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  For those who dream big, find someone who will help turn that dream into reality. Don't settle.










  
  Chapter 1

Chelsea


I stare at myself in the floor-length mirror, admiring how well my new black bustier and straight blue Levi jeans fit my body. With my long legs and athletic frame, my outfit gives the illusion that I have more curves than I actually do. It’s my 27th birthday, and I’m eagerly waiting for my boyfriend of nearly two years to come pick me up so we can celebrate together. 
I try to smile as I arrange the flowers in the vase on my nightstand, but my heart aches knowing they weren’t from him. That doesn’t matter, though, because we are going to have some time together tonight at my favorite restaurant. At least, that’s what I keep telling myself.
He should be here any moment. I finish my inspection of myself, quickly painting my lips with my favorite creamy mauve lipstick and running my fingers through my bangs. Grabbing my purse, I throw my phone and lipstick inside, then head down to show Summer⸺my friend and roommate⸺my outfit.
As my black heels click against the living room floor, my best friend whistles from her well-worn spot on the sofa, and I break into the widest of grins. 
“You look hot. I wish you had a real man to show all this off to,” she says in a curt tone. I know she’s trying to be happy for me, even though she's voiced her concerns about Bobby being a flake. But I love him, and I know how hard he works. Being a full-time employee at Lincoln Media while navigating the New York City traffic daily is no easy task.
I check the time on my phone. “He should be here any minute.”
She nods but remains silent. 
He’s probably running a few minutes late⸺he always is. I made the reservation for eight o'clock to make it easier on him. He stays late at work to impress the CEO because he wants a promotion. He told me he needs to fulfill extra duties until he gets the job. However, a very small part of me hoped he would’ve made an exception for my birthday.
“Come sit while you wait,” Summer offers, lifting a side of the cream throw blanket. 
Our favorite movie, Love Actually, is on. I can’t say no; it’s better than staring at the door. I move toward the sofa, take a seat, and lay the throw blanket on my lap. My phone is in my hand, waiting for Bobby to text me, saying he’s outside.
He won’t knock on our door, or come inside; he says he doesn’t like spending time at my place because I have roommates. But I haven’t told them, because how could I? It would give them even more reason to hate him. I know Bobby hasn’t been the best boyfriend in their eyes. It’s starting to irritate me too, but I’m sure it’s just a rough patch. All relationships go through them. Well, that’s what I tell myself.
The emotional moment in the movie comes, and my chest aches. It’s a scene that reminds me love isn’t easy, or always reciprocated, but can still be beautiful in its own way. “To me, you are perfect.” I sigh, sinking farther into the soft fabric of the sofa. I’m a hopeless romantic, obsessed with love. I adore this feeling, and I want to experience it in my own life. Even if Bobby has said he loves me, he’s never the one to initiate it. When I say, “I love you,” he says, “Me too.”
Some people show affection in different ways, and I guess that’s not his style. And that’s okay. I imagine us getting engaged, married, and having kids. I just need to wait a little longer for him to see I’m mature and ready. My parents don’t show a lot of affection to each other either; no hand holding, no PDA, so I don’t expect our relationship to be any different.
The movie ends, and I hold back the tears in my eyes so they don’t ruin my makeup.
Blinking rapidly, I look for my phone that’s slipped off the sofa and landed on the floor. I grab it and realize it’s been half an hour. Our reservation is for…now, and if we are more than ten minutes late, they will give the table away. With a sense of unease, I pick up the phone and dial him. His phone doesn’t ring; it goes straight to voicemail. 
My heart feels like it’s shrinking. Where is he? A moment later, my phone chimes. 


Bobby: Sorry, I’m in a meeting. I won’t be able to come to dinner. Celebrate with your friends. 



I stare at my phone, as my chest grows tight, restricting my breathing. But it’s my birthday…Surely, his boss doesn’t require him to stay this late. He wouldn’t have chosen this. No, there's no way. I type a quick response, hoping to change his mind.


Me: Really? It’s my birthday. I told you I’ll drive and we can just go for an hour. 


Bobby: No, I can't. I have a long night ahead of me. I’ve told you my job comes first. This is important to me. 


Me: And I’m not important to you? 




I lower my head and sag into the back of the sofa, feeling suddenly nauseous. 
“He’s not coming?” Summer asks in a clipped tone. I forgot for a moment she was beside me. Her hand touches my arm, and I wince. Pulling her hand away, she lifts the blanket off her, revealing her comfy green sweats.  “He’s such a dick. But fuck it. It’s your birthday.”
I tilt my head and look at her in confusion.
“I’m going to go with you! I’ll text Nova, and she can meet us after dinner.”
My mouth falls open slightly, heart swelling with gratitude. 
“Sounds good,” I say, pulling myself together. 
Having fun with my friends, even if for a few hours, might be all I need. Summer runs to her room, and there's a lot of banging around. When my phone chimes again, my breath hitches. I read the new message.


Bobby: You are. I’ll make it up to you next week. 




The cloud of disappointment lifts slightly as Summer walks into the kitchen, grabbing her keys and winking. “Let's go, birthday girl.”
Her dark blue jeans and black long-sleeve top hug her curves perfectly. With her brown hair wavy and parted to the side, she doesn’t have any makeup on except for mascara. Naturally flushed cheeks from rushing around the room show off her natural beauty. 
Bobby's favorite kind. 
He always says he wishes I didn’t wear so much makeup. I have reduced the amount I wear since we began our relationship, but he always looks at me funny if I go bold with my lipstick or draw too much attention to my eyes with a wing liner...but I love makeup. I can be creative with it and that makes me feel good.
“You don’t need all this makeup,” he would say, and most of the time I take it as a compliment. Maybe if I was more like her…No. I can’t do this tonight. I don’t need to compare myself to anyone. 
I get up and follow her to the kitchen, determined to have a good night. My best friends, Nova and Summer, are more than enough. 
As I swallow the lump of pain, I hear Summer say, “There are some promises you shouldn’t make.”
I feel a little piece of me break inside at her words. Because what can I say other than, “I know.”
“Nothing a glass of wine or three can’t fix.” She winks, making me laugh as she loops her arm through mine, and even though I’m taller at five-nine, compared to her five foot frame, I lean into her. 
“Thanks.”
Just then, my phone rings. Bobby’s name flashes across the screen, and I stare at it. 
“Is that him?” Summer asks.
I nod, hoping he has changed his mind.
I quickly hit the answer button, ready to say hello, when I hear a female’s voice.
“I thought you were busy tonight…” a sweet, unfamiliar female voice speaks. 
My heart races as I sit up, press the speaker button, and lower the phone to the table between us. Neither of us makes a sound. I’m even holding my breath, waiting to hear his reply.
“I’m not,” Bobby replies.
“Mmhmm,” she purrs.
“I was supposed to have dinner with Chelsea,” Bobby explains.
“Then what happened?”
“She said it was her birthday.”
“I thought you said you two weren’t serious.”
“We aren’t. She’s deluded. My parents were trying to force it.”
Stomach sinking, my hand covers my mouth, and the backs of my eyes sting from his words. Asshole.
“So we’re good?”
“Of course, baby.”
He never called me anything other than Chelsea…
“Good, because I don’t share.”
“I love⸺” Summer hits the end call button, and we sit in silence. Neither of us knows what to say. We both heard Bobby flirting with someone else. He said we weren't serious, and yet with her, he was about to say words I’ve been desperate to hear.
I’m trying to get out of my head, but I can't help but hear his words on repeat.
“What a dickhead,” Summer snaps.
I’m unable to move for a moment, shocked. My eyes still stare at the phone as tears run down my face, but I’m not sad, I'm humiliated. 
Have you felt the walls close in when everyone stares at you, feeling sorry for you? That’s how I’m feeling. I just want to run and hide.
I deserve it. People warned me. Family, friends, even co-corkers. 
Summer pushes my hair out of my face, wiping away tears, offering to go over there and tell him off. “He’s a dick. I’m going to kill that cheating bastard.”
“He’s not worth it,” I say in a broken whisper.
“You’re going to be fine,” Summer says.
My head tilts to her. I find her eyes dull and sad. “I know, I just wish I hadn’t wasted so much time.”
“Don’t waste your time wishing you could change the past,” Summer says, walking me to the sofa.
“I know. Still wish I could, though.” I drop my chin and type a quick text, my fingers trembling with anger and heartbreak. 


Me: You lying, cheating bastard. We’re done. Don’t fucking ever contact me again.




Sitting down, I pull the cream blanket over me and think about how I ignored his horrible behavior because I was scared that if I was alone, I’d never find someone again. And being alone terrifies me, because then I’ll never get married or have children like I so desperately want. 
I’m getting older, and Bobby would remind me of that constantly. As if I needed to be told exactly why I needed him. He played on what I wanted the most, only to end up hurting me.
I’m more angry and upset at myself that I let him treat me this way. But it wasn’t like this at the beginning. He was sweet and charming. It started as a gentle comment about what to wear when we went to dinner, or how beautiful I was with less makeup, or how smart I looked in corporate clothes. I heard compliments, but now I can see how he was just trying to control me. In the more recent months, he turned it up, making me fear my life without him. 
“You’re going to get through this,” Summer says in a soothing tone, wrapping her arms around me.
“I know I will,” I whisper through the tears rolling down my cheeks.
Unfortunately, I still replay every word he said in my mind for the rest of the night.






  
  Chapter 2

Evan


There are no weekends at my newspaper company, The New York Press. I’m in my office, approving the breaking news about the new Royal wedding scandal involving the princess and her bodyguard. 
All hands are on deck for this story. Normally, Shyla handles all the work-related articles, but I haven’t had a major scandal like this in years, so I’m taking the lead on this one. 
I’ve been at work since four a.m., and I’ll be here until I head to my brother Oliver’s for poker at seven.
I stare down at the article that needs finalizing in the next two minutes so it can go to print on time.
As I examine the picture and the article, I immediately hate the layout. The picture isn’t right; it seems blurry, and their faces need to be clearer.
I pick up my phone and dial my personal assistant, Gabby. She worked with my dad before I took total ownership of the company five years ago. Whenever I’m here, she comes into work, although she doesn’t have to. I give her a nice bonus every year as a thanks. I appreciate her long hours and dedication to help me. 
“Hi, Mr. Lincoln.”
“Gabby, can you call the photographer and editors? I need whoever's in up here now.”
“Sure, Mr. Lincoln.”
Hanging up, I lower my hands, resting them on either side of the paper. After another long inspection, I come to the conclusion that it’s definitely the wrong picture.
A moment later, there’s a knock at my door.
“Come in,” I say with urgency.
My head lifts, and I stand straighter when I see the photographer Bobby and new photographer Callum. 
“Come look at the article that will go to print. Tell me what's wrong with it,” I say.
They walk briskly to me, their eyes cast down to the papers sprawled on my wooden desk.
“It looks fine to me, Mr. Lincoln,” Bobby replies, standing back from the article, arms crossed over his chest.
Callum mumbles how he thinks it’s fine too, but he’s a new hire, so he naturally agrees with his colleague.
I grind my teeth as my eyes roll inside my head, my frustration mounting. “Bobby, ‘fine’ isn’t good enough. Do you have another image we could use?” I ask, my voice tight and strained.
Bobby runs his hand through his short brown hair, clearly deep in thought.
“We don’t have time to think. This article needs to go to print now,” I bark, losing my patience. He wants a promotion to photo editor. This position would give him more creative control, responsibility, and the opportunity to change the layout of the newspaper. But this article is proof he’s not ready yet. Why did I have to point out the blurry image? He should have been all over it. He doesn’t push himself beyond what's necessary. I’m looking for staff who push their limits. I’m here now because I did that very thing. I worked overtime for my dad for years, learned every department, and came up with new ideas to help grow the company. 
It’s Callum who speaks. “We do.”
My eyebrows furrow and then release as I focus my attention on the new guy. “Can I see them?” 
“Sure,” he says in a higher-pitched voice, avoiding my gaze. Clearing his throat, he reaches into his suit pocket for his phone but clumsily drops it. Shaking out his hand, he quickly bends down to scoop it up, tapping the screen as he stands.
“I can run down and email them to you,” Bobby offers, but he’s already stepping backward toward the door.
“I have them in a drive folder. I can share them with you from my phone,” Callum says, as his fingers move with urgency, still avoiding eye contact.
Callum moves to stand next to me, a bead of sweat sitting on his brow. He angles his phone so I can see his screen, which by some miracle isn’t cracked from the hard floor. When he taps to open the folder, Bobby stays silent in the background.
“Here they all are,” Callum says, keeping his eyes firmly on his phone screen as he scrolls quickly through the images for me to see.
There are a lot of images, which means I need a closer look, so I hold out my hand.
He hands his phone over, and I scroll through the mountain of photos until one captures my eye. The princess has her hands on her bodyguard’s chest, looking up at him with desire, their bodies pressed together, his hands resting firmly on her waist, with their lips almost touching.
“How quickly can you edit this?” I ask, looking up at Callum as my thumb hovers over the photo on the screen.
Callum turns to look at Bobby, his hand scratching the base of his neck, and I feel my blood start to boil. 
“I don’t⸺” Bobby starts.
My nostrils flare as I cut him off, anticipating his crap excuse. “You know what? Just go, edit it quickly, and send it over.” Extending the phone out to Callum, he looks as though he’s seen a ghost.
Bobby drops his chin to his chest, as Callum takes his phone, and they leave my office without another word. I sit in my office chair, rubbing my brow to ward off a headache and get back to the article, knowing the new image will make this better.
I give them ten minutes before I am down on their floor. It’s already been too long. As I step out of the elevators, my body turns to stone. Bobby is at Shyla⸺the editor-in-chief, and my right-hand woman's desk, talking. You've got to be fucking kidding me.
I’m practically shaking with how angry I am. 
“Bobby. What are you doing?” I sneer.
He stands abruptly and swivels around, face paling at the sight of me. He wasn’t expecting me. Good.
“Uh. I needed to talk to Shyla about the article,” he rushes out, taking another step away from Shyla’s desk.
“About?” I ask. I don’t pay him to talk or distract my other employees.
She’s not involved in this article—I am. But I don’t need him to clarify because I heard their conversation, Who would want her? She won’t find anyone better than me… which was nothing about work. He thinks I’m fucking stupid, and it only adds to my growing rage.
Those words remind me of my past and why I feel so unworthy of the good things that come my way. Is this the way my ex, Connie, spoke about me behind my back? Was I some fucking joke to her?
Was she laughing with the guy she was fucking behind my back, saying I won’t find any better? 
“Her opinion on the image,” Bobby says, pulling me out of my past and back to the here and now. 
My temple throbs as the headache slowly turns to a migraine. For fuck’s sake, I don’t need her approval to change the image. I’m the fucking CEO. What I say goes. 
“You need to do what I asked you to do,” I say. Stepping so I’m standing so close to him, our shoes touch, and I breathe heavily into his face.
“I am, Mr. Lincoln,” he replies, his mouth trembling, as he takes another step back to give himself more space. 
Lies.
I curl my lips in disgust. “You’re meant to be editing, not talking.”
Opening his mouth to respond, his eyes reflect anger as he shakes his head. But before he can speak, a throat clears, drawing my attention to Callum.
“Here, Mr. Lincoln, it’s done,” he says, briefly meeting my gaze before turning to his computer screen and gesturing for me to come and take a look. 
“At least someone listens to me,” I grumble under my breath to Bobby, as I stride to Callum’s desk.
“I was working. I just needed to talk to Shyla,” Bobby adds, either trying to have the last word or to rile me up—I was unsure which he was going for. Either way, it nearly pushes me to the breaking point.
“She’s busy managing other articles. We don’t need her expertise for this Bobby.” My voice is loud, and everyone is silent; you could hear a pin drop.
Shyla looks at me with remorseful eyes. It’s not her fault Bobby can’t keep his dick in his pants. I need to get rid of this asshat. I just need to figure out how without him claiming unfair dismissal.
I force myself to concentrate on the task at hand so I can calm the fuck down, leaning over to see Callum’s work. As I take in the new image and what he’s been able to accomplish, the tightness in my shoulders melts away.
I slap the desk with a sharp thud. “Yes. This is better. Email this to me immediately. This is going to print now.”
“Yes, Mr. Lincoln,” Callum replies with a satisfied smile.
I step away from Callum, walk toward the elevators, noting that Bobby is back at his desk, doing God knows what. But right now I don’t care. I have a breaking story to get out.
In the elevator, I run through my issues with Bobby, wondering if I have enough to fire him. There’s something in my gut that says I need to do it before something big happens. I always find him “talking” to different women in the office. None of the women have filed a complaint against him. Does this mean he’s not bothering them? It’s probably just me. But my gut has never been wrong. 
The elevator doors open to my office floor. My space. At this hour, it will be beautiful watching the sunrise as this news breaks. I love uncovering the liars and cheaters of the world. Here is another example of it. This story is a two-sided scandal. Not only is the princess cheating with her bodyguard, but so is her soon-to-be husband, who is cheating on her with her cousin.
Most relationships are built on lies. This just validates my choice to never be in a relationship again.
My desk phone rings, and I answer it.
“Gabby?”
“Mr. Lincoln, Aria is on the line.”
Glancing at my watch, surprised my commercial real estate agent is working at this hour, I take a steeling breath and respond, “Thanks. Put her through.”
“Hello, Mr. Lincoln,” Aria drawls, her sickly-sweet tone causing a muscle in my jaw to tick. “I wanted to give you an update on the property.”
“Hmm,” I grunt, surveying the small room that will soon be my old office. I don’t know how my dad managed to work here for so long. It’s cramped, barely fitting a desk and some storage. I’m planning to add an oval table for meetings and create a home-away-from-home vibe, complete with a bathroom, bookshelves, gym, and even a kitchen. But this small office will be Shyla’s. She needs her own space to work without distractions, especially now that I’m relying on her more and giving her additional responsibilities, like overseeing and approving articles. I need more time to focus on operations, finances, and overall business development. 
“It’s ready for a tour. Can you meet me on Thursday?”
If it wasn’t out of her job description, I’d send Gabby just to avoid Aria. But I can’t, so I need to suck it up and hope she can stop batting her eyelashes and keep her hands to herself just this one time. I’m not interested in anything other than finding the right spot for my new office.
I close my eyes and sigh. “Sure.”
“Great!” she exclaims, a spark of excitement in her voice. “This place is perfect.”
Her high-pitched voice pierces my eardrums. “If that’s all, I need to go. I have somewhere to be.”
“Okay, no problem. I’ll see you Thursday,” she replies.
I hang up and return to my computer, wiping my hand over my face before quickly getting back to work.
Within ten minutes, Gabby enters with a warm smile and a coffee from my favorite coffee shop, City Brew. Carrying my cold brew to the sofa that faces the window, I sit, sipping my drink as I watch the sunrise until my phone rings again. And then it continues ringing long after the scandal leaks. The rest of my workday is busy until I walk out and get in my car and drive over to Oliver's.
He opens the door to his Manhattan townhouse with a grin.
He’s a cocky bastard.
But I fucking love him.
Being the eldest of my brothers, I feel like I must look out for them. I stroll through his house, which is very different from mine. His counters are white marble, with dark wood cabinets and floors. Ancient cream rugs with faded patterns and rich textures add coziness to the space. The walls are covered with a collection of paintings, in a variety of colors and styles. He loves art, specifically floral paintings. 
We head to his dark, exposed brick den, where his gray oval-shaped poker table has a wine cabinet backdrop. Poker nights are almost never at my house because of my odd hours. I’m not always able to make it. Even though I try hard to. It’s my only outlet. Poker is purely for entertainment. The laughs, the competition, and the fun. It’s the only time I feel like I get to truly be myself. Because it’s with people I care about.
Entering the den, I’m hit with the scent of cigars. Our friends Richard and Lukas are smoking. 
“Only four of us tonight,” Oliver states when he sees me looking around the table.
“Should be easy to whip your ass, then,” I gloat.
Oliver snorts. “You wish, big bro. Sit your ass down and let me show you.”
“Boys, boys, boys. We all know who the true winner will be,” Richard adds.
“Let’s just start playing and then the rest can burn through their cash,” Lukas says.
These are our friends from high school. Richard recently got married and is expecting a child, but Lukas has been single for a year.
“Where’s Jeremy?” I ask Oliver, knowing Harvey would be working.
“Jeremy is out with Nova.”
Nova is Jeremy’s fiancée.
I nod and pick up my cards to begin. A butler sets a drink in front of me, and I quickly lift it to my lips, taking a sip as I unwind from the chaotic day. Generally, I avoid sharing personal things about my day because of my ex’s betrayal. I don’t want to be hurt again, so I keep my guard up. But Bobby’s words and the whole cheating scandal are playing heavily on my mind.
“I have a question for you all,” I say, taking another big sip of my drink and then add, “I have a photographer at work. He’s fucking sleazy. I need to fire him.”
Oliver’s eyebrows cinch together as he scowls. “You can’t get rid of someone just because you don’t like them.”
I blow out a breath and explain, “I know, but something tells me he’s no good, and if I don’t get rid of him soon, I’ll regret it.”
“I understand. But you can’t fire him without a reason. Have any of your staff complained? Or is he overly nice, but you view it as flirting?” Richard argues. He’s a successful real estate developer and one of the few people I trust who’s not family.
I slam my palm on the table, my eyes on Richard’s, the intensity of my frustration clear as I lean in, every word dripping with seriousness. “Nothing formal but, come on, he’s not just being a flirt. He’s harassing my employees. This could be a lawsuit on my hands.” 
“You just don’t trust anyone,” Oliver adds.
Everyone goes quiet. It’s like my ex is an elephant in the room, and I know it’s my fault because I won’t talk about what happened with Connie. But I’m still not ready; I’m still processing the pain and trying to protect myself from further emotional damage.
The woman cheated on me with a co-worker, and I only found out the day of our wedding. To say I was gutted would be an understatement. The humiliation I felt telling everyone the wedding was off was overwhelming. It was the hardest time in my life. I gave her everything. All of me. I loved her with my entire soul. I feel like I have been carrying an albatross with me. An albatross I can’t let go. I wish she’d have given me a reason. Maybe she didn’t find me attractive, or she fell out of love with me, or I wasn’t romantic enough or I couldn’t make her happy. It could be any one of those things, but I’ll never know. She never explained, and her deception and silence broke something inside me. A happiness replaced with darkness. I feel empty where love should be.
“Where’s Harvey tonight, Lukas?” Oliver asks, winking at me when my eyes flick to his. He’s got my back. Even though I never shared anything about the breakup, they stick up for me. I love my family. They are everything to me. 
“He’s in a meeting. With that businesswoman he’s obsessed with.” Lukas laughs.
Harvey is adamant he doesn’t care about this woman at all, but he sure has given her a lot of his spare time.  
“I fold,” Richard calls out. Throwing in his hand, he lets the cards drop onto the table as he grabs a handful of peanuts to eat.
“Come on.” Oliver tosses his cards too, losing his hand.
After today, I need to win. I’m confident I’m the best player at this table tonight. I stick to basics; they try fancy and high-stakes plays. Whereas I go for the obvious, and that is, not the trickiest play. And after an hour, I walk away with a win. 






  
  Chapter 3

Chelsea


I step into my apartment, tossing my purse onto the counter without a second thought, and head straight for the freezer. The stress of another painfully long day at the recruiting agency makes me crave comfort food. I open the freezer and grab a frozen pretzel, shoving it into the microwave. The work at the agency is mind-numbing, and although everyone is nice enough, the monotony drains me. Bobby never supported my dream of owning a Pilates studio, which is what I’m really passionate about, and why I work casually as a Pilates instructor too. He used to beg me to resign but, for some reason, I couldn’t. When he’d ask me how the talk with Colette⸺my boss⸺went, I lied and said, “She wasn’t in today, or she begged me to help out a little longer.” But he kept pushing because being a Pilates instructor isn’t the right job for a woman in a relationship. It’s just a silly “hobby” to him. He never viewed it as a real job. If I had my way, I would work in my own studio full-time. I’ve often wondered if I could manage without this second job, but the risk feels too big. If Nova was still our roommate, I might have considered it, but with her moving into her fiancé Jeremy’s place, Summer and I have to split the bills now, so it doesn’t seem wise. 
As I wait for the pretzel to heat up, my phone rings. I rummage through my bag and notice a stack of letters. On top is a note from Summer, saying Nova is coming over and we’re having Chinese for dinner. The girls have been checking in on me daily, worried I might go back to Bobby. I keep assuring them that’s not happening. 
The phone rings again, and I see a missed call and a text from Bobby. I ignore it, grabbing my food, letters, and phone before settling on the sofa. There’s no way I’m answering Bobby. He hasn’t given up since I ended things, calling and texting constantly, thinking we can fix our relationship. But how can we fix something broken by his cheating? Even Summer overheard it. All those late nights at work now seem like lies, and I can’t get past that. He never made me feel like a priority. Now he can sweat over what to do without me, because there’s no way I’m letting him back into my life.
I take a bite of the pretzel and glance at the letters. The first is a bill, but the second is a birthday card, and I open it. I gasp at the sight of a large check sitting inside of it. What’s this for? Grabbing my phone, I immediately call my mom.
“Hello?” my younger sister Anna answers. She lives with our parents in Connecticut while she’s in college studying psychology.
“Hey, Anna. It’s me.”
She laughs. “I know your voice, Chelse.”
I lean back, sinking into the sofa. “Yeah, habit, I guess. How's college?”
“Six more months, but who's counting?”
Her cheery voice lifts my spirits despite the heaviness of the day. 
“It will be worth it.” I sigh. She will get the job of her dreams while I come home every day miserable. It reminds me why I left Connecticut. I knew a Pilates studio would thrive in New York, so I headed off two years ago and never looked back. My parents gave me a loan to purchase my own studio, but after only a month in New York, I met Bobby. I haven’t used the money yet. And now, they’ve given me more? 
I didn’t open the studio because Bobby didn’t see it as a viable career for his future wife. I held out hope he’d understand how happy being an instructor makes me. But now, what was all that for? My stomach knots thinking about it, and I put the pretzel down, no longer hungry. 
“Are you okay?” Anna asks. She’s always had reservations about Bobby, psychoanalyzing him through her career lens. 
I sigh heavily. “As much as I can be.”
“This is a good thing, you’ll see.” Her optimism is refreshing. I hope time will help me feel the same.
“Is Mom there?” I ask.
“Yeah, she’s just coming in from helping Dad in the garden. Hang on, I’ll get her.” She puts the phone down, and I hear her yell, “Mom, Chelsea is on the phone for you.”
I smile for the first time today, ignoring the sharp twinge in my chest, imagining her calling out to Mom from the porch, making me miss home even more. Nothing compares to the peace I feel there. But Connecticut isn’t my forever place. The last time I went home, I was six months into dating Bobby. Alone, as usual. There were so many red flags in our relationship, yet I ignored them, blinded by the idea of love.
“Hi, darling,” Mom says, slightly out of breath as she answers the phone.
“Hey, Mom.”
“I was going to call you soon.” She’s been calling every night to see how I’m doing, offering to drive out, but I insisted she didn’t since I’d be working every day. 
“I beat you to it.”
“And how are you doing today?” she asks, her tone laced with concern.
“Well, alright,” I say, not wanting to waste energy on Bobby. “I called to thank you for the birthday card, but you put a check in by mistake.”
Her hearty laugh bubbles down the line. “It wasn’t a mistake, darling. It’s to encourage you to open the studio.”
I touch the check, still in disbelief. “This is a lot of money.”
I stare at the one hundred thousand dollars as if I am seeing an extra zero, but every time I glance down, it’s there.
“It’s from your grandparents. They wanted us to look out for you.”
Clutching the phone, I swallow past the pain in the back of my throat. “You and Dad should enjoy it.”
They could go on more holidays together, buy a different house, anything but give this to me.
“We do, but we don’t need that much to be happy.”
I pull the elastic from my ponytail, my hand raking through my hair as I try to ease the tension that has shifted from my throat to my head. “I don’t know about a studio.”
“It might be a good distraction. And darling, you hate the assistant job.”
The sound of wind through the phone has me picturing her now sitting on the porch, in one of the chairs, looking out into their picturesque garden. It’s my dad’s pride and joy.
“I do hate it.” Bobby found it and begged I apply, saying “his wife needed a stable job.” He knew my weakness for marriage, and he fucking played on it. Whenever I considered leaving him, he’d make comments about how he’d looked at rings or how he’d dreamt of a rooftop wedding, all to keep me from walking away. He manipulated my desires and fears, using them to control and keep me in the relationship.
“Only you can turn your life around,” she says softly.
Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and say, “It’s just a big risk.”
“Do you need more money to survive until it’s up and running? I’ll send you more.”
Tears prick at the back of my eyes, but I hold them back. “No, you’ve given me more than enough.”
“Then what is it?”
It’s funny how much my mother knows I’m holding back, even from miles away. 
I sigh a heavy breath and reopen my eyes. “I’m scared to fail. I don’t have a clue about how to run a business.”
“You won’t know if you don’t try,” she says.
I hold the check, staring at it again.
“This will give you a new focus,” she adds, sensing I need more encouragement.
“And you think I can do it?” I whisper.
“Yes!” she shrieks. “You are a Macfarlane. It’s in your blood.”
“What if I can’t get clients?”
“You will, but you can always sell it and come back home and figure out your next move.”
I sit up straight, feeling my pulse rise with possibilities. “I have no idea where to start.”
“First, quit that miserable job. Then, go look at some spaces.”
I wish I could match her enthusiasm. “I don’t know…”
“Do you want me to come out and look at a few places with you?”
“No, I need to do this on my own. But I’ll definitely have you out here for the grand opening.”
“We wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
And I know she means my dad and Anna too.
I bite the inside of my cheek. “Do you really think I can be a good boss?”
“Yes. And stop overthinking. This is your time to follow what you went to New York for.”
“I think you’re right.” New determination fills me; it feels like a rush of adrenaline. I’m finally ready to fulfill my dream, only two years late.
“I know I’m right. I’m so excited for you. Send me lots of photos.”
“Don’t forget to organize Anna’s surprise graduation dinner.”
“Yes, I’m planning it this week. You’ll be able to make it, right?”
“Of course, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
At least now I don’t have to dread arguing with Bobby about him coming. We had yet to meet each other's families. It wasn’t through lack of trying on my end.
Mom and I chat about our ideas for Anna’s dinner, and when I get off the phone, I pick up my food and eat it cold. Then I start searching for potential studio places, excitement bubbling within me as I wait for Summer and Nova to get here to celebrate.






  
  Chapter 4

Chelsea


“So how many viewings do you have?” Summer asks from beside me. Her and Nova came with me today to inspect some potential locations for my new pilates studio. 
“Six, but they aren’t far from each other,” I tell them both, wondering if I should have elaborated before now. 
“That’s okay, we’re excited to go on this adventure with you,” Nova sing-songs.
I peer in the rearview mirror at her wearing a genuine smile as she looks out the window.
“Pull up anywhere here,” Summer says pointing on the left, reading what I can see on the GPS. 
I park the car and climb out with my heart beating wildly in my chest. We all stand on the sidewalk, gaping up at the beautifully aged New York building. 
Mitchell⸺the agent showing the listing⸺will be joining us here soon.
“This is huge,” Summer says, taking the words right out of my mouth. 
The street is busy with people walking by and I’m having to get out of their way.
“Come over here and I’ll call⸺” I start, but I’m cut off by his voice. 
“Chelsea?” Mitchell calls out. He walks toward us, wearing a nice navy suit. He seems young for an agent...maybe early twenties? Stopping short in front of me, he smiles and holds out his hand. “I’m Mitchell. It’s nice to meet you in person.”
I slip my hand into his and shake it. “Hi, Mitchell. Nice to meet you.” Pulling my hand out of his grip, I point beside me to the girls. “These are my friends, Summer and Nova.”
“Nice to meet you, too,” he says, stepping over to them and shaking their hands too. Then he returns his focus to me. “Are we ready to find you the perfect property?”
“Yes, please.” 
“Okay, good. So this building here…” he starts to say, pointing to the one we’re standing in front of, “…is the first one. Follow me.” With a nod to us, he walks to the entrance. 
The girls are mouthing behind his back, emphasizing how hot he is. They’re pretending to fan their faces, and I shake my head but roll my lips to contain a laugh. I hope they don’t get caught. I’d be mortified if he saw them obsessing over him. He’s nice enough, but I’m not here to date; I’m here to find a property. This is all about the new Chelsea. 
He opens the door, and we walk inside as he explains about the history of the property. As we look around getting a tour, I snap photos and write some thoughts down in my notes app in my phone. Including things I like and dislike. Even ideas of how to transform the spot with more ideas the girls point out. 
We leave that space after thirty-five minutes, and I don’t give him clues as to whether I will go ahead with it or not. I’ve only seen one so far and after my conversation with my mom, I want to make sure I do this for me. I’m going to trust my instincts and get the right studio space. That means exploring all my options. 
“The next one is right next door,” Mitchell announces, striding to the entrance next door.
We follow along and explore the second space, doing the same things as the previous⸺taking photos and notes. I prefer the first one to this one, so with less questions, we are out after twenty minutes.
When we exit the building and stand on the sidewalk, the girls and I are ready to head to the next location.
“Let’s grab a coffee after the next so we can debrief,” he suggests, looking directly at me and sounding hopeful. 
“Sure. I can’t say no to a vanilla latte,” I say with a tight smile. Caffeine sounds good right now. After only two, my head is beginning to pound, and I’m ready to sit down for a break; I suspect today is going to be a really long day.
He shows us through a third property before he takes us to a cute coffee shop, the perfect location for a pit stop to refuel.
We all order the same⸺vanilla lattes. Sitting down at a table together, he asks me what I thought about the first three. So I explain to him that, so far, the first one is more my style, with the fact it’s more of an open concept. The second is too small, with too many rooms, and the third doesn’t have enough natural light where the studio is. Only a portion of the room gets great light. A part of me worries I’m being too picky, but I refuse to settle. I’ve spent the last few years doing that, and now I’m determined to get exactly what I want. 
I plan to hand in my resignation at the firm and finish up within two weeks, as per my contract. I try not to let my mind wander about how long I can last with just Pilates if it takes too long to find the right studio location. But I can’t afford any mistakes. I can do this. I just need to trust myself and more so my gut. It won’t steer me wrong.
Mitchell explains where the next location is, and I tell him I’ll drive there because it’s too long of a walk for Nova. She was in a car accident over a year ago, which resulted in her getting a fractured pelvis and internal bleeding. Since then, she hasn’t been able to walk as much as she used to.
The next two are pretty close to each other, but they’re in areas where I wouldn’t feel safe running late-night classes.
My pulse pounds in my temple, and I’m starting to get nauseas. “I think we should break. I need to eat. I’m fading fast.” 
“Same.” Summer sighs.
“Me too,” Nova says.
“We could have lunch⸺” Mitchell starts. 
I wince and swallow the lump that’s formed at his insinuation. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to grab lunch with my friends,” I say, hoping he takes the hint.
His eyes widen and he clears his throat. “Sure thing. Let’s meet at the next spot at two. Will that give you enough time?”
His response has me relieved. “That would be great, thanks.”
He nods, a small smile on his face as he walks away.
“I think he has a soft spot for you.” Summer elbows me as she slips beside me, pulling my attention to her. 
My eyes flick to Nova, who is rolling her lips to hold back a laugh.
“No chance. I’m not interested in anything but my business.”
“Summer is only playing. We know you’re still hurting,” Nova says.
It’s all still raw, but it’s not as bad as I thought it would be. I worry what that says about me. Shouldn’t I still be crying over the breakup?
“Let’s go have lunch,” I say, ready to walk down the street to find something.
“My hip needs a rest. I’ll wait over there,” Nova says as she points to the nearby park bench.
“Of course. Summer, could you please help Nova, and I’ll grab us all some food.”
“I’ll be fine on my own.” Nova waves us off.
“No. You’re not sitting at the park on your own,” I say. “Summer, stay with Nova.”
Summer winks at me and loops her arm with Nova’s.
Nova is mouthing off at how we’re being ridiculous. But as they walk off, I pause, watching as Nova limps slightly. I’ll have to offer to drive her home after lunch. I’m grateful for her support and really appreciate the girls coming out today. But I’d hate to push Nova too far. 
I walk over to a sandwich shop and enter. Inside, I move to the menu and can’t help but recognize the voice at the counter ordering. Deep, yet raspy and soothing.
I can’t believe my eyes when I see Evan, Nova’s brother-in-law. My breath catches, horrified. You’ve got to be kidding me. 
I’ve only met him briefly once; it was over a year ago now, at his parents’ place, when Bobby canceled our date. Evan found me crying outside and asked if I was okay. Instead of answering with words, I stepped forward and cried into his chest. After the initial shock, he wrapped his arms around me. I quickly realized what I was doing and got so embarrassed, rushing off before he could say a word. 
Thankfully, I haven’t had to face him since. And I really don’t want to now…
I shrink behind the woman in front of me, which is silly, because I’m five-nine and she looks to be five feet. I still hope he doesn’t recognize me. 
As he stands with his back to me, I can’t help but take in how impeccably dressed he is in a creaseless dark gray suit, crisp white shirt, tie, and shiny designer shoes, which makes me internally groan. He stands out, looking every bit the powerful man he is.
Why did he have to show up now, without Summer and Nova as a buffer?
I keep my chin down and gaze on my comfy activewear set, which I just realized are covered in stains. 
Crap.
He’ll keep walking because he’s probably forgotten what I look like. 
But when his shoes appear in front of me, I recognize him by his familiar, rich, spicy scent, making my nostrils flare as I take in his distinctive smell. I slowly straighten, but I freeze as I look up at him, seeing he’s wearing a smug smirk.
Double crap.
I stare blankly at him for a few seconds as my face heats. He knows exactly what I was trying to do. 
“Hello, Chelsea,” he says in a gritty voice. 
“Hi, Evan.”
“No hug for me today?” he asks, teasing.
“Oh my God,” I wince, cringing at the memory. “I still can’t believe I did that. I’m never going to live it down, am I?”
“Absolutely not,” he says with a grin. “But it’s not every day I get to have a beautiful woman in my arms.” His eyes double in size, locking me in place. The air leaves my lungs in a silent whoosh at his words.
“Definitely not beautiful today. You always catch me at my worst,” I mumble, flustered, looking down at my trainers before meeting his piercing gaze.
“I’ll try better next time.” 
I don’t reply because the line is moving, and there’s only the woman in front of me. I haven’t even looked at the menu, too preoccupied with Evan. He’s just so easy to talk to, and I don’t want it to end yet, so I blurt out, “Did you order a sandwich?” 
A playful smirk tugs at the corner of his mouth. “Well, that’s usually what you do at a sandwich shop, right?”
“I know, I’m just trying to get your recommendation,” I tease.
“Hmm, let me think,” he says, leaning in slightly as if sharing a secret. “It’s a sandwich shop…they offer sandwiches.”
Laughing lightly, I roll my eyes at his deadpan delivery. “Seems popular,” I counter, pretending to be unimpressed, but fully aware of the butterflies dancing in my stomach. “Is it always this busy?”
“Pretty much,” he says, his tone softening as he holds my gaze a second longer than necessary.
Just then, they call out his order number. He hesitates, as if torn between grabbing his food
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