“I’m losing it,” I mutter, but I don’t cancel the order.

The board meeting is exactly as tedious as expected. Quarterly projections, merger discussions, the usual corporate warfare disguised as polite disagreement. I’m barely paying attention, which isn’t like me. The old Lucas lived for these meetings—the strategic maneuvering, the subtle power plays, the satisfaction of crushing competitors.

Now I’m just… bored.

“Lucas? Your thoughts on the Brennan acquisition?”

I blink, realizing everyone is staring at me. Richard Lawson, my CFO and closest thing to a friend, looks concerned. My brother Marcus, VP of Operations, looks irritated.

“The acquisition is fine,” I say. “Move forward with due diligence.”

“That’s it?” Marcus leans back in his chair. “Two months ago, you had a twenty-page analysis of their market position. Now it’s just ‘fine’?”

I shrug. “The numbers work. Why overcomplicate it?”

The room goes silent. Marcus and Richard exchange a look I pretend not to see.

“Right,” Richard says slowly. “Well, moving on—”

The door bursts open. My assistant Maria rushes in, face flushed. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but—”

“It’s fine, Maria. What is it?”

“It’s David Chen. He’s in the lobby, making a scene. Security called up—”

“Chen?” Marcus frowns. “The janitor?”

Maria nods. “Apparently, James Whitmore fired him this morning. Chen’s been with the company for fifteen years, and Whitmore just—”

I’m on my feet before she finishes. “Excuse me.”

I’m out of the boardroom and in the elevator before anyone can respond. My heart is pounding again, but this time it’s not panic—it’s rage. Pure, white-hot rage that makes my vision narrow and my hands shake.

James Whitmore is head of Building Operations. He’s also a pompous asshole who treats anyone below executive level like they’re invisible. I’ve overlooked it before because he’s efficient and his department runs smoothly.

But firing David Chen? David, who’s been cleaning these offices since before I took over as CEO? David, who works nights to support his family, who always has a kind word, who’s never missed a day?

Unacceptable.

The lobby is chaos when I arrive. David Chen sits on a bench, his few belongings in a cardboard box beside him. He’s maybe sixty, gray-haired, shoulders slumped in defeat. Security guards hover nearby, looking uncomfortable. And James Whitmore stands there with his arms crossed, face smug.

“What’s going on here?” My voice cuts through the noise like a blade.

Everyone freezes. Whitmore’s smugness falters. “Mr. Hartwell, this doesn’t concern—”

“I asked what’s going on.” I don’t raise my voice. Don’t need to. The ice-king reputation still has its uses.

“Chen was insubordinate,” Whitmore says. “Refused a direct order to work unpaid overtime during the gala next week. I won’t tolerate that level of disrespect from—”

“Unpaid overtime.” I repeat the words slowly. “You ordered a sixty-year-old man to work unpaid overtime, and when he refused, you fired him.”

“Company policy states—”

“Company policy does not include wage theft, which is what you’re describing.” I turn to David Chen. “Mr. Chen, you’re reinstated effective immediately. With a raise. Twenty percent.”

David’s eyes widen. “Mr. Hartwell, I—”

“And,” I continue, my eyes back on Whitmore, “you’re fired.”

The lobby goes completely silent.

Whitmore’s face turns an impressive shade of purple. “You can’t fire me. I have a contract—”

“For cause. Wage theft, employee mistreatment, creating a hostile work environment. Should I continue?” I pull out my phone, type a quick message to Legal. “Security will escort you out. You’ll receive information about your severance—which, per your contract for-cause termination, is exactly nothing.”

“This is insane!” Whitmore sputters. “Over a janitor?”

That word—janitor—said with such contempt, makes something snap inside me.

“His name is David Chen. He’s been with this company for fifteen years. He’s a human being who deserves respect and fair compensation. You’re a middle-manager with an inflated sense of importance who thinks he can abuse people because they make less money than him.” I step closer, and Whitmore actually backs up. “Get out of my building.”

Security moves in. Whitmore is still sputtering protests as they escort him toward the exit.

I turn to David Chen, who’s staring at me with tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry that happened to you. It won’t happen again.”

“Thank you,” he manages. “Thank you, Mr. Hartwell.”

I nod, suddenly uncomfortable with his gratitude, and head back toward the elevator. The lobby is still silent, dozens of employees watching me like I’ve done something extraordinary instead of basic human decency.

The elevator doors close, and I lean against the wall, heart still racing.

What just happened? The old Lucas would have backed Whitmore. Would have seen the firing as a business decision—remove an “underperforming” employee, maintain management authority, move on. The old Lucas wouldn’t have known David Chen’s name.

But standing there, seeing that man’s defeat, hearing Whitmore’s contempt—it felt personal. Like someone I cared about was being hurt.

Except I don’t care about people. I never have.

Until three months ago, a voice whispers in my mind. Until the transplant.

Back in the boardroom, the entire board is waiting. Marcus stands by the windows, arms crossed. Richard looks worried. The others just look confused.

“What the hell was that?” Marcus demands before I can sit down.

“Whitmore was committing wage theft. I fired him.”

“You fired a department head in the middle of a board meeting over a janitor?”

“His name is David Chen.”

“I don’t care what his name is!” Marcus’s voice rises. “You’re making emotional decisions, Lucas. Irrational decisions. First the charitable donations, then the policy changes, now this—”

“What policy changes?” I’m genuinely confused.

Richard pulls up something on his tablet. “In the last three months, you’ve: increased minimum wage for all Hartwell employees by thirty percent, added full healthcare coverage including mental health, created a hardship fund for employees in crisis, donated fifty million to homeless shelters, and just last week, you anonymously paid off the medical debt of everyone in the building.”

I did do that. All of it. And I’d do it again.

“So?”

“So?” Marcus looks like he might have a stroke. “So, you’re hemorrhaging money on people who don’t matter—”

“Don’t matter?” The words come out sharp. “Everyone matters, Marcus.”

“Since when?” He’s right in front of me now. “Since when does Lucas Hartwell care about people? You built this company by being ruthless. Cold. You fired three hundred people last year to increase profit margins, and you didn’t lose a second of sleep over it. Now suddenly you’re a bleeding-heart philanthropist? What happened to you?”

The transplant. The answer sits on my tongue, but I don’t say it. How do I explain that I wake up crying over butterflies? That I paint in my sleep? That looking at suffering—something that never bothered me before—now makes my chest ache like a physical wound?

“I’m evolving,” I say instead.

“You’re losing your edge.” Marcus’s voice drops. “And if you keep this up, the board will vote you out. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a warning. From your brother.” He straightens his tie. “Figure out who you are, Lucas. Because this version? It’s going to destroy everything we built.”

He walks out. Half the board follows him.

Richard stays behind, studying me with those sharp analyst eyes. “You okay?”

“Fine.”

“Lucas.” He waits until I look at him. “What’s really going on? The truth.”

I could tell him. Richard’s been my partner for ten years. If anyone would understand—

But how do I explain that I don’t recognize myself anymore? That I feel like I’m becoming someone else? That when I look in the mirror, I see my face but feel like a stranger is looking back?

“I’m just… different after the surgery,” I finally say. “Still figuring out what that means.”

Richard nods slowly. “Well, figure it out fast. Because Marcus isn’t wrong—the board is worried. And worried boards make rash decisions.”

After he leaves, I sit alone in the empty boardroom, looking out at the Manhattan skyline.

My phone buzzes. Maria: Your ramen arrived. I put it in your office.

Right. The spicy ramen I inexplicably craved.

When I return to my office, the smell hits me immediately—spicy, savory, perfect. My mouth waters. I sit down and take the first bite, and something inside me sighs with satisfaction.

This is right. This is familiar.

But I’ve never ordered this before in my life.

I’m halfway through the bowl when I notice the canvas again. The woman’s face, still unfinished, stares back at me from across the room.

Who is she? Why am I painting her? Why does looking at her make me feel like I’m remembering something I’ve forgotten?

My phone buzzes again. This time it’s an unknown number: Stop by the coffee shop on 5th and Vine. Today. 3 PM. Trust me.

I stare at the message. I don’t know who sent it. I have no reason to trust it.

But something in my chest—this borrowed heart that’s rewriting everything I thought I knew about myself—beats faster at the thought.

I type back: Who is this?

No response.

I should delete it. Should focus on the actual work in front of me, on salvaging my reputation with the board, on figuring out how to be Lucas Hartwell again.

But at 2:45 PM, I find myself telling Maria to clear my afternoon.

At 2:55, I’m in my car, heading toward 5th and Vine.

At 2:59, I park across from a small coffee shop I’ve never noticed before, even though I’ve driven this route a thousand times.

And at exactly 3 PM, I push open the door and walk inside.

I don’t know why. Don’t know what I’m looking for.

But my heart knows. It’s racing, pounding, pulling me forward like it’s trying to get home.

Behind the counter, a woman looks up at the sound of the bell.

She has dark hair pulled into a messy bun, paint-stained fingers, and the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen.

And the moment our eyes meet, the world stops.

Oh, something inside me whispers. There you are. I’ve been looking for you.
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Daniel POV 

(Flashback - 8 months before death)

The paint-stained twenty-dollar bills are hidden in my sock drawer, tucked inside an old pair of Converse I don’t wear anymore.

I count them again, even though I know the exact amount: three hundred and forty-seven dollars. Saved over four months from three jobs—morning shift at the warehouse, afternoons doing graphic design freelance, nights working security at the office building on Main Street. Every spare dollar, every tip, every extra shift. All for today.

Our anniversary. Two years since Maya Chen walked into my life and made everything make sense.

I shower quickly in our tiny bathroom—the one where the hot water only lasts five minutes and the tiles are cracked but Maya painted sunflowers on them to make it cheerful. The apartment is silent. She’s at her shift at the gallery, won’t be home for another three hours.

Perfect. I have time.

I grab my jacket and the cash, then pause at the door to look back at our studio apartment. Four hundred square feet of barely affordable downtown living. Our bed is a mattress on the floor with sheets Maya found at a thrift store and dyed indigo blue herself. Our “kitchen” is a hot plate, mini fridge, and microwave on a folding table. Our furniture consists of one armchair I found on the curb and repaired, cushions Maya sewed from fabric scraps, and the easel I built from wood pallets.

It’s not much. But the walls are covered in our art—Maya’s paintings, my sketches, collaborative pieces we create late at night when we can’t sleep. Every surface tells the story of us.

One day, I promise silently. One day I’ll give her more than this.

The art supply store downtown smells like linseed oil and possibility. I’ve walked past it a hundred times, always pressing my face against the window like a kid at a candy store, dreaming of the day I could afford what’s inside.

Today is that day.

“Can I help you?” The woman behind the counter has silver hair and kind eyes.

“I need professional-grade supplies,” I say, pulling out my crumpled bills. “For painting. The best quality you can give me for three hundred and forty-seven dollars.”

She studies me for a moment, then smiles. “For you or for someone special?”

“My girlfriend. She’s an artist. An incredible one. She’s been using student-grade supplies because that’s all we can afford, but she deserves better. She deserves the best.”

Something in the woman’s expression softens. “Anniversary?”

“Two years today.”

“Come with me.”

She leads me through the store, pulling items from shelves: Winsor & Newton professional oils, a set of kolinsky sable brushes, stretched Belgian linen canvases, a wooden palette that gleams like honey. With each addition to my pile, my chest gets tighter with joy and anxiety. The mental math is climbing fast.

“This is already over four hundred,” I say quietly when we reach the counter.

She waves a hand. “Anniversary discount. Call it three hundred even.”

“I can’t—”

“You can. And you will.” She starts wrapping everything carefully in tissue paper. “My husband bought me my first professional set forty years ago. We were broke, living in a place smaller than a closet. But he saved for months because he believed in my art more than I did.” She looks up at me. “She’s lucky to have you.”

“I’m the lucky one,” I say, and mean it with everything in me.

She includes a small box of charcoal pencils “on the house” and hands me the bag. It’s heavy with possibility.

“Make her happy,” she says.

“That’s the plan.”

Back at the apartment, I have two hours before Maya gets home. I hide the supplies in our closet—she’ll get them tonight—and pull out my own worn-down materials. I have just enough paint left for this.

I set up my easel in the spot where the afternoon light is best, pin a fresh canvas to it, and close my eyes. I don’t need a reference photo. Maya’s face is burned into my memory: the way her left eyebrow arches higher when she’s skeptical, the small scar above her lip from when she bit through it as a kid, the exact shade of her eyes—dark brown with flecks of gold in sunlight.

I paint from memory and love.

The background first: deep purples and blues blending into each other, the colors she gravitates toward in her own work. Then her face, emerging from the colors like she’s made of them. Her expression is the one she wears when she’s painting—totally focused, slightly parted lips, that little crease between her eyebrows.

I lose track of time. That’s what art does—steals hours and makes them feel like minutes. When I finally step back, the light has shifted and my back aches from standing, but the portrait is nearly finished.

It’s her. Not just her face, but her essence. The sadness she tries to hide, the hope she refuses to give up, the strength she doesn’t realize she has.

“One day,” I tell the painting, “I’m going to give her everything. A real studio with proper lighting. Canvas as big as walls. Time to create without worrying about rent. Everything she deserves.”

The apartment door unlocks.

I barely have time to cover the canvas before Maya walks in, hair escaping from her bun, wearing the paint-stained overalls I love. She looks exhausted and beautiful and like home.

“Hey, you,” she says, dropping her bag by the door.

“Hey yourself.” I cross to her, pulling her into my arms. She fits perfectly, like we were designed for each other. “Happy anniversary.”

She pulls back, eyes widening. “Oh my god, I almost forgot—”

“Liar.” I kiss her forehead. “You’ve been planning something for weeks. I can tell.”

“Maybe.” She’s smiling now, the exhaustion falling away. “But you first. What’s under the sheet?”

“Impatient.”

“Always.”

I lead her to the easel and pull off the sheet.

Maya goes completely still. Her hand rises to her mouth, and I watch tears pool in her eyes.

“Daniel,” she whispers. “It’s… it’s beautiful. I look…”

“Like you,” I finish. “Strong and beautiful and exactly who you are.”

She turns to me, tears streaming now. “I don’t deserve you.”

“Wrong. I don’t deserve you.” I wipe her tears with my thumb. “But I’m going to spend the rest of my life trying to.”

She kisses me then, deep and desperate and full of everything we can’t say with words. When we break apart, she’s laughing through her tears.

“I made you something too,” she says. “It’s stupid compared to this—”

“Nothing you make is stupid.”

She pulls out a small wrapped package from her bag. Inside is a hand-bound journal, the cover decorated with pressed flowers and watercolor. My name is painted on the front in her careful script.

“For your thoughts,” she says. “You’re always helping me with my art, but you never talk about your dreams. I thought maybe writing them down might help.”

I flip through the blank pages, throat tight. “It’s perfect.”

“There’s an inscription. First page.”

I turn to it. Her handwriting, small and careful:

To Daniel—

Dream big. The world needs your light.

Love always, Maya

“Now I’m going to cry,” I manage.

“Good. It’s only fair.”

We order takeout we can’t really afford—Thai food from our favorite place—and eat sitting on cushions on the floor, our backs against the wall. Maya tells me about the gallery, about the pretentious artist who came in and criticized everyone’s work, about the piece she sold (a small watercolor, sixty dollars that she immediately put toward rent).

I tell her about the warehouse, about the security job, about the freelance logo I designed for a startup that might actually pay me.

I don’t tell her about the third job I just picked up—weekend shifts at the hospital cafeteria. She’d worry. She’d tell me I’m working too much.

But I have a plan. Six more months of saving, and I’ll have enough for her art school tuition. First semester, at least. She got accepted to the program—the competitive one that could launch her career—but turned it down because we couldn’t afford it.

She doesn’t know I’m going to fix that.

“What are you thinking about?” she asks, nudging me with her foot.

“How lucky I am.”

“Liar. You get this specific look when you’re planning something.”

I pull her into my lap. “Maybe I’m planning our future.”

“Yeah?” She plays with the collar of my shirt. “What’s in this future?”

“Everything.” The word comes out fierce. “A real apartment. With a studio for you—big windows, northern light, space for canvases as tall as the ceiling. No more choosing between art supplies and groceries. No more three jobs and midnight shifts. Just you, painting whatever you want, whenever you want.”

Maya’s eyes are wet again. “Daniel—”

“I know we’re struggling now. But it won’t always be like this. I’m going to give you everything, Maya. I promise.”

“I already have everything I need.” She touches my face. “You. This place. Our art. That’s enough.”

“It shouldn’t have to be enough.”

“But it is.” She kisses me softly. “You’re enough. You’ve always been enough.”

Something twists in my chest—joy and fear and desperate love. I think about the warehouse job, how dangerous the machinery is. The security position, walking through sketchy neighborhoods at 2 AM. The hundred small ways poverty puts you at risk every day.

“Promise me something,” I say suddenly.

“Anything.”

“Promise you’ll be happy.” The words feel urgent, necessary. “Even if something happens to me. Promise you’ll find joy again. Keep painting. Keep creating. Keep living.”

Maya pulls back, frowning. “What are you talking about? What’s going to happen to you?”

“Nothing. Hopefully nothing.” I try to smile, to make it light. “But life is random, you know? Accidents happen. People get sick. I just… I need to know that if something happened to me, you wouldn’t stop living.”

“Daniel.” She cups my face in her paint-stained hands. “Nothing is going to happen to you.”

“Promise me anyway.”

She studies me for a long moment. “You’re being weird.”

“Promise me, Maya.”

“Fine.” She rolls her eyes but she’s smiling. “I promise. Happy? Can we stop being morbid on our anniversary now?”

“One more thing.” I pull out the gift I’ve been saving. “Close your eyes.”

She does, still smiling. I place the bag from the art store in her lap.

“Open.”

She tears through the tissue paper and then freezes. Her hands shake as she pulls out the oils, the brushes, the canvases. Professional grade. The supplies she’s dreamed about but would never buy for herself.

“Daniel.” It’s barely a whisper. “This is… this is hundreds of dollars. How did you—”

“I saved.”

“You can’t afford this. We can’t afford—”

“Yes, we can. Because you’re going to use these supplies to create something amazing. You’re going to build the career you deserve. And one day, you’ll look back and remember this as the moment everything changed.”

She’s crying hard now, clutching the brushes like they’re precious relics. “I love you. God, Daniel, I love you so much.”

“I love you too. More than anything in this world.”

We make love slowly, carefully, like we’re memorizing each other. Afterward, Maya falls asleep with her head on my chest, one hand resting over my heart.

I stare at the ceiling, listening to her breathe, feeling the weight of her trust in me.

My wallet is on the floor with my jeans. Inside it, tucked behind my barely-used credit card, is my organ donor card. I got it renewed last week—they sent a new one because the old one was so worn and faded.

I pull it out carefully, trying not to wake Maya.

The card is simple: my name, my signature, the checked boxes indicating I consent to donate everything—heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, corneas, tissue. Whatever could help someone else.

I’ve been an organ donor since I turned eighteen. Always believed in it—the idea that something good could come from something bad. That even in death, you could give someone else a chance at life.

But lately, I’ve been thinking about it more. Maybe because of how close I came to getting hit by that car last month—stepped into the crosswalk without looking, someone honked just in time. Maybe because of how dangerous the warehouse job is—three accidents in the last year, one guy lost a finger.

Life is fragile. I know that. And if something happened to me, I want it to matter. Want to help someone.

“What are you doing?” Maya’s voice is sleepy.

“Nothing. Go back to sleep.”

She props herself up on one elbow, sees the card. “Is that your organ donor card?”

“Yeah. Got a new one.”

She takes it from me, studies it in the dim light from the street. “You really want to donate everything?”

“Of course. If something happens to me, at least someone else gets a second chance. Maybe they’ll do all the things I didn’t get to do. Maybe they’ll fall in love like I did. Maybe my heart will help them live the life I dreamed of.”

Maya is quiet for a moment. Then: “That’s beautiful. And terrifying.”

“Why terrifying?”

“Because it means you’ve thought about dying.”

“I think about living more,” I promise, pulling her close. “About our future. About giving you everything. But if something happens… I want my death to mean something.”

She nestles into my chest again. “Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

“Probably not.” I kiss the top of her head. “But promise me—if it does, you’ll be happy. You’ll keep painting. You’ll live the life we dreamed about, even if I’m not there.”

“Stop it.”

“Promise me, Maya.”

She sighs against my skin. “I promise. But you’re being ridiculous. We’re going to grow old together. We’re going to have that studio and that future. Both of us.”

“Yeah,” I say. “We will.”

But I hold her a little tighter. Kiss her a little longer. Memorize the weight of her in my arms and the sound of her breathing and the way her heart beats against mine.

Because I believe in the future we’re building. I believe in everything we’re going to accomplish together.

But I also believe in being prepared. In making sure that if the worst happens, something good can still come from it.

I put the organ donor card back in my wallet and close my eyes.

Maya’s breathing evens out. She’s asleep.

I stay awake a little longer, holding her, imagining our future: the studio, the success, the life where she never has to worry about money or supplies or whether we’ll make rent.

“I’m going to give you everything,” I whisper to the darkness. “One day. I promise.”

Above us, through the cracked ceiling, I can see a sliver of night sky. A single star visible through the light pollution.

I make a wish on it. Not for me—for her.

Let her be happy. Whatever happens, let Maya be happy.

Then I close my eyes and let sleep take me, my arms wrapped around the woman I love more than life itself, my heart beating steady and strong.

A heart that, in eight months, will beat its last.

But neither of us knows that yet.

Tonight, we’re just two artists in love, dreaming of a future that feels close enough to touch.

Tonight, we have everything we need.
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Maya POV

The alarm screams at 5:30 AM, and for the three seconds between sleep and consciousness, I forget.

I forget that Daniel is gone. I forget that the bed is too big and too cold. I forget that I’m drowning in debt and grief and exhaustion so deep it’s carved itself into my bones.

Then I remember.

And the weight of it crushes me all over again.

I hit snooze—a luxury I can’t afford but steal anyway—and stare at the ceiling. There’s a water stain in the corner shaped like a bird. Daniel used to say it was a phoenix. “Everything rises from the ashes, Maya. Even us.”

There are no ashes here. Just absence.

The alarm screams again. 5:35. I drag myself out of bed.

The apartment is exactly as I left it last night: dishes in the sink I’m too tired to wash, laundry piled on the chair Daniel built from pallets, art supplies scattered across every surface because I keep starting projects I can’t finish. Without him, nothing feels complete.

I shuffle to the bathroom, avoid looking at myself in the mirror—I know what I’ll see. Dark circles, hollow cheeks, the ghost of the girl I used to be. Instead, I splash cold water on my face and brush my teeth with the toothbrush that’s started to fray. I need to buy a new one. Add it to the list of things I need but can’t afford.

Back in the main room, I stop in front of the small shelf we used as a makeshift altar. Daniel’s photo sits in the center—the one from our last anniversary, two years ago. He’s laughing, paint on his cheek, holding up the portrait he made of me. God, he looks so alive.

“Morning,” I whisper to the photo, like I do every day. Like he can hear me. “I’m sorry I couldn’t bring you flowers this week. I’m sorry I can’t—”

My voice breaks. I press my fingers to my lips, trying to hold it together. I’ve cried so much in six months that I should be empty by now, but grief is infinite. It refills itself every morning.

“I’m trying,” I tell him. “I’m trying so hard to keep going. To be happy like you made me promise. But it’s so hard without you.”

The photo doesn’t answer. It never does.

I light the small candle beside it—vanilla, his favorite—and watch the flame flicker. The wax is almost gone. Another thing I can’t afford to replace.

“I love you,” I whisper. “I’ll always love you.”

Then I force myself to move. Standing here won’t pay the bills.

I’m pulling on my jeans—the ones with the hole in the knee I can’t afford to replace—when I see it.

The eviction notice.

It’s taped to the inside of my door, bright pink and impossible to ignore. I must have missed it when I came in last night at midnight, too exhausted to see straight.

FINAL NOTICE OF EVICTION

Tenant: Maya Chen

Amount Owed: $4,350.00

You have 7 days to pay in full or vacate the premises.

Three months of rent. Plus late fees. Plus the utilities I’ve been behind on.

Four thousand, three hundred and fifty dollars.

I might as well owe them four million.

My hands shake as I read it again, as if the words might change. They don’t. Seven days. One week. Then I’m homeless.

I slide down the door until I’m sitting on the floor, the notice crumpled in my fist. The apartment is tiny—four hundred square feet of barely habitable downtown living—but it’s mine. Mine and Daniel’s. We painted those sunflowers in the bathroom together. He built that shelf and that chair. We made love on this floor, ate takeout we couldn’t afford, dreamed impossible dreams against these walls.

I can’t lose this place. It’s all I have left of him.

But I also can’t pay four thousand dollars. I’m barely making enough to eat.

The candle flickers on Daniel’s altar, and I think about his promises. One day, I’ll give you everything. A real studio, no more struggling.

He tried so hard. Three jobs, endless shifts, saving every penny. And it still wasn’t enough. Life took him before he could give me anything except love.

Love doesn’t pay rent.

I force myself to stand. Crying won’t fix this. Neither will sitting on the floor feeling sorry for myself.

I need to get to work.

I’m searching for my coffee shop shirt—the black one with the logo, mandatory uniform—when I see the canvas.

Daniel’s last painting of me.

It’s facing the wall in the corner, where I turned it six months ago because I couldn’t bear to look at it. But somehow, in my exhausted scrambling last night, I must have knocked something, and now it’s visible.

The painting is three-quarters finished. Me, sitting in sunlight that streams through a window we never had. I’m painting in the portrait—creating art within art—and I look peaceful. Happy. Like someone who hasn’t lost everything.

Daniel was working on it the week before he died. He’d paint after his overnight security shift, before his warehouse job, stealing hours from sleep to create. I’d wake up and find him covered in paint, exhausted but smiling, adding another layer.

“Almost done,” he’d say. “Just need to finish the background and add some final details. Then it’s perfect.”

He never finished it.

The background is sketched but not painted. My face is complete, but my hands—the ones holding a paintbrush in the portrait—are just outlines. The window is there but the light isn’t quite right. All the small details he was so particular about, left undone.

I could finish it. I have his paints—the professional ones he bought me for our anniversary. I have his brushes. I know his style intimately, could probably replicate it.

But every time I think about touching this canvas, completing what he started, my hands shake and my chest gets tight and I can’t breathe.

Because finishing it means accepting that he’s never coming back to finish it himself.

I turn the painting back to face the wall.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I can’t. Not yet.”

By 6:15, I’m dressed and grabbing my bag—the canvas tote with paint stains and holes in the bottom. I shove in my gallery assistant shirt (gray, more professional), my laptop for freelance work, a granola bar that might be my only food until tonight.

The apartment looks even more depressing in the early morning light. Dishes piled high. Laundry everywhere. Art supplies I can’t bring myself to use scattered like accusations. The mattress on the floor with sheets I haven’t washed in two weeks because the laundromat costs money I don’t have.

Six months ago, this place was a home. Small and shabby, but filled with love and laughter and art and hope.

Now it’s just a space I’m failing to afford while I slowly die of grief.

I lock the door—seven more days before that doesn’t matter anymore—and head down the four flights of stairs. The elevator’s been broken for a month. The landlord doesn’t care. Why would he? We’re all too poor to matter.

Outside, the city is just waking up. It’s early October, that perfect autumn morning when the air is crisp and the light is golden and everything feels possible.

I used to love this time of year. Daniel and I would walk through the city, looking at how the light changed the colors, planning paintings we’d create together.

Now autumn just reminds me he’ll never see another one.

The coffee shop is a twenty-minute walk. I could take the bus, but that’s $2.75 I can save. My feet hurt constantly now—cheap shoes, too many hours standing—but pain is free.

I’m halfway there when my phone buzzes. Text from Jade, my best friend and the only person who still checks on me regularly.

Jade: Morning babe. You okay?

I type back with one hand while walking: Fine. Heading to work.

Jade: Liar. Coffee later? My treat.

Jade: And before you say no - MY TREAT. You’re not allowed to refuse.

I smile despite everything. Jade has been trying to save me for six months—bringing me food, paying for coffee, offering to loan me money I can’t pay back. She’s a graphic designer at an ad agency, makes decent money, and has appointed herself my keeper.

Okay. But just coffee. I have the gallery shift at 2.

Jade: Of course you do. You work too much.

Not enough apparently. I don’t send that. Instead: See you at 1.

Jade: Love you. Hang in there.

Love you too.

I put my phone away and keep walking.

The streets are filling with people heading to work. Most of them look like zombies—the ones I call the “morning dead.” Staring at phones, clutching coffee, sleepwalking through life.

I used to judge them. Now I’m one of them.

Except I can’t even afford the coffee they’re clutching.

The coffee shop—The Daily Grind, which Daniel always said was a painfully on-the-nose name—is already buzzing when I arrive. Maria, the owner, is behind the counter looking frazzled. She’s in her fifties, runs the place alone except for three part-timers like me, and works twice as hard as anyone I know.

“Thank god,” she says when she sees me. “The morning rush is already starting.”

“I’m not late—”

“I know. But I need you on register. Sasha called in sick again.”

Of course she did. Sasha calls in “sick” at least twice a week, which means I pick up extra hours I desperately need but am desperately too tired for.

I drop my bag in the back room—a closet with a mini fridge and a folding chair—and tie on my apron. The mirror above the tiny sink shows me what I’ve been avoiding: exhaustion carved into every line of my face, hair that needs washing, eyes that have forgotten how to look alive.

I look like I’m haunting my own life.

“You okay?” Maria appears in the doorway.

“Fine.”

“Maya.” She crosses her arms. “You look like you haven’t slept in a week.”

“I haven’t slept properly in six months.”

Her expression softens. She knows about Daniel. Everyone here knows. They were careful around me at first—gentle condolences, offers of extra breaks, patient when I’d disappear into the bathroom to cry. But six months is apparently the expiration date on grief. Now they expect me to be normal again.

I don’t know how to tell them normal doesn’t exist anymore.

“Go home after your shift,” Maria says. “Get some rest.”

“I have the gallery at two.”

“Maya—”

“I need the hours, Maria. I’m three months behind on rent.”

She’s quiet for a moment. Then: “How far behind?”

“Four thousand dollars.”

“Jesus.”

“Yeah.”

“Can your parents help?”

I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. “My parents haven’t spoken to me since I dropped out of college to be with Daniel. They thought he was dragging me down. Guess they were right.”

“They weren’t right. He loved you.”

“Love doesn’t pay rent.”

Maria looks like she wants to say more, but the bell above the door chimes. Customer. I push past her and take my position at the register, plastering on the smile I’ve perfected—the one that says I’m fine even though I’m disintegrating.

The morning rush is brutal. Everyone wants complicated orders—half-caf soy lattes with two pumps of vanilla but make it sugar-free, iced Americanos with exactly three ice cubes, oat milk cappuccinos with the foam art of a specific flower. I take orders, make drinks, clean tables, smile smile smile until my face aches.

My feet throb. My head pounds. The smell of coffee makes me nauseous because I haven’t eaten anything except that granola bar.

But I keep moving. Keep working. Keep surviving.

Around 11:30, there’s a lull. Maria tells me to take a break. I grab my phone and collapse at the corner table—the one by the window where Daniel and I used to sit on his rare days off. We’d share one coffee between us, make it last for hours, sketch on napkins and talk about the future.

I pull up my bank account. Stare at the number: $127.43.

Rent is due in seven days. Four thousand three hundred fifty dollars.

I have one hundred twenty-seven dollars and forty-three cents.

The math is impossible. Even with all three jobs, even if I work every hour available, I can’t make that kind of money in a week. I’m barely making enough to eat.

I open my freelance account. Three pending jobs: logo design for a startup (pays $150, due in two weeks), website mockup for a small business (pays $200, due in ten days), social media graphics for a boutique (pays $100, due tomorrow).

Even if I finish all of them today and they pay immediately—which they won’t—that’s only $450. Still four thousand short.

The gallery job pays $15 an hour. I’m scheduled for twenty hours this week. That’s $300 before taxes.

The coffee shop pays $12 plus tips. Tips average maybe $50 a week if I’m lucky.

There’s no scenario where I make four thousand dollars in seven days.

I’m going to lose the apartment.

I’m going to lose the last place Daniel and I called home.

My phone buzzes. Email notification. Subject line: Freelance Payment - DELAYED

The startup can’t pay me for another month. “Cash flow issues.”

Of course.

I rest my forehead on the table and try not to scream.

“Maya?”

I look up. Maria is holding a mug of coffee and a sandwich wrapped in paper.

“You need to eat,” she says, setting both in front of me. “Don’t argue. It’s day-old, would have thrown it out anyway.”

It’s not day-old. It’s fresh. But I’m too hungry and too grateful to argue.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

She squeezes my shoulder and walks away before I can cry at her kindness.

I eat slowly, trying to make it last. The sandwich is turkey and swiss with tomato—nothing fancy, but it tastes like salvation. The coffee is my favorite—vanilla latte with oat milk, the drink Daniel always ordered for me when he had extra tips.

The thought makes my throat tight.

I pull out my phone again and open photos. Scroll to my favorites—all pictures of Daniel. Daniel painting. Daniel laughing. Daniel sleeping in the sunlight with paint in his hair. Daniel holding me, the camera timer capturing us in a kiss.

“I miss you,” I whisper to his face on the screen. “God, Daniel, I miss you so much. I don’t know how to do this without you. I don’t know how to survive.”

He’d tell me I’m stronger than I think. That I can do anything. That he believes in me.

But he’s not here to tell me that.

He’s just gone.

At 1:00, Jade arrives like a hurricane of color and confidence. She’s wearing a bright yellow blazer, her hair in perfect box braids, makeup flawless. She looks like someone who has their life together—which she does. Jade is everything I used to be: ambitious, creative, hopeful.

“Hey, babe.” She hugs me hard. “You look terrible.”

“Thanks. You look amazing.”

“I know.” She grins, but it fades when she really looks at me. “Seriously, Maya. When’s the last time you slept?”

“I sleep.”

“Bullshit.” She drags me to a table, pulls out a chair. “Sit. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

I could lie. Could say I’m fine, everything’s fine, stop worrying.

Instead, I show her the eviction notice.

Jade’s face goes through several emotions: shock, anger, determination. “Four thousand? In seven days?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. Okay, we can fix this. I can loan you—”

“No.” I shake my head firmly. “You already helped me with Daniel’s funeral expenses. I can’t take more from you.”

“Maya—”

“I can’t, Jade. I can’t keep drowning everyone around me just because I’m drowning.”

“You’re not drowning anyone. I want to help.”

“I know. But I need to figure this out myself.”

Jade is quiet for a moment, then: “What about selling some art? You’re talented, Maya. People would buy—”

“I can’t paint anymore.”

“What do you mean you can’t?”

“I mean I literally can’t. Every time I try to pick up a brush, I freeze. I can’t create anything. It’s like that part of me died with Daniel.”

“That’s grief. It’s temporary—”

“It’s been six months.”

“Grief doesn’t have a timeline.”

I stare at my hands—paint-stained even though I haven’t painted in half a year. The stains are old, fading, but they won’t completely wash away. Like Daniel’s ghost on my skin.

“He left a painting unfinished,” I say quietly. “The last one he was working on. Of me. I should finish it, right? I should complete what he started.”

“Only if you want to.”

“I can’t. Every time I think about it, I can’t breathe.”

Jade reaches across the table, takes my hands. “Then don’t. Not until you’re ready.”

“What if I’m never ready?”

“Then you’re never ready. There’s no should here, Maya. Just what you can handle.”

I want to believe her. Want to believe there’s no timeline, no expectations, no pressure to be okay.

But my eviction notice says otherwise.

At 1:50, I leave Jade and head to the gallery. It’s a fifteen-minute walk, which I need because sitting still makes me think too much.

The gallery—Spectrum Contemporary—is in the arts district, surrounded by coffee shops full of MacBooks and boutiques selling $200 candles. It’s the kind of place Daniel and I used to walk past, pressing our faces against the windows, dreaming of the day our art would hang on those walls.

My art will never hang here. I’m just the assistant who smiles at rich people and pretends their mediocre purchases are meaningful.

“Maya!” Caroline, the gallery owner, waves from behind the desk. She’s elegant and wealthy and everything I’m not. “Could you handle the Thornton delivery? It just arrived.”

The rest of my shift is unpacking overpriced art, updating inventory, smiling at customers who spend more on a single painting than I make in three months. A woman buys a piece for $8,000—“It’ll look perfect in the Hamptons house”—and I smile and congratulate her while mentally calculating that I’d have to work at this gallery for a year to earn that much.

The system isn’t broken. It’s working exactly as designed—to keep people like me struggling while people like her collect art as decoration.

At 7:00, Caroline tells me I can go. I’m exhausted, feet screaming, but I pull out my laptop at the back desk and work on freelance projects. The logo design is due tomorrow. I have maybe three hours of work left.

“Maya, go home,” Caroline says at 8:30.

“Just finishing something.”

“You work too hard.”

Not hard enough, I think. Never enough.

But I save my work and pack up. The gallery locks at 9:00, and I need to be gone.

The walk home is dark and cold. October has shifted from crisp to freezing, and I’m underdressed in just a cardigan. But my winter coat ripped last year, and I can’t afford a new one.

I stop at Daniel’s favorite spot—a street corner where artists sell their work on weekends. The wall behind it is covered in murals, including one Daniel painted two years ago: a phoenix rising from blue and purple flames.

“Everything rises from the ashes,” I whisper to his art.

But I don’t feel like I’m rising. I feel like I’m still burning.

I press my hand to the wall, to his signature in the corner—DP 2024—and let myself cry for exactly three minutes. That’s all I allow. Three minutes of grief, then I keep moving.

At 9:30, I climb the four flights to my apartment. The eviction notice mocks me from the door.

Inside, everything is exactly as I left it. Dishes still piled. Laundry still scattered. Daniel’s unfinished painting still facing the wall.

I heat up ramen—the cheap kind, $0.50 a pack—and eat it standing at the counter. Then I open my laptop and work on freelance projects until my eyes blur. At 11:45, I crawl into bed without changing, without washing my face, without doing any of the things Daniel used to gently remind me to do.

“You need to take care of yourself, Maya. Promise me you’ll take care of yourself.”

I’m not keeping that promise.

I’m barely keeping any promises.

Before I turn off the light, I look at Daniel’s photo one more time.

“I’m trying,” I tell him. “I’m trying to be happy like you made me promise. But I don’t know how to be happy in a world where you don’t exist.”

The photo doesn’t answer.

I close my eyes and fall into a sleep full of nightmares: drowning, losing apartments, Daniel’s voice calling my name but I can never reach him.

Tomorrow I’ll wake up and do it all again.

Tomorrow I’ll be one day closer to losing everything.

Tomorrow I’ll keep surviving, even though I’m not sure why anymore.

But tonight, in the darkness of the apartment I’m about to lose, I let myself be honest:

I’m not okay.

I haven’t been okay since the day Daniel died.

And I don’t know if I’ll ever be okay again.
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LUCAS POV

The coffee shop is smaller than I expected—cramped, worn around the edges, with mismatched furniture that’s seen better days. The kind of place the old Lucas would have walked past without a second glance. Too shabby. Too common. Too beneath my notice.

But my heart is pounding as I push through the door, the bell above chiming my arrival.

The smell hits me first: coffee, vanilla, something sweet baking in the back. It should be generic, forgettable. Instead, it’s overwhelming. Familiar. Like I’ve been here a thousand times even though I know I haven’t.

My chest tightens—not painfully, but insistently. Like my heart is trying to tell me something.

There, something inside me whispers. She’s there.

And then I see her.

The woman from my dreams. From the painting I don’t remember creating. From the visions that have been haunting me for three months.

She’s behind the counter, hair pulled into a messy bun, wearing a black shirt with the coffee shop logo. She looks exhausted—dark circles under her eyes, shoulders slumped with a weariness that goes bone-deep. But even tired, even worn down, she’s the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

My heart doesn’t just race. It surges. Pounds so hard I press my hand to my chest, wondering if I’m having a medical emergency.

She hasn’t noticed me yet. She’s wiping down the counter with mechanical efficiency, lost in whatever
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