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The apartment was quiet in the way Sam preferred—no background noise, no television murmur, nothing to fill the space but the sound of her own breathing and the occasional hum of the refrigerator. Morning light filtered through the gauze curtains she'd hung precisely six months ago, casting soft rectangles across the hardwood floor. Everything in its place. No clutter on the counters, no shoes by the door, no evidence of chaos or hurry or need.

The living room held a couch, a coffee table with a single coaster, a bookshelf organized by color. The kitchen was clean enough to photograph—no dishes in the sink, no coffee rings on the counter, no magnets or notes cluttering the refrigerator door. Her bedroom contained a bed, a nightstand with a lamp and a glass of water, and nothing else. She'd lived here for two years and it still looked like a staged apartment in a real estate listing.

Some people found that unsettling. Jordan had, the first time they'd visited. "Do you actually live here?" they'd asked, peering into the pristine kitchen. "Or is this just where you keep your body between work shifts?"

Sam had smiled and offered them coffee.

She stood at the kitchen counter now in her running clothes, a glass of water in one hand, her phone in the other. The text had come in while she was out on her five-mile loop through Golden Gate Park, and she'd ignored it until now.

Hey! Had a great time last night. Want to grab dinner this weekend? Maybe that Thai place you mentioned?

She read it twice. Set down her water glass. Thought about the date—a pleasant enough evening with a woman named Claire who worked in tech and laughed easily and touched Sam's arm when she talked. Claire was attractive. Interesting. Uncomplicated. Sam had kissed her goodnight outside the restaurant, brief and promising, and walked home alone thinking that was probably enough.

She typed: Thanks for a lovely evening. I think I'm not really looking for anything serious right now. I hope you find what you're looking for.

Polite. Kind. Final.

She hit send before she could second-guess it, then deleted the thread entirely. It was a habit—keeping her phone clean, her contacts limited, her history manageable. No trailing conversations. No digital breadcrumbs of almosts and maybes.

The shower was hot enough to pink her skin. She stood under the spray longer than necessary, eyes closed, letting the water beat against the back of her neck where tension lived. Thirty years old. Successful graphic designer. Good apartment in a decent neighborhood. Friends who cared about her. A life she'd built deliberately, brick by brick, boundary by boundary.

She should feel more satisfied than she did.

By the time she toweled off and dressed—dark jeans, a gray t-shirt, the same small silver studs she wore every day—it was nearly nine. She made coffee in the French press Jordan had given her for Christmas, measured and timed, then sat at her desk by the window with her laptop and the morning's first caffeine.

Her inbox was manageable. Three client emails, a newsletter she'd forgotten to unsubscribe from, a reminder about an upcoming dentist appointment. She answered the client emails first, her responses efficient and clear. This was the part of freelancing she was good at—setting expectations, meeting deadlines, delivering exactly what was promised without drama or delay.

The coffee roaster wanted to see the final logo variations by end of week. The startup founder had questions about color theory that Sam answered in two concise paragraphs. The third client—a small press in Berkeley—just wanted to thank her for the book cover design that had apparently exceeded expectations. Sam read that one twice, allowed herself a small smile, then filed it in a folder labeled "Positive Feedback" that she looked at approximately never.

She opened her design software and pulled up the coffee roaster project. Three logo concepts, each with multiple color variations. She'd been working on this for two weeks, refining and adjusting until each element felt intentional. The client wanted something that felt "artisanal but approachable, sophisticated but warm." Sam had delivered exactly that—a clean, minimalist mark that suggested both craft and comfort without trying too hard.

She studied the designs with the same critical distance she applied to everything. Good work. Professional. The kind of thing that would look right on packaging, on a website, on the side of a delivery van. Nothing revolutionary, but that wasn't what they'd asked for. They'd asked for competent, and she'd given them excellent.

Sam saved her files, backed them up to the cloud, and was halfway through archiving her sent messages when her thumb hovered over the new message icon.

It happened sometimes. Muscle memory from years ago, before she'd trained herself out of it. The urge to open a blank text, type a name that hadn't appeared in her contacts for over a decade, and say—what? Thinking about you. Wondering if you ever think about me. Did you mean it when you said—

Sam's thumb moved to the messaging app. Hovered there.

She could still see the contact, if she went looking for it. Buried in her phone somewhere, probably still the same number after all these years. She'd never deleted it, just stopped using it. Stopped checking it. Stopped hoping for a message that would explain everything or apologize for nothing or simply say I remember you too.

Twelve years was a long time to carry a question.

Sam closed the messaging app.

Opened her email instead.

The subject line made her pause: PDX Design Summit - Speaker Confirmation.

She'd submitted a proposal months ago, mostly on a whim, not expecting to hear back. The conference was small but well-regarded, focused on independent designers and creative professionals in the Pacific Northwest. A panel discussion on maintaining artistic integrity in commercial work. She'd written the proposal in a single sitting, sent it off, and promptly forgotten about it.

Dear Ms. Reyes,

We're thrilled to confirm your participation in this year's PDX Design Summit as a panelist for "Creative Independence in a Corporate World." The conference will take place October 15-17 at the Sentinel Hotel in downtown Portland...

Portland.

She stared at the screen, a small knot forming somewhere behind her ribs. It had been years since she'd been to Portland. Not since college, maybe. A weekend trip with friends, forgettable and pleasant. Nothing significant.

There was no reason the city should make her feel anything.

Except there was one reason, and Sam pushed it away before it could fully form. Geography was just geography. Portland was just another city on the West Coast, three hours north by plane. The fact that someone she used to know had lived there briefly during college meant nothing. That person could be anywhere now. Probably wasn't even in Portland anymore.

Probably didn't think about Sam at all.

Sam scrolled through the rest of the email—logistics, schedule, travel stipend, hotel accommodations provided. The conference was in two weeks. She'd need to book a flight, prepare her talking points, maybe get a haircut. All manageable. All normal business travel tasks.

She replied with a brief confirmation, her fingers steady on the keyboard: Thank you for this opportunity. I'm honored to participate and look forward to the event.

Professional. Appropriate. Revealing nothing.

Then she opened a new tab and booked the cheapest direct flight from SFO to PDX. Wednesday to Sunday. Four days. She could manage four days.

The booking confirmation appeared in her inbox thirty seconds later. She saved it to her travel folder, added the dates to her calendar, and closed her laptop with a soft click that felt oddly final.

The rest of her morning unfolded in the familiar rhythm she'd perfected over the last few years. Work for two hours—this week, a branding refresh for a boutique coffee roaster in Oakland. The owner wanted something that felt both modern and nostalgic, which was basically every coffee shop's brand identity, but Sam had found an angle. Clean lines, warm colors, a logo that suggested craft without being precious about it.

She adjusted the kerning on the wordmark, tweaked the color palette, saved three different versions. Emailed them to the client with a brief explanation of her reasoning. Then she stood, stretched, and made herself a late breakfast.

Scrambled eggs cooked in butter. Toast from the good sourdough she bought weekly at the farmer's market. Half an avocado, which she ate directly from the skin with a spoon, standing at the counter. Jordan called this Sam's "depression breakfast," but it wasn't depression. It was just... efficiency. Protein, carbs, fat. Fuel.

She ate standing up, looking out the window at the building across the street. Someone had hung laundry on their balcony. A cat sat in another window, washing its face. Normal life, unfolding in ordinary ways.

Sam rinsed her plate and went back to work.

By mid-afternoon, she'd finished two more rounds of revisions and sent off another batch of files. She responded to texts from Jordan about meeting for coffee tomorrow. Approved an invoice. Updated her calendar with the Portland dates, which now sat there like a small blinking cursor in the middle of October.

At some point between answering emails and starting a new project, Sam found herself googling the PDX Design Summit. The website was professionally designed—clean, minimal, lots of white space. The kind of design that made her both professionally appreciative and vaguely envious. She clicked through the speaker lineup, recognizing a few names from conferences she'd attended virtually during the pandemic.

The keynote speaker was someone whose TED Talk she'd watched twice, a woman who'd built an independent design studio from nothing and now employed thirty people. Inspiring in that slightly exhausting way that successful people always were.

Sam clicked over to the panel lineup. Her session was on Friday afternoon. "Creative Independence in a Corporate World: How to Maintain Your Vision While Paying Your Bills." The other panelists were an art director from Nike, a freelance illustrator who'd worked with the New York Times, and a brand strategist whose name Sam didn't recognize.

She should probably prepare talking points. Maybe look up the other panelists, see what their work looked like, figure out what angle she could bring that wouldn't just echo what everyone else said.

She opened a new document and typed: Portland Conference Notes

Then she stared at the blank page for thirty seconds and closed the document.

She'd prepare later. Closer to the date. When the trip felt more real and less like something that might not actually happen.

At some point, she found herself standing in front of her closet, mentally packing for Portland even though the trip was still two weeks away. She pulled out her good blazer, the one that made her look professional without trying too hard. Two pairs of jeans. A few simple tops. Her leather jacket, worn soft at the elbows.

Everything in her closet was deliberate. She'd purged the unnecessary items years ago—the clothes that didn't fit quite right, the things she kept "just in case," the pieces that carried too much memory. What remained was essential. Interchangeable. A wardrobe that could take her anywhere and say nothing specific about who she was.

That was the point, she supposed.

She didn't own much. It was intentional—moving every few years had taught her the value of traveling light. When she'd left for college, she'd packed two suitcases and never looked back. When she'd moved to San Francisco five years ago, everything she owned fit in a rented van she drove herself. No help needed. No emotional goodbyes over furniture or kitchen items.

Relationships, too, had taught her the same lesson. Easier to leave when there wasn't much to carry.

That thought arrived unbidden, clinical and uncomfortable. Sam registered it, set it aside, and hung everything back up.

Sam hung everything back up and closed the closet door.

By evening, she'd finished the coffee roaster project and sent off the final files. She heated up leftover Thai food, poured herself a glass of wine, and sat on her couch with her laptop to research the conference. The other panelists were people she'd heard of, respected from a distance. The keynote speaker was someone whose TED Talk she'd watched twice. It was a good opportunity. She should be excited.

She was excited. Mostly.

Her phone buzzed. Jordan, confirming tomorrow's coffee date. Sam replied with a thumbs-up, then set the phone face-down on the coffee table and stared at the dark screen of her television, which she almost never turned on.

The apartment was so quiet.

She stood, rinsed her wine glass, and went to the bathroom to brush her teeth. The mirror above the sink showed her exactly what she expected: a woman who looked put-together, competent, fine. Dark eyes that didn't give much away. Hair still damp from her morning shower, pulled back in a low ponytail. No makeup, because she rarely wore it. No jewelry except the studs.

She studied her reflection the way she might study a design mockup, looking for flaws or inconsistencies.

There was nothing wrong with her life. She had work she was good at, enough money to live comfortably, a handful of friends she trusted. She ran every morning and ate vegetables and kept her apartment clean and didn't need anyone to make her feel whole.

She'd learned that lesson the hard way.

Twelve years ago, she'd been a different person. Softer, maybe. More willing to wait for someone to choose her. More willing to believe that love was supposed to hurt like that, was supposed to feel like hoping and hiding and holding your breath.

She knew better now.

Sam leaned closer to the mirror, both hands braced on the edge of the sink. Thirty years old. Twelve years since high school. A lifetime, really. She'd built this life carefully, one choice at a time, and it was good. Controlled. Safe.

Satisfying, even.

If it felt a little hollow sometimes—if she woke up in the middle of the night and reached for someone who wasn't there, who had never really been there—that was just the cost of self-preservation.

She'd paid worse prices before.

Sam looked at herself a moment longer. Composed. Successful. Alone.

She was fine with that.

She had to be.

Sam turned off the bathroom light and went to bed. Tomorrow she'd meet Jordan and probably get interrogated about turning down Claire. Next week she'd finish two more client projects. The week after that, she'd fly to Portland and talk to strangers about creative independence and try not to think about the fact that the last time she'd felt truly independent was before she'd ever fallen in love with someone who couldn't love her back.

The last thought before sleep was the same one she had most nights, arriving like a familiar ghost:

I wonder if you ever think about me.

Then she turned over, pulled the blanket up to her chin, and let the quiet apartment hold her until morning.
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The coffee shop was Jordan's choice—a small place in the Mission with good espresso and terrible seating. Sam arrived five minutes early and claimed one of the two-person tables by the window, ordering a black coffee and settling in to wait. The chair was as uncomfortable as she remembered, one of those metal things designed more for aesthetic than actual human use, but the light was good and she could watch the street.

Jordan appeared exactly on time, which meant they'd been waiting outside until 10:00 hit. Punctuality as a form of control. Sam recognized the impulse.

"You look tired," Jordan said by way of greeting, dropping into the chair across from Sam with the kind of loose-limbed ease that came from being completely comfortable in your own body. They were wearing charcoal slacks and a white button-down, sleeves rolled to the elbows, thick-framed glasses perched on their nose. Their wedding band caught the light when they gestured toward the counter. "I'm getting a cortado. You want anything else?"

"I'm good."

"Of course you are."

Sam watched them order, watching the barista's face brighten at whatever Jordan said. That was Jordan's particular gift—the ability to make strangers feel like they were in on some private joke. Sam had never quite figured out how they did it.

When Jordan came back with their drink, they settled into the chair and studied Sam with the kind of direct attention that made most people uncomfortable. Sam was used to it.

"So," Jordan said. "Claire."

"There's nothing to say about Claire."

"You went on a date with her Tuesday. It's now Thursday. That's something."

"We had dinner. It was nice. I'm not seeing her again."

Jordan took a sip of their coffee, still watching Sam over the rim of the cup. "Was she terrible?"

"No. She was lovely."

"Boring?"

"No."

"Bad kisser?"

"Jordan."

"Too short? Too tall? Chewed with her mouth open?"

"None of those things."

"Then what was it?"

Sam shifted in her uncomfortable chair. "There doesn't have to be something wrong with someone for me to not want to date them."

"True. But there usually is, with you." Jordan set down their cup and leaned forward slightly. "Let me guess—she liked you too much. Wanted a second date too soon. Texted back too quickly. Some completely normal thing that you've decided means she's too eager."

The accuracy stung. "That's not—"

"Or maybe she reminded you of someone. Said something that triggered some ancient wound you refuse to actually deal with. Or maybe, and this is my personal favorite, she was perfectly fine but you've already decided that anyone who could like you must have questionable judgment."

"That's not fair."

"Isn't it?"

Sam looked down at her coffee. Jordan wasn't wrong. Claire had texted back quickly—within an hour of Sam's goodnight text. She'd seemed genuinely interested. She'd asked questions and listened to the answers and laughed at Sam's dry observations about the restaurant's overly pretentious menu. She'd been warm and present and uncomplicated.

All the things Sam claimed to want.

All the things that had made Sam want to run.

"I'm trying to understand," Jordan said, their voice gentler now. "You've been single for what, eight months now? Every time I think you're actually going to give someone a real shot, you pull this."

"Pull what?"

"The polite exit. The 'thanks but no thanks.' The 'I'm not looking for anything serious right now.'" Jordan's voice took on a deliberately neutral tone that was clearly meant to sound like Sam. It didn't, but Sam let it slide.

"Maybe I'm not looking for anything serious."

"Maybe you're not looking for anything at all."

Sam turned her coffee cup in her hands, watching the dark surface catch the light. The shop was filling up around them—the mid-morning crowd, people with laptops and headphones claiming tables for the long haul. A couple in the corner was having what looked like either a very intense first date or the beginning of a breakup. Hard to tell which.

"I'm fine being single," Sam said finally. "I like my life the way it is."

"I didn't say you weren't fine. I said you're not looking."

"Is there a difference?"

Jordan leaned back, arms crossed. "You tell me."

This was Jordan's method—ask questions, wait for Sam to talk herself into the corner they'd been heading toward all along. Sam recognized the trap. She walked into it anyway.

"I'm not interested in someone who can't decide if they want me," Sam said. The words came out more sharply than she'd intended. "Love without choice isn't love. It's just... avoidance."

The silence that followed felt heavy. Jordan didn't move, didn't break eye contact, just let the words sit there between them.

Then, quietly: "You know you're describing yourself, right?"

Sam felt something tighten in her chest. "That's not—"

"Claire wanted to see you again. She chose you. You're the one who decided it wasn't enough."

"I barely know her."

"That's usually how second dates work. You get to know people."

"I'm not avoiding anything. I'm just—" Sam stopped. Started again. "I'm not going to waste someone's time when I know it's not going anywhere."

"How do you know that?"

"I just do."

Jordan made a soft sound that might have been a laugh or a sigh. "Sam. You're my best friend. I love you. But you've been using the same excuse for twelve years and I'm getting tired of pretending I don't see it."

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"Yes, you do."

Sam looked out the window. A bus was pulling up to the stop across the street, people filing on with the blank faces of morning commuters. She could see her reflection in the glass, ghost-like and transparent, and Jordan's behind her, solid and present.

"I moved on," Sam said. "A long time ago."

"Did you?"

"Yes."

"Then why are you still so angry?"

The question landed like something physical. Sam turned back to Jordan, ready to deny it, but the words wouldn't come. Because Jordan was right, and they both knew it.

"I'm not angry," Sam said, but even she could hear how weak it sounded.

Jordan's expression softened. "You're allowed to be angry. What happened to you was shitty. But at some point you have to decide—do you want to be right about love being impossible, or do you want to actually try?"

"That's not fair."

"Isn't it?"

Sam picked up her coffee and drank, even though it had gone lukewarm. She needed something to do with her hands, some small action that felt like control. The couple in the corner was definitely breaking up now. The woman was crying. The man looked like he wanted to be anywhere else.

"Can we talk about something else?" Sam asked.

Jordan watched her for another moment, then nodded. "Sure. How's work?"

"Fine. Busy. I'm finishing up the coffee roaster rebrand."

"The one with the impossible client?"

"They're not impossible. Just specific."

"That's generous."

"It's accurate."

They fell into easier conversation then—Jordan's current project, an affordable housing development that was being delayed by permitting issues. Chris's new obsession with sourdough bread, which meant their apartment now smelled perpetually of fermentation. The bike Jordan was rebuilding in their living room, much to Chris's dismay.

Sam relaxed slightly, grateful for the shift away from her personal life. This was safer territory. Jordan's world was stable, comprehensible. They'd met Chris in grad school, dated for three years, gotten married in a small ceremony in Golden Gate Park. No drama. No uncertainty. Just two people who chose each other and kept choosing each other, day after day.

Sam was happy for them. She was.

"Oh," Jordan said, pulling out their phone. "Speaking of Chris, they wanted me to ask if you're free for dinner next month. We're thinking of doing a thing for their birthday."

"Just let me know when. I'll be there."

"How's your calendar looking? You traveling much?"

"Actually, yeah. I have a conference in Portland in a couple weeks."

Jordan's eyebrows went up. "Portland?"

"Design summit thing. I'm on a panel."

"That's great." Jordan's tone was carefully neutral. Too carefully. "When did that come up?"

"I got the confirmation yesterday. I submitted the proposal months ago and forgot about it."

"Huh."

Sam knew that tone. "What?"

"Nothing."

"Jordan."

"It's probably nothing."

"What's probably nothing?"

Jordan set down their phone and leaned forward slightly, lowering their voice even though no one around them was paying attention. "I heard something through the grapevine. About someone from your past maybe being in Portland for some work thing."

Sam's heart did something complicated. She kept her face neutral. "Who?"

"I don't know for sure. Casey mentioned it—you remember Casey from college? We ran into them at a gallery opening last month. They're friends with someone who works at some marketing firm, and apparently this person was talking about a big conference they were planning to attend in Portland, and Casey said it sounded like it might be the same one you'd mentioned submitting to."

"That's pretty vague."

"I know."

"Could be anyone."

"Could be."

"Could be no one. Could be Casey got the whole thing wrong."

"Also true."

But Sam's hands had gone cold. She wrapped them around her coffee cup, seeking warmth that wasn't there anymore.

"Casey didn't say a name?" Sam asked, hating how careful her voice sounded.

"No. Just that they thought maybe someone from your college years might be there. But Casey's memory is terrible, so." Jordan shrugged. "It's probably nothing. I wouldn't have mentioned it except you brought up Portland and I thought, you know, better you know than be surprised."

"I'm not going to be surprised. Because it's probably nothing."

"Right."

"And even if someone I knew in college is there, so what? I knew lots of people in college."

"Absolutely."

Sam met Jordan's eyes. "You're doing the thing where you agree with me but don't actually believe what I'm saying."

"I'm doing the thing where I'm being a good friend and letting you pretend this doesn't bother you."

"It doesn't bother me."

"Okay."

"I'm serious."

"I believe you."

"Jordan—"

"Sam." Jordan's voice was gentle now, almost sad. "If you see her, you see her. If you don't, you don't. But either way, you're going to be fine. You know that, right?"

Sam wanted to say yes. Wanted to mean it. Instead she said, "I don't even know if it's her. It's probably not. Casey probably got the whole thing confused."

"Probably."

"And even if it is, we're adults. We can be in the same city without it being a thing."

"Absolutely."

"I've moved on. I don't need closure or answers or whatever you think I need. I'm past all that."

Jordan didn't respond immediately. They just looked at Sam with something that might have been pity or understanding or both. Then they finished their coffee and set the cup down with a soft click.

"You know what I think?" Jordan said.

"I'm sure you're about to tell me."

"I think you're right. I think you have moved on. I think you've built a really good life for yourself—great career, nice apartment, people who care about you. I think you're genuinely happy, most of the time."

"But?"

"But I also think there's a part of you that's still seventeen years old, standing in a hallway, waiting for someone to choose you. And until you stop waiting, you're not really free."

Sam felt something crack open inside her chest. She looked away, blinking against the sudden pressure behind her eyes.

"I'm not waiting for anything," she said quietly.

"Then why haven't you deleted her number?"

Sam's breath caught. "How did you—"

"Because I know you. You delete everything. You keep your life so clean and organized and minimal. But you've had the same phone number for ten years, which means you've transferred that contact across at least three phones. Why?"

Sam didn't answer. Couldn't.

Jordan reached across the table and covered Sam's hand with theirs. The touch was warm, grounding.

"I'm not trying to hurt you," Jordan said. "I'm trying to help you see what you already know. You can't move on while you're still holding on. And you can't hold on while pretending you've let go."

"I know." Sam's voice came out rough. She cleared her throat. "I know."

"So what are you going to do?"

"About what?"

"About Portland. About the maybe-person who might be there. About all of it."

Sam pulled her hand back gently and wrapped both arms around herself. The coffee shop felt too bright suddenly, too loud, too full of strangers living their normal Thursday mornings while Sam sat here coming apart at the seams.

"I'm going to go to Portland," she said finally. "I'm going to be on my panel. I'm going to be professional. And if I see someone I used to know, I'll be polite. That's it. That's all it needs to be."

"And if it's not nothing? If it is her?"

Sam made herself meet Jordan's eyes. "Then I'll handle it. Like an adult. Because that's what we both are now—adults who made choices a long time ago and have to live with them."

Jordan nodded slowly. "Okay. But you know you can call me, right? Anytime. If you need to talk or vent or just hear another person's voice."

"I know."

"I'm serious. Even if it's three in the morning and you're spiraling. Call me."

"I will." Sam managed a small smile. "Thank you. For caring. For pushing. For all of it."

"That's what best friends do."

"Yeah."

They sat for a while longer, the conversation drifting to safer topics—a movie Jordan wanted to see, a restaurant that had just opened in Sam's neighborhood, plans for the upcoming holidays. Normal things. Easy things.

But underneath it all, Sam felt the weight of what Jordan had said. About waiting. About holding on while pretending to let go.

About the phone number she'd never deleted.

When they finally said goodbye outside the coffee shop, Jordan pulled Sam into a brief hug. "Be careful," they said quietly. "With your heart. You only get one."

"I know."

"Do you?"

Sam stepped back and adjusted her jacket, needing the small action to steady herself. "I'm fine, Jordan. I promise. It's just a conference. Just Portland. Just a few days."

Jordan looked like they wanted to say more, but they just nodded. "Text me when you land. Let me know you got there safe."

"I will."

Sam walked home alone, hands in her pockets, thinking about choices and phone numbers and all the things she told herself she'd let go of but kept anyway, just in case. Just in case what, she'd never let herself finish the thought.

But she knew.

She'd always known.

When she got home, she stood in her quiet apartment and pulled out her phone. Scrolled through her contacts. Found the entry she was looking for, the one she'd looked at hundreds of times over the years without ever pressing call.

Nicole Chen.

The number was probably wrong by now. People changed phones, changed carriers, changed their whole lives. It had been twelve years. Nicole could be anywhere. Could be anyone. Could be married with kids or living abroad or completely unrecognizable from the person Sam had known.

Sam stared at the name for a long moment.

Then she locked her phone and set it down on the counter.

Not today.

Maybe not ever.

But she didn't delete it either.
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The week before Portland passed in the same measured rhythm that had defined Sam's life for years—work, run, eat, sleep, repeat. She finished the coffee roaster rebrand and sent off the final files with a satisfaction that felt earned. Three logo variations, each with complete brand guidelines, color specifications, typography pairings, and usage examples. Professional. Thorough. Exactly what they'd asked for.

The client responded within an hour with effusive praise that Sam read once, acknowledged politely, then filed away in her "Positive Feedback" folder. She allowed herself a moment of professional pride—the work was good, and she knew it—then closed her laptop and went for a long run through Golden Gate Park.

The weekend was for personal projects and errands. She updated her portfolio website, adding the coffee roaster work now that it was finalized. She went to the farmer's market and bought vegetables for the week—bell peppers, zucchini, a bunch of kale she'd probably use in exactly one meal before it went bad. She did laundry and cleaned her already-clean apartment and tried not to think about Portland.

She allowed herself to sleep in one morning until seven, which was practically decadent by her standards. Then she spent the afternoon sketching—not for work, just for the meditative quality of putting pen to paper. Abstract shapes, typography experiments, little observations from her morning run. Her sketchbook was one of the few things in her life that wasn't for anyone else. She didn't share these drawings, didn't turn them into portfolio pieces, didn't show them to clients. They were just hers.

Early in the week, a new project inquiry arrived—a tech startup that needed a complete visual identity. The founder had found Sam through a referral and wanted something "innovative but approachable, tech-forward but human-centered," which was basically what every startup wanted. Sam scheduled a call for the week after Portland and spent the afternoon sketching preliminary concepts even though she hadn't officially taken the job yet. It was easier to think about logos and color palettes than about conferences or cities or people who might or might not be there.

She worked efficiently, methodically, losing herself in the familiar process of iteration and refinement. This was what she was good at—taking vague ideas and turning them into concrete visual systems. Making order out of chaos. Creating clarity from confusion.

If only the rest of life worked that way.

By Tuesday, she'd packed her conference materials and printed her boarding pass. Everything was ready except for the actual suitcase, which still sat empty in her closet like an accusation.

Wednesday afternoon, Sam took a break from client emails to scroll through social media—something she did rarely and without much interest. Her feed was the usual mix of design inspiration, industry news, and the occasional personal post from people she'd worked with over the years. She scrolled past a logo redesign, an article about typography, a photo of someone's new puppy.

Then she stopped.

The photo was casual, clearly a candid shot taken by someone else. A softball field, late afternoon sun casting long shadows. A group of women in matching jerseys, arms around each other's shoulders, grinning at the camera with the particular exhaustion that came from recreational sports. And there, third from the left, was a face Sam hadn't seen in person in over a decade.

Mika Santos.

She looked the same—broad smile, confident stance, short dark hair that fell just past her ears. The jersey said "Bay Area Sluggers" across the chest. Someone had tagged her in the comments: @mikasantos you killed it today!

Sam studied the photo longer than she should have. Mika looked happy. Genuinely, unselfconsciously happy in the way people looked when they were exactly where they wanted to be, doing exactly what they wanted to do.

In high school, Mika had been everything Sam wasn't—out, proud, unapologetic. While Sam had hidden in quiet corners and stolen glances, Mika had walked through the halls holding her girlfriend's hand. While Sam had made herself small and invisible, Mika had taken up space without apology.

Sam had wanted to be her. Had wanted to be with her. Had done neither, because wanting things out loud had always felt too dangerous.

She scrolled past the photo and kept moving through her feed. A restaurant opening. Someone's vacation photos. An ad for running shoes.

But her thumb hovered over the back button. She scrolled up again, found the photo, looked at it one more time.

Mika was tagged. Sam could click through to her profile. See what she'd been up to for the last twelve years. See if she was still in the Bay Area, still playing softball, still living the kind of open, uncomplicated life Sam had always envied.

She didn't click.

Instead, she closed the app, set down her phone, and went back to work.

Some wants were better left unexamined.



The evening before her flight, Sam finally opened her suitcase and began the methodical process of packing. She laid everything out on her bed first—a habit from years of travel, back when she used to move every few years and needed to make sure she hadn't forgotten anything essential.

The ritual was soothing in its predictability. She started with clothes: two pairs of jeans, both dark wash, both perfectly fitted. Three simple tops—a black tee, a gray henley, a cream-colored blouse that could work for either casual or professional settings. The good blazer for the panel, a structured navy piece that she'd bought on sale three years ago and had never regretted. Her leather jacket for evening, because Portland in October could be cold and Sam had learned the hard way that being underdressed was worse than being overdressed.

Shoes next: her broken-in black ankle boots for walking, professional flats for the conference. She'd wear the boots on the plane to save space.

Toiletries went into a clear quart-sized bag—minimal skincare, travel-sized shampoo and conditioner, toothbrush and toothpaste, deodorant. She didn't wear makeup regularly, so that was one less thing to pack. Just her moisturizer with SPF and lip balm. Simple. Efficient.

Her laptop went into its padded sleeve, along with her charger and a small power bank. Her phone charger. Earbuds. The conference badge they'd emailed her to print. A folder with her panel notes, even though she'd barely looked at them.

And finally, a book—the same novel she'd been carrying in her bag for three months and had read exactly forty pages of. She'd probably not read it in Portland either, but packing a book made her feel like the kind of person who had time for leisure reading. Who could relax on planes. Who didn't spend every moment either working or thinking about work.

Everything fit neatly into her carry-on with room to spare. She'd learned to travel light, to need very little, to move through the world without leaving much trace. The suitcase looked sparse—almost empty despite containing everything she'd need for four days. Jordan had once joked that Sam packed like someone always ready to disappear.

Sam hadn't laughed.

She zipped up the suitcase and set it by the door, ready for morning. Checked her phone—no new messages. Checked her email—nothing urgent. Checked the weather in Portland—rain likely, of course. She added an umbrella to the outside pocket of her suitcase.

There. Everything was ready. Nothing left to do but wait.

Her phone rang while she was zipping up the suitcase. Mom.

Sam answered on the third ring, already bracing herself. "Hi, Mom."

"Anak, you're still awake. Good." Her mother's voice was warm, familiar, carrying the faint accent that never quite disappeared even after forty years in the States. "I was worried you'd be sleeping already."

"It's only eight o'clock."

"You work so hard, I never know when you sleep."

Sam carried the phone to the kitchen and poured herself a glass of water. "I sleep normal hours, Mom."

"Do you? Jordan tells me you work weekends."

"Jordan needs to mind their own business."

"Jordan worries about you. I worry about you." A pause. "Are you eating enough? You sound tired."

"I'm fine. I eat. I sleep. I'm perfectly healthy."

"Hmm." That particular sound—half skeptical, half resigned—was one of Carmen Reyes's signature moves. Sam had been hearing it her whole life. "And how is work?"

"Good. Busy. I just finished a big project."

"The coffee one?"

"Yeah."

"That's wonderful, anak. You work so hard." Another pause, this one loaded with the particular weight of a question being prepared. "Are you seeing anyone?"

There it was.

"No, Mom."

"Still?"

"Still."

"You know, Mrs. Calderon's daughter just got engaged. Such a beautiful girl, and so successful. A lawyer."

"That's great for her."

"She met her fiancé at church. Maybe you should come to mass with me sometime. You never know who you might meet."

Sam closed her eyes and counted to three. "Mom, I'm not going to meet someone at your church."

"Why not? There are nice people there. Young people."

"I'm sure there are."

"So you'll come? This Sunday?"

"I can't. I'm traveling for work."

"Oh?" Interest sharpened in her mother's voice. "Where?"

"Portland. I'm speaking at a conference."

"Speaking? Anak, that's wonderful! Why didn't you tell me?"

"I just did."

"When do you leave?"

"Tomorrow afternoon."

"Tomorrow! And you're just telling me now?"

"It's not a big deal. Just a panel discussion. I'll be back Sunday."

"Still, I would have liked to know. I could have made you something to take on the plane. You know airplane food is terrible."

"I'll buy something at the airport."

"It's not the same." A sigh, then a softening. "But I'm proud of you. Speaking at a conference. My smart daughter."

The affection in her mother's voice made Sam's chest tight. "Thanks, Mom."

"You'll call me when you get there? Let me know you arrived safely?"

"I will."

"And you'll be careful? Portland is a big city."

"I'll be careful."

"And you'll eat properly? Not just coffee and those energy bars you like?"

"Mom—"

"I know, I know. You're an adult. You can take care of yourself." Another pause. "But you're still my baby, so I get to worry."

Sam smiled despite herself. "I know."

They talked for a few more minutes—Sam's aunt's upcoming birthday party, the new grocery store that had opened near her mom's house, the neighbor's dog that wouldn't stop barking. Normal things. Safe things. The comfortable rhythm of a relationship that had learned to navigate around the things they didn't talk about.

Her mother knew Sam was gay. Had known since college, when Sam had finally worked up the courage to say it out loud. Carmen had cried, then hugged her, then said she loved her no matter what, which was both true and not quite enough. She loved Sam. She wanted Sam to be happy. She just didn't quite understand what that happiness might look like, and Sam had learned not to push.

It was easier this way—love without full understanding, acceptance without complete comfort. Sam had built her whole life around that particular compromise.

"I should let you get some sleep," her mother said eventually. "You have an early flight?"

"Early enough."

"Okay. Be safe, anak. Call me when you land."

"I will. Love you."

"Love you too. So much."

After they hung up, Sam stood in her quiet kitchen for a long moment, phone in hand, feeling the particular loneliness that came after conversations with her mother. The sense of being loved and not quite seen. Known and not quite understood.

She rinsed her water glass, checked that her suitcase was by the door, set her alarm for five AM, and went to bed early.



The morning arrived gray and unremarkable. Sam woke before her alarm at 4:47 AM, already fully alert in that way that happened when her body knew today was different from other days. She lay in bed for three minutes—allowing herself that small luxury—then got up and went through her routine on autopilot.

Coffee, stronger than usual. Shower, quick and efficient. She dressed in her travel uniform: dark jeans, the gray henley, the leather jacket. Comfortable but put-together. Anonymous in the way airport clothes should be.

She double-checked her suitcase one more time—laptop, yes; phone charger, yes; conference materials, yes; book she wouldn't read, yes—then hauled it to the door. Her apartment looked the same as always: clean, minimal, waiting for her return. She'd left nothing out, nothing undone. When she came back Sunday evening, it would be like she'd never left.

The rideshare arrived at 5:30 exactly. The driver was blessedly quiet, just nodded at Sam's greeting and pulled into morning traffic. Sam watched San Francisco slide past the window—dark streets, early risers walking dogs, the city still half asleep. By the time they reached SFO, the sky was beginning to lighten, that particular pre-dawn gray that promised nothing about the day ahead.

The airport was predictably crowded even at six in the morning, full of business travelers and families and people who looked as tired as Sam felt. She moved through the familiar choreography—check-in kiosk, baggage drop (she kept her carry-on, always), security line. She'd worn slip-on boots specifically for this, knew to have her laptop and liquids ready before she reached the bins, knew to keep her boarding pass in her pocket not her bag.

Efficient. Practiced. Unremarkable.

Through security in fifteen minutes, which was good for a morning in October. She found her gate—B7—then detoured to get coffee and breakfast. The airport Starbucks had a line twenty people deep. Sam joined it, patient, scrolling through her phone while she waited.

Email: nothing urgent. Weather: still rain in Portland. News: nothing that concerned her. She opened Instagram without thinking, then closed it immediately. She didn't need to look at Mika's profile. Didn't need to wonder if Mika ever thought about high school, about the quiet girl who'd watched her from across classrooms and cafeterias and never said a word.

Sam bought her coffee—medium dark roast, black—and a breakfast sandwich she'd eat half of. Found a seat near the window where she could watch planes take off and land, mechanical and precise. The airport was a liminal space, full of people in transit, everyone heading somewhere else. Sam had always found airports oddly comforting—anonymous and temporary, a place where no one expected anything from you except to get on your plane and leave.

She sat near the window and watched a 737 push back from the gate across the tarmac. Watched the ground crew in their bright vests directing traffic. Watched a family at the gate across from hers—two parents, three kids, everyone looking exhausted even though it wasn't even seven AM. The youngest was crying, face red and crumpled. The dad was trying to console her while the mom wrangled the other two. Normal chaos. Normal stress.

Sam's life had none of that. By choice. By design.

Her flight was on time. The gate was filling up with other Portland-bound passengers—business people in rumpled suits checking their phones, tourists with backpacks studying their guidebooks, a family with two small children who were already having a meltdown about snacks. Sam opened her laptop and pretended to work, responding to emails she could have easily answered later. Anything to keep her hands busy, her mind occupied, her thoughts away from the fact that in three hours she'd be in Portland.

The city where Nicole had gone to college.

The city where Nicole might still be.

The city where—

"Now boarding group A for flight 1247 to Portland," the gate agent announced.

Sam closed her laptop. Group B was next, which was her. She stood, shouldered her bag, and joined the slowly forming line. One foot in front of the other. That was all traveling required. That was all anything required, really.

The plane was a narrow-body jet, mostly full. Sam had a window seat—her preference, always. She could look out instead of at the people around her. Could pretend to sleep without anyone trying to make conversation.

She stowed her bag in the overhead bin, settled into her seat, and buckled her seatbelt. The middle seat stayed empty—a small mercy. The aisle seat was taken by a man in a business suit who immediately put in earbuds and closed his eyes. Perfect.

Sam watched the ground crew load the last bags into the cargo hold. The mechanical precision of it, the choreographed efficiency. Everyone knowing their role, doing their job, making sure everything fit exactly where it was supposed to.

Sam's whole life was like that—everything in its place, nothing left to chance, no room for chaos or surprise.

The plane pushed back from the gate. The flight attendants went through their safety demonstration—exits here, flotation devices there, oxygen masks will drop from above. Sam had heard it hundreds of times. She listened anyway, because paying attention to safety briefings was what responsible people did.

The engines roared to life.

And then they were moving, rolling down the runway, picking up speed. Sam watched the ground race past her window, faster and faster. The moment of lift—that brief suspension between earth and sky, when the wheels left the ground and everything went weightless and anything seemed possible.

San Francisco fell away below them. The bay stretched out, silver in the early morning light. The bridges, the hills, the city she'd called home for five years. All of it getting smaller, more distant, more abstract.

Sam closed her eyes and let the plane carry her away from her carefully controlled life and toward whatever waited in Portland.

Three days.

Just three days.

She could manage three days.

She'd survived worse.
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​Chapter 4
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The plane touched down at PDX at 9:47 AM, seven minutes ahead of schedule. Sam waited for the seatbelt sign to turn off, then retrieved her bag from the overhead bin and filed out with the other passengers. The jetway smelled like recycled air and cleaning solution. Portland welcomed her with fluorescent lights and the mechanical voice of gate announcements.

She made her way through the airport on autopilot—following signs to ground transportation, past the carpet with its distinctive teal pattern, past coffee shops and newsstands and travelers moving in all directions. The air outside was cool and damp, threatening rain but not yet delivering. She joined the rideshare queue and checked her phone while she waited.

Two emails from clients. A text from Jordan: Text me when you land.

Sam replied: Landed. Alive. Will survive.

Jordan's response came immediately: That's the spirit. Call if you need anything.

Sam pocketed her phone and watched the line move forward. Ten minutes later, she was in the back of a sedan heading toward downtown, watching the city unfold through rain-spotted windows. Portland looked exactly as she remembered from her one college visit—trees everywhere, bridges spanning the river, buildings that managed to feel both industrial and organic. Gray skies that promised the rain everyone talked about.

The driver had NPR on low volume. Something about local politics, then weather. "—expecting unusually heavy rainfall beginning this evening. The National Weather Service has issued a flood watch for the greater Portland metro area through Saturday morning—"

Sam half-listened, watching the city pass by. The hotel appeared after twenty minutes—the Sentinel, a renovated historic building in the Pearl District. Elegant without being ostentatious. Exactly the kind of place that hosted small professional conferences.

Check-in was efficient. The lobby was all exposed brick and modern furniture, trying to balance historic charm with contemporary design. Sam approved professionally even as she felt nothing personally. The clerk handed her a key card and a conference welcome packet.

"You're on the eighth floor. Elevators are just past the restaurant. The PDX Design Summit registration desk is in the Cascade Ballroom on the second floor, open until six PM today. Will you need anything else?"

"I'm fine. Thank you."

Her room was clean and impersonal in the way hotel rooms always were. Queen bed, desk, bathroom with complimentary toiletries, window overlooking the street. Sam set her suitcase on the luggage rack and stood for a moment in the quiet, feeling the particular loneliness of being alone in a strange city.

Then she unpacked methodically—clothes in the dresser, toiletries in the bathroom, laptop on the desk. Creating order. Claiming space. Making the unfamiliar slightly less so.

It was only eleven AM. The conference didn't officially start until tomorrow, but there was an optional registration and mixer this evening. Sam had planned to skip it—she didn't do well with forced networking—but now that she was here, the thought of spending the entire day alone in this room felt worse than the prospect of small talk with strangers.

She changed into fresh clothes, grabbed her conference materials, and headed downstairs.



The registration desk was staffed by two friendly volunteers who checked her in, gave her a name badge and tote bag full of branded merchandise, and directed her to the schedule. Sam scanned it quickly—panels, workshops, keynotes. Her session was Friday afternoon. Until then, she was just another attendee.

She spent the afternoon sitting in on sessions that seemed interesting—one on sustainable design practices, another on building a freelance business. The speakers were competent. The audiences were engaged. Sam took notes more out of habit than necessity and tried not to check her phone for messages that wouldn't be there.

Between sessions, she found herself scanning faces in the hallways. Looking for—what? Someone she might know? Someone from college? Someone with long dark hair and delicate features and a smile that made you want to be the reason for it?

She forced herself to stop. This was paranoid. Jordan had heard a rumor, and rumors were usually wrong. Even if someone from Sam's past was at this conference, the odds of it being her were infinitesimal. Nicole could be anywhere. Probably was anywhere. Probably didn't think about Sam at all.

Probably never had.

Sam pushed the thought away and focused on the afternoon keynote.



The cafeteria was loud with the particular chaos of hundreds of teenagers trying to eat lunch in exactly forty-seven minutes. Sam sat at the end of a table near the windows, picking at a sandwich she'd brought from home, not really tasting it. Around her, conversations overlapped—gossip, laughter, someone's dramatic retelling of something that happened in third period.

She wasn't listening to any of it.

Her attention was fixed on a table across the room, where a group of girls sat clustered together. One of them was laughing at something, head thrown back, completely unselfconscious. Dark hair caught the fluorescent light. Confident posture. The kind of person who took up space without apologizing for it.

Sam watched, chest tight with a longing so intense it felt like drowning.

She'd been watching for months now. Maybe longer. Trying not to be obvious. Trying not to care. Failing at both.

The scene shifted, dreamlike and disorienting. Suddenly Sam was standing in a hallway—empty, echoing, the kind of space that existed between classes when everyone else had somewhere to be and you were caught in transit. The walls were that institutional beige that all high schools seemed to favor. Lockers lined both sides. Fluorescent lights hummed overhead.

And then there was a voice.

"Do you love me?"

Sam turned, and there she was. Not the girl from the cafeteria. Someone else. Someone who stood too close, whose eyes were too bright, who was asking a question that Sam couldn't—

The words stuck in Sam's throat. Her mouth opened. Nothing came out.

"Sam?" The voice was softer now. Pleading. "Just tell me. Do you
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