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Author’s Note
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Hi love.

If you’re reading this, it means you once found heartbreak express on Wattpad... and you chose to return to it in a new form. That means more to me than you know.

This story was written during a season where I was still learning about love, about loss, about healing, and about myself as a writer. when it was shortlisted for the Wattys, it felt like a quiet miracle. when readers continued to find it long after, it felt like something even bigger.

This Author’s Edition is the version I always imagined in my head, a little fuller, a little deeper, a little more complete. you’ll find enhanced scenes, additional moments, his POV, and a legacy epilogue that shows what became of them years later.

Thank you for supporting my writing in this way. It allows me to keep creating, keep building new worlds, and keep telling stories that mean something to me.

I hope this version feels like coming home.

All my love,
Rayneaissance
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Prologue
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"Mrs. Mason, you look really beautiful," came a sweet, slightly sassy voice from behind me. It was none other than my ride-or-die, Natasha Airen now Malkovic.

"Babe, you look amazing!" she exclaimed as I glanced at her reflection in the mirror she was glowing in her lilac bridesmaid dress, her small baby bump proudly visible.

"Natty, baby, look at you! You're glowing. Oh my God, that bump," I said, stepping toward her. My hair was styled half-up, half-down, woven with tiny white flowers. My wedding dress, the one I'd waited months to wear, was finally on me. I walked to her barefoot and embraced her.

"How long has it been, babe? How are you feeling?" I asked, pulling away and placing my hand gently on her belly.

"Hello there, little—"

"Boy," she interrupted, her eyes sparkling. "The doctor told me yesterday. You wouldn't believe how thrilled Asher was when I told him he's having a boy, I'm five months along now, I feel amazing just a little heavy when I walk."

"Natty, oh my God, I'm so happy for you," I said, overcome with joy.

"You'll feel it soon too, Bella. Just get that last name, and by tomorrow you'll be in the Maldives cooking my son's future best friend," she teased.

I squinted at her. "No, I mean... I haven't even said my vows, and you're already talking about cooking babies? Please."

"Oh, Bella. You're so beautiful and Damien is insanely good-looking, I mean, hello? A hot CEO? You're lucky, baby, your future kid's going to be ridiculously attractive with you two as parents."

Then Asher entered. "Bella, congratulations on your wedding, we're so thrilled to be here I was worried Natasha and I wouldn't be able to come with the bump."

She swatted her husband's chest. "I'm not that fragile, just dealing with your son's all-day cravings."

The both of them laughed, just this sight alone made me think how grateful I am to be alive, and Asher chimed in again, "Alright, Mrs. Malkovic." He checked his watch. "I think your next craving starts in... three minutes, darling. Shall we?"

"You're right," Natasha said, eyes lighting up. "I saw chocolate fondue at the table earlier... Bella, can I have some?"

"Of course. Go on, there's plenty you can finish them all if you'd like babe."

I hugged her again.

"I'll see you at the altar, I brought tissues already." She pulled one from her bag and waved. "Don't smudge your mascara darling, you look stunning." She waddled out, penguin-style, blowing me a kiss.

I smiled, caught for a moment in a memory...High school. How I'd promised myself I wouldn't lose my virginity to anyone but my husband. Yet I'd spent years gushing over hot boys in the hallway. Natty hated that but I stayed true to my word... I never dated anyone.

Until Damien.

One year ago, he entered my life. My Damien, my first love. I gave him what I'd vowed to save and I didn't regret it, I somehow knew he'd be my husband and I was right. Because today, I would no longer be Isabella Soléne Hart, I'd become Isabella Soléne Mason.

I sat back down at the vanity as Martha, my hairdresser, returned. "Ready for the final touch, Bella?" she asked, holding a tray filled with delicate white blossoms.

I nodded, and she began tucking them into my hair. "I've always dreamed of hair like yours long, thick, dark, wavy at the ends."

"Thank you," I said, smiling. "But it's a nightmare to wash, my arms get sore drying it, then I still have to blow-dry it."

She chuckled. "That's why they say beauty comes with pain, sweetheart."

The flowers were carefully tucked between the loose waves of my hair, delicate sprigs of baby's breath and pale ranunculus catching the sunlight like something out of a fairytale. 

My gown was everything I'd hoped for off-shoulder, laced with soft white petals, the train trailing behind like a whisper. 

I wanted a garden wedding, Rustic, simple in spirit but rich in meaning. Something elegant enough to impress Damien's colleagues and social circle, yet still intimate enough to feel like it belonged to just the two of us.

His family was there. Mr. and Mrs. Mason they had welcomed me with open arms, warm and dazzling in a way that made me feel chosen. I still remembered the first dinner Damien brought me to his family, the wine, the moment his mother grinned and said, "Finally, someone wants our son."

Meanwhile, my own parents... they weren't here to see their only daughter walk down the aisle in the wedding she'd once dreamed of. 

I lost them two years ago, gone in an instant in a plane crash during their flight back from their second honeymoon. 

They weren't even old, still full of plans. They'd wanted to have another child, to give me a sibling, a little brother or sister who never came to be.

I was in the middle of my university defence trial when it happened. One phone call and one breath that never came back. What followed was a year of silence, of aching grief and numb survival. I drifted through it like a ghost in my own body.

Natasha's wedding was the first time I'd truly tried to smile again. I remember standing by her side, telling myself I had to be okay for her, at least, just for one day. She was one of the few people who still tethered me to something warm. So I buried my grief deep enough to raise a toast and wear a bridesmaid dress with shaky grace.

And somewhere in that hollow space I lived in... Damien walked in.

I thought love had died with my parents. I thought the part of me capable of feeling joy had been thrown into the sea along with their ashes, but I was wrong. 

Damien taught me how to feel again how to love, he cared for me in ways I had forgotten I needed.

"You're done, Bella," Martha said softly, jolting me from my thoughts. She handed me a tissue. "Don't smudge your mascara on your wedding day, darling."

I hadn't realized I was crying. "Oh my God," I whispered between half-sobs.

"I'll get Jimmy for a quick touch-up," she said, and I nodded silently.

It was always like this when I thought of my parents raw, sudden, and then "Morning my love. Oh my God," came Damien's voice.

I turned. He stood in the doorway, already suited up, he looked really handsome in that white tuxedo, his hand over his mouth. "Baby, you look... oh God. Thank you. Thank you for giving me the honour to be your husband, thank you for being my wife."

I rose and walked toward him, the train of my gown fanning behind me like silk waves. "You're not supposed to be here yet, love... I wanted to surprise you." I tiptoed to kiss him, he kissed me back.

"I couldn't wait any longer, I needed to see you," he whispered. He looked me over, eyes shimmering. "You look..." His voice broke. "You look beautiful, my love."

A tear slid down his cheek I reached up and wiped it away.

“Aww, baby, don’t cry,” I murmured, holding his hand and guiding him to the vanity. I sat while he stood behind me, both of us staring at our reflection in the mirror.

“I love you, Damien Mason,” I whispered.

He kissed my cheek. “I love you too, Isabella Soléne Mason.”

I scoffed softly. “We haven’t even exchanged vows yet. I haven’t taken your last name legally.”

“Fuck legal,” he said, low and earnest. “You’re mine now. You’ll always be mine. You are Isabella Soléne Mason now and forever.”

He set his phone down on the vanity, caging me in with one hand while the other tilted my chin up. His kiss was slow, sure. “I can’t wait to be your husband.”

“And I can’t wait to be your wife,” I whispered.

His lips brushed my neck. “Your dimples... God, they make me fall in love all over again.”

I smiled at him through the mirror. “You’ve said that since our first date, baby.”

“And I’ll keep saying it,” he said. “Forever.”

Then a voice from behind his father. "Oh, Bella. You look amazing, darling. I'm so grateful you're becoming my daughter-in-law... Please take care of this beautiful lady, young man." he said to Damien.

Armand Mason, fit and handsome even in his sixties, salt-and-pepper hair styled with care and behind him, Missaeli Mason gasped. "Bella, darling... oh my God. You look stunning, your eyes... your hair... I can't... Oh, Lord, I want to cry."

Missaeli, sweet and warm, with the hands of a mother and the eyes of an artist. A renowned fashion appraiser. She'd always wanted me to model for her, and I had...I modelled for a living, but never aimed for fame I valued my privacy too much. Turned down major brands even Natasha said I was passing on stepping stones but I never wanted that kind of spotlight. With Missaeli though, I said yes.

"You look really beautiful, darling. I can't wait to see you at the altar."

Armand added with a warm pat to Damien's shoulder, "We'll leave you now darling, and oh, Damien, son, Mr. Labrev wants a word. Said he's flying back to Russia and can't stay long make sure you catch him before the ceremony."

I nodded. "It's alright,” I said to Damien who clearly didn’t want to go “I'm not even finished getting ready yet."

Damien pouted dramatically. "But I want more time with you."

"You'll have me 24/7 soon, babe. Now go meet Mr. Labrev."

He grinned. "One last kiss before you officially become Mrs. Mason."

He leaned in and kissed me deep and slow like it was already sealed when he pulled back, Missaeli let out a soft, sentimental sigh.

"See you soon, love," he whispered, blowing me one final kiss as he followed his parents out the door.

I turned back to the vanity, smiling. Until I noticed his phone, picked it up. "Babe—" but he was already gone. "Oh well..."

I placed it back where it was and adjusted my earrings, a buzzing sound. I hadn't brought my phone, so I looked around the buzzing continued. Damien's phone. Again, and again. "Probably work," I murmured. "I'll have Martha bring it to him."

But then I saw the screen. A message from Clara Roosevelt.

His assistant.

Clara Roosevelt: Damien, please.

Today was our wedding day why would she be messaging him? Is it work?

My hands trembled when I typed in his passcode. Our anniversary, "1112." Wrong. My birthday, "1402." Wrong. He had changed it... to his birthday. "0105." And it opened.

My fingers trembled as I tapped into the iMessage thread eight unread messages, and just like that, my world split wide open. The first thing I saw was a photo of two pregnancy tests. One digital and one manual, both showed positive.


Clara Roosevelt: "Pregnant."
Clara Roosevelt: "Damien, I'm pregnant."




The blood drained from my face. I scrolled, I don't even know why, I should've stopped but my thumb kept dragging, dragging me further into a nightmare I couldn't wake from.


Me: You better be ready in twenty minutes, Clara. My cock is itching to be inside you.



My heart dropped so hard it knocked the air out of my lungs. A video loaded. Her, in thin lace lingerie, breasts bare, biting her lip.

Come suck on it, baby. I know you love it.

I couldn't breathe. My chest caved in as if the walls around me had vanished, and I was falling. I kept scrolling, I couldn't stop. My body wouldn't let me.

And then I saw him, a video of Damien on our bed.

Clara, baby, I can't wait until tomorrow. I miss your pussy, and I'm here losing my damn mind.

He was fisting himself, moaning her name, and I felt the cruelty of it like a blade how easy it was for him to leave me in the shadows, to play me like a toy, to feed me lies with the same mouth that now worshipped her. My stomach twisted, my vision blurred.

I felt like I was going to throw up right there, in the middle of my own fucking wedding prep. My future, my heart, my faith in love ripped apart with every swipe of my fingers.

His phone slipped from my fingers, my knees buckled beneath the weight of my wedding dress, I collapsed in sobs as Martha and Jimmy rushed in. "Bella, oh my God darling!" I couldn't breathe. My chest heaved in violent spasms. "Bella, baby, breathe," Jimmy whispered.

Damien burst through the door. "Baby! Are you okay? I forgot my phone Mr. Labrev—" I couldn't speak, I handed him the phone unlocked with the video still on screen.

His face turned to stone. "Get out. Fucking get out," he barked at Martha and Jimmy.

They fled and he knelt beside me I smacked his hands away. "Don't fucking touch me." Not a scream just a hollow, cracked whisper. All I could do was breathe and break.

Damien remained frozen beside me, a storm of anger and shame raging in his eyes wild, desperate, and utterly uncontainable. 

I swallowed the scream lodged deep within my throat, each breath shallow, fracturing my heart into shards too sharp to bear.

"Why?" My voice barely rose above a fragile whisper, brittle and raw. "Today is our Wedding Day... Damien. In less than thirty minutes, I supposed to be your wife... and... why, Damien?"

He turned away, unable or unwilling to meet my gaze the silence between us stretched taut, suffocating, as if the very air conspired to crush me beneath its weight.

Outside the closed door, the faint murmur of wedding preparations continued unknowing laughter, beautiful music, footsteps echoing down the hall reminders of a celebration that now felt like a cruel mockery.

With trembling legs, I forced myself upright. The silk of my gown tugged at me like invisible chains, heavy and unforgiving. Body shook not only from shock, but from the raw, scorching fire of betrayal burning through every fibre of my being.

"Don't touch me," I whispered, stepping back, desperate for space, for air, for anything that could numb the ache. He reached for me once more an unspoken plea etched in his outstretched hand but I turned away, tears blurring the edges of my world until it dissolved into shadow and pain.

There was no future here. I gathered the fragments of my dignity and pride, smoothing my dress with hands that trembled. I couldn’t stay.

One last glance at Damien broken, shattered, and utterly lost and I stepped out.

The hallway was drenched in light, alive with smiles and the soft murmur of anticipation but I moved through it like a ghost, silent and invisible, consumed by the wildfire roaring inside me.

Natasha's eyes locked with mine first a flicker of joy shattered by confusion, then hardening into alarm. "Bella?" Her voice was a whisper, hesitant and searching as she stepped forward.

I shook my head, voice shaking but resolute. "I can't. Not today."

Her hand reached for mine, a tether I desperately wanted but couldn't grasp. I slipped away, tears trailing silently down my cheeks. "I'm sorry, Natty," I said softly. "I need... time."

Faces blurred past friends, family, their smiles sharp and unfamiliar like knives.

Barefoot, I stepped onto the garden path. The petals crunched beneath me. I didn't know where I was going, I had to go away.

His footsteps pounded behind me, frantic and uneven. "Bella! Wait... please, just listen!"

I halted, breath ragged, fists clenched so tight my nails bit into my skin.

He caught me, eyes wild and pleading. "I can explain. It's not what you think." 

I swallowed past the lump in my throat, voice low and trembling, "Not what I think? Damien, I watched you on our bed calling her name like I was a ghost. I'm not blind."

I started to walk again.

"Bella, wait!" His voice cracked, urgent. He closed the space between us, hand reaching out, breath uneven. "Please."

I turned slowly, the weight of betrayal pressing down like a suffocating fog. "Those messages," I said, voice sharp despite the tears, "the videos, the photos... What else will you lie about?"

His eyes flickered guilt, desperation, fear an exposed wound.

I swallowed hard, the words like glass in my throat. "Am I not enough for you, Damien? How long?" My voice cracked. "How long has it been, you and Clara? Sneaking behind my back? And now she's pregnant with your baby."

The silence that followed was instant and searing.

Natasha's gasp cut through it first. She stepped forward instinctively, protective as if her body knew to shield me even while growing life inside her own, one hand braced her belly the other gripped Asher's like a lifeline.

Asher's voice followed, low and lethal. "You cheated on Bella?" His eyes locked onto Damien with something that looked very close to disgust. "How could you do this? To her? To us?"

Damien's mouth opened useless.

Then smack.

Natasha's hand flew, sharp and savage, connecting with his cheek, loud enough the crowd gasped. His head snapped sideways, hand flying to the fresh welt, eyes wide with shame and disbelief.

"You broke my best friend's heart," she said, voice trembling, thick with rage. "On her fucking wedding day. You shattered her, you impregnated your fucking assistant, Damien!"

The word assistant hit like poison in the air.

Behind us, the sound of approaching footsteps ground against the stone path, Armand and Missaeli entered the garden.

Armand's face was a study in fury barely contained Missaeli's eyes flicked to Damien's phone, still clutched in his hand like the weapon it was. "Damien," Armand said, voice low, shaking with restrained fury. "What the hell have you done?"

Before Damien could respond, Missaeli lunged, she snatched the phone from his hand with surprising force, scrolling fast. Her breath caught audibly, the images, photos, videos, messages bared the full extent of her son's betrayal, pixel by pixel. "Oh my God," she whispered, voice cracking her knees gave way and she collapsed.

Armand caught her just before she hit the ground, the horror on his face matching hers as he looked down at what she'd seen, what I'd seen. Still holding her, he reached for the phone, stared down at it. His expression hardened into something jagged and merciless.

Then crack.

The slap that followed was louder, crueller. Armand's hand had never shaken, not even as he struck his only son across the face with all the weight of a father's disappointment.

Damien staggered back, stunned silent and nobody moved, nobody breathed. Even the wind stilled, and the garden knew that the wedding was over. "You've disgraced this family," Armand growled. "And worse, you destroyed her and your mother."

Damien stood speechless, shame flooding his face as the red imprint of his father's hand bloomed across his cheek.

I stood frozen, the weight of a thousand what-ifs crushing my ribs, then I looked at him. The man I gave everything to, my first love, my first and last heartbreak. "I'm sorry," I said softly and breaking. "I'm sorry I wasn't enough for you."

Then I turned, the train of my wedding dress whispered behind me like I was on a walk of shame, brushing across the petal-strewn aisle that was meant to carry me toward forever. 

Instead, it carried me away.

Natasha reached out, silent, hand finding mine. Her grip was tight, trembling. Protective. She didn't say a word.

Behind me, I heard Damien's voice cracked and desperate. "Bella, please..."

I didn't stop, didn't look back. There was nothing left to see.
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Chapter One
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Four months later.

I hadn't left the flat in three weeks.

The coffee mugs were fossilising on the counter. My wedding dress still hung in a garment bag like a ghost I didn't know how to bury. The mirror in the hallway was cracked from the night I threw a heel at it, a clean, brutal line down the centre, splitting my reflection in two.

Some days I forgot to eat, most days I just forgot to care.

The blinds stayed shut. I'd muted Natasha's messages weeks ago. Not because I stopped loving her, but because I didn't know how to be this version of myself in front of anyone.

Not even her, especially not her.

Over the past month, in the quiet spaces between the pain, I started looking. Not just at my reflection, but at exits. At somewhere, anywhere, people went when they were heartbroken enough to want to vanish. London kept showing up, romanticised in films, whispered in poetry, distant enough to feel like another planet.

I'd never been but I'd always thought it looked beautiful. Misty, honest and... far.

I couldn't breathe in New York anymore... every corner felt haunted. The streets carried echoes of a life that ended in one afternoon. The corner café where Damien proposed me, the boutique where Natasha helped me pick out shoes I'd never wear down the aisle, The subway entrance where he kissed my forehead and said forever.

I started hunting. Flats, jobs, a reason, a way out. I applied for things I didn't think I'd get, made plans I didn't believe in. And yesterday, I signed the lease, a tiny place in London and bought ticket to London. 

For tonight.

Missaeli texted me. 


Missaeli Mason: When you're ready, I'd love to see you, baby. No pressure.





And I wanted to. God, I did. But every time I pictured her face on that day, crumpling in horror, clutching my pain as if it were her own, I folded. I couldn't bear to see her love me through this... not when I didn't even love myself yet.

Then, this morning, Natasha's voice slipped through the cracks. Not a call she knew I wouldn't answer. Just a voicemail.


Bella... I know you haven't wanted me to visit. Or call. Or breathe near you these past four months, and I've tried to respect that, I really have. But... my son's coming. I'm in early labour and all I could think about was you holding me. You're one of my most important people, and I... I really hope you can make it. Please.



Her voice cracked on that last word, and so did I.

I cried like I hadn't in weeks, messy and hard. I missed her, I missed me. But I didn't want to bring my grief into her delivery room, didn't want my broken pieces staining something that should be full of light.

And yet... I listened to her message again, again and again, until my face was wet and I could barely breathe and my phone dropped from my hand.

And then quietly I moved, I got dressed. Brushed my hair, put on mascara for the first time since the wedding. It burned like hell, but I didn't cry it off.

Because Natasha was right... I couldn't be the girl I was, but I could still show up for the woman who never left me, even when I begged her to, even when I disappeared.

I stepped out of the flat for the last time, the air hit like glass. Sharp jabbed to my skin as I locked the door behind me, slipped the spare key under the cracked ceramic pot on my porch, let the wind take it, let time rot the walls, let the ghosts settle in and make themselves at home.

This place could keep its memories. I was done carrying them. This place was where I was when I lost my parents, also the place where I thought fairy tale and forever was real.

I'd already sold my car, quick, careless, barely checked the price. I didn't care if I got scammed it wasn't about money. It was about letting go and today was the last day I would walk New York's streets.

Natasha's voice had been a lifeline. Her labour, somehow, became mine too. I was birthing something different... not joy, but distance. Escape.

I told myself I'd be there for her, for the moment her son took his first breath. For the woman who had held mine when I couldn't breathe on my own. 

She didn't know I'd be leaving for good, but I swear I would tell her that this goodbye was permanent, that I've decided to start a new life somewhere new. "One goodbye," I whispered as I stepped into the cab, "and one first hello."

The cab smelled faintly of peppermint and old leather. The driver glanced at me in the rear-view, offering a polite smile I couldn't return. "Where to?" he asked.

I cleared my throat. "Lenox Hill Hospital. Please."

He gave a nod and pulled into traffic.

I sank back into the seat, my fingers curling around the fabric of my coat like it might hold me together. The city unfurled outside the window. Familiar streets, familiar corners, familiar ghosts. 

New York looked almost beautiful in winter. It done an awesome job pretending to be soft.

We passed the café. The bookstore where we picked out baby names on a dare. The bridge we kissed under when it rained like the world was baptising us and now, it was a graveyard of things we never got to become.

My phone buzzed in my lap.


Missaeli Mason: Bella, my love. I don't want to pressure you, but I wanted to tell you I think of you every day. If you ever want to talk, or just sit in silence with someone who still loves you, I'll be here. Always.




My heart twisted. She was still trying, still there. I blinked hard, swallowing the knot in my throat. I couldn't reply. I couldn't be her daughter again, not when the man who made me hers had destroyed me.

The screen hadn't even gone dark before it lit up again.

Damien Mason.

I stared at the name like it might catch fire, he was calling. I hit decline and immediately, a message popped up.


Damien Mason: Isabella... please. I know I'm the last person you want to hear from. I don't even know if this will reach you, but I just... I'm sorry. I've never stopped being sorry. I don't expect you to forgive me, I just wanted to say... I still think about you. Every day.




Damien Mason: If this is goodbye, please let me at least say it.





I stared at the words, my chest hollowing out. A part of me felt nothing another part wanted to scream. But all I did was press my head against the cold window and close my eyes, I didn't reply.

The cab turned onto the hospital street, the brick buildings growing clearer through the frost-smeared glass. People walked by bundled in scarves, carrying coffees and hope and lives that hadn't fallen apart.

And there I was, in the back seat, holding nothing but memories and a plane ticket I hadn't told anyone about yet.

"Here we are," the driver said gently.

I nodded, slipped a few bills into his hand, and murmured, "Keep the change."

My fingers curled around the door handle. One breath in, one last look at the skyline, the city that broke me and built me and broke me all over again and then I stepped out.

The hospital doors whooshed open with a sterile breath of air, washing over me like a cold slap of reality. Everything inside smelled like antiseptic and soft panic. Too clean to feel comforting, too white to feel warm.

I crossed the lobby with that quiet kind of urgency, the weight of this goodbye knotted low and tight in my gut, like my body already knew I wouldn't belong here much longer.

The woman at the front desk glanced up from her clipboard with a professional smile. "Can I help you?"

"I'm here to see Natasha Malkovic," I said, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. "She's in early labour. I'm... her best friend."

She typed quickly, nodded once. "Maternity wing, sixth floor. Elevator to your left."

"Thanks," I murmured, already moving.

I stepped into the lift, the doors whispered shut like a secret I didn't want to carry anymore and then my phone buzzed in my pocket I didn't want to look. But of course, I did.


Damien Mason: I know I don't deserve your words. Or your forgiveness. But I'm still here, hoping maybe someday you'll find it in you to say something. Anything.




Damien Mason: Bella, please. Let me see you. If this is really goodbye... let me at least see you smile. Let me believe I once made you happy, even if it was only for a moment.

Then another, the message kept coming.




Damien Mason: Bella, I know I hurt you. I know I cheated and you found out on our wedding day. God, I hate myself for that. Please, if there's anything I can do to bring you back to me... anything at all, tell me. I need you.



I stared at the screen, the glow casting pale light over a version of my life I no longer recognized. How dare he? how dare he reach for nostalgia like it was forgiveness, like it was currency he could spend to buy his way back into a heart he turned numb. He wanted to see me smile? Didn't he know that he'd already stolen every single one I had.

I didn't cry, I'm way too tired for it, I just slipped the phone back into my coat pocket. And then I inhaled deep, bracing, almost enough to fill the hollowness inside.

The elevator chimed. Sixth floor.

The ward was quiet. I followed the hallway until I found her room 602 the numbers swimming slightly in my vision. My hand paused on the doorframe, four months since I'd seen her, and yet, here she was, still waiting for me. 

I pushed the door open.

Natasha was propped up in bed, looking exhausted and radiant in that wild way only new mothers could. Her hair was a mess, her skin flushed, and her eyes, those warm, familiar eyes, widened the moment they found mine.

For a second, neither of us moved then her lips trembled. "Bella?"

My heart cracked wide open, a sob tore from my throat as I rushed forward, collapsing into her arms as gently as I could with the IVs and the wires and the fragile way she was holding herself.

"Natty," I choked. "I'm here. I'm sorry I'm late... I'm so sorry—"

She shook her head, tears already streaming down her cheeks. "No. No, don't be, you're here... That's all I wanted. I've missed you so much, Bells."

We clung to each other her in the bed, me half-curled against her, both of us sobbing like we'd lost the same thing and finally found each other again. My tears soaked into her hospital gown. Hers fell hot against my temple.

Asher stood beside the bed, his eyes glassy, one hand protectively on Natasha's shoulder, the other resting lightly over her IV as if he could somehow absorb her pain and joy all at once. He gave me a small, quiet nod a thank you without words.

Then there was a soft knock, and a nurse slipped in, smiling as she wheeled in a clear bassinet, the whole world shifted.

The tiny bundle inside was swaddled tightly, face pink and perfect and impossibly small.

Natasha sobbed again this time with joy and reached for him, then paused, her fingers trembling as she turned back to me. "Look at him, Bella," she whispered between tears. "Look at my son."

My throat closed as I stepped closer, hands over my mouth, eyes already burning again.

He was beautiful. A little miracle that made everything else, the grief, the silence, the distance, feel survivable for a moment.

"You did it," I whispered. "Natasha, babe, you really did it."

She gave a wet, trembling laugh. "We did it. You're here, you're still my person."

I leaned over the edge of the bassinet, blinking down at the baby. His tiny fist curled against his cheek, and I felt something I hadn't in months... hope.

The baby let out a soft, hiccupy sigh one of those tiny newborn sounds that felt too soft for the world and I pressed my knuckles to my lips to keep from falling apart again.

Natasha cradled him closer, her chin trembling as she looked down at the little bundle she had brought into the world. "His name..." she started, "His name is Brandon Isa Malkovic."

I blinked. "Isa?"

She looked up at me, her lashes spiked with tears, a trembling smile trying to form on her lips. "I picked your Isa... from Isabella."

My knees almost gave out. "You—" I gasped, the words catching in my throat. "You named him after me?"

She let out a tearful laugh, a messy, loving sob breaking through. "I hope you're okay with that."

"Natty," I whispered, a breathless sob punching through me. I looked at Asher, needing to make sense of it, needing to ground myself in someone who hadn't lived in my heartbreak these last four months.

Asher nodded, quiet and solemn beside her. "She insisted. She said our son had to carry her strength and yours."

That was it, I collapsed onto the edge of the bed, sobbing again deep, shaking, gut-wrenching sobs the kind that made you feel something was finally leaving your chest after nesting there too long. 

All the grief, all the isolation, all the silent pain that had buried me alive, it spilled out now in front of the two people who had always seen me, always loved me.

Natasha placed a shaky hand over mine. "I wanted a piece of you to live in him, even if you never came back... I wanted him to know who you were to me."

"God, Natty..." I choked. "You saved me without even knowing it."

She smiled through tears, brushing her thumb over the back of my hand. "You're my soul sister, Bella... There was never a world where you wouldn't be part of this."

I looked down at Brandon, sleeping now, tiny and unaware of the legacy in his name and I thought... Maybe I was meant to come back just for this. Just for this one goodbye that wouldn't break me.

The moment softened after that. I leaned into Natasha’s shoulder, and she let me, as if she already knew I needed the anchor. For a while, neither of us spoke. We just breathed slowly, shakily, our eyes red, swollen, and exhausted from crying.

I lifted my hand and brushed my fingers through her hair, a familiar, grounding motion. Then, before I could lose my nerve, I said it.

“Natty... I’m leaving New York.”

Her body went still. Slowly, she turned her head toward me, her eyes searching my face as if she might find the truth written somewhere other than my mouth.
“But...” Her voice cracked. “I just got you back. It’s been four months, babe.”
The sound of it four months made my chest cave in. I nodded, tears rising again, hot and relentless. “I know. God, I know the timing is cruel.” My voice shook. 

“But I can’t stay here, Natty. Everywhere I go, it’s him. Every street, every café, every stupid song playing through a shop window it’s all his ghost. I tried to live with it, but it’s been strangling me all over again.”

She blinked rapidly, as if sheer will might stop the tears.
“Where are you going?”
“London,” I whispered. Saying it out loud made it real terrifying and necessary all at once. “I’ve been planning it for months. I found a flat, applied for a couple of jobs. I just... I need a place that doesn’t carry his name in every damn echo.”

Her tears spilled then, but somehow she smiled too... soft, aching, proud and broken in the way only best friends could be. “I hate this,” she said quietly. “I really do. But I get it. You deserve peace, Bella.”

I pressed my forehead to hers, our tears meeting, warm and messy, like two rivers crossing mid-stream. “I’ll call,” I promised. “I’ll visit. I’ll come back when I’m stronger.”

She shook her head gently, her voice barely more than a breath. “You don’t have to be strong for me.” Her thumb brushed my cheek. “You just have to live. Really live, babe.”

Natasha cradled Brandon gently in her arms, eyes still glossy from all the tears we'd already spilled. I'd just barely stopped crying when her voice cracked the silence again, gentle and laced with something like dread. "When will you be leaving, Bells?"

I exhaled, the weight of it sitting on my chest like lead. "Tonight."

Her breath hitched, but she didn't interrupt. I kept going rambling, apologetic, wrecked. "I'm sorry I didn't tell you. God, I came back like a ghost just to say I'm leaving just to say goodbye and now I'm sitting here with your baby in your arms and I'm saying this instead and I..." My voice gave out. "I'm so sorry."

Natasha reached for me with her free hand, cupping my jaw with a tenderness only she could offer. Her thumb brushed a tear away before it could fall. "It's okay," she whispered. 

"It breaks me, I won't lie... but I won't be mad at you, Bells. I missed the you from before Damien broke you. I just..." She sniffled, a fierce little grin tugging at her lips. "I just hope he doesn't show up in any of my peripherals, or I swear I'll break his nose this time."

That pulled a laugh out of me, wet and cracked and real. We both laughed, even as our cheeks were still damp. 

I turned to the baby in her arms. Tiny, blinking, warm and new "I'm sorry I have to leave so soon, Isa," I whispered to him, brushing my finger lightly along his impossibly soft cheek. "But I'll come back for your hot mama... and your dad and of course, you."

Natasha let out a soft, watery giggle. "We'll visit you, babe. As soon as I figure out how to sleep again. Maybe in three months? Give me time to stop leaking milk everywhere and screaming at Asher for blinking too loudly."

Asher leaned in and kissed her temple gently. "We'll go to London, baby with our son. It's a promise."

Natasha smirked and turned to me. "Promise me you will let me dress Isa like a British royal baby for at least one outing."

"Of course, it's already in my plan, he will be the most handsome British royal baby," I laughed. "I want full godmother privileges. I mean it.”

"You're still his namesake," she said, smiling at me. "That means something." It did... It meant everything.

For a moment, we didn't say anything just sat there in the warm, newborn silence. Grief curled in the corners of my chest, but so did love. Not everything was broken and finally, I stood up. 

Natasha tightened her hold on my hand. "Come back when you're ready," she said quietly. "Not fixed, not perfect... just ready."

I nodded, tears welling again. "I will." Then looked one last time at Brandon Isa Malkovic, my little namesake, swaddled in love and I kissed Natasha's forehead.

“I love you.” I told Natty and then I walked toward the door.
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Sky was turning the soft kind of gold that only seemed to happen when you were about to leave something behind. I stood outside the hospital for a long moment, coat wrapped tight around me, heart pulled in too many directions.

I didn't bring a suitcase. No carry-on, no backup plan, just my coat, my passport, my broken heart stitched into the lining.

The cab pulled up with a quiet squeal of tires, and I climbed in, swallowing the lump in my throat like it was made of glass. "JFK," I said softly. "International terminal."

The driver nodded, and we pulled away from the curb.

I watched the hospital disappear in the rear-view mirror a box of sterile light where I had just met the tiniest person with the biggest name, and said goodbye to the only piece of home I still had left.

New York blurred past the windows like a memory I couldn't quite focus on anymore. The skyline, the crowds, the places I used to love, they looked smaller now. Distant. Like they belonged to another girl. One who wore white with tons of petals on her wedding day and still believed in forever.

My phone buzzed again in my coat pocket. I didn't have to check it. I already knew I hesitated just long enough to hate myself for it then pulled it out.


Damien Mason: I know I lost you, Bella. I know I don't deserve a second of your time. But I keep waking up thinking maybe you'll call. Maybe you'll scream at me. Anything but this silence. Please... just talk to me. One last time."



And then, another.


Damien Mason: I see you in everything. I can't breathe without choking on what I did. If you never want to see me again, I'll understand. But I'll never stop waiting. Just... please say something."



I ignored his texts turned my head to the window, watching raindrops smear across the glass as the cab slowed in the airport lane.

I should've powered my phone off, I should've thrown it into the Hudson a month ago but instead, my fingers moved on instinct. To her.


Me: I'm leaving New York right now, Mrs. Mason. I'm sorry I never got to be your daughter-in-law but I will love you always. Not even his betrayal could change that. I'm so sorry. Thank you... for everything.



The reply came faster than I expected, like she'd been waiting.




Missaeli Mason: Tell me the terminal, darling. Please.



I hesitated, then I typed back


Me: Terminal 4. British Airways. Gate 22.



The cab pulled to a gentle stop outside Departures. I stepped out, wind slapping cold against my legs. I walked toward the sliding doors as it opened before me like a chapter tearing itself loose. I walked in.

The airport café was half-empty, buzzing with that low hum of farewells and fresh starts. I stepped inside with the kind of tired grace only heartbreak could teach, like I'd been walking for four months and this was my last breath before the plunge.

My long hair clung to my cheeks in lazy waves, wind-kissed and tangled, falling around me like the last remnants of girlhood I hadn't had time to brush away. 

I probably looked like a ghost trying her best to pass for human. But when the barista smiled, I smiled back. "Americano, please," I said softly.

The woman nodded, glanced down at my passport in hand, my red eyes, my wrinkled coat. She didn't ask questions, she just handed me warmth in a paper cup, thanked her, and found a seat near the window.

The planes blinked in the distance, their lights cutting through the mist like little prayers rising. This was it.

I took a small sip it scalded my tongue and brought me back into my body barely. I let my eyes drift across the terminal. A couple holding hands like they didn't know love could end, a child screaming with joy just because the floor moved when he jumped, a businessman on his laptop with noise-cancelling headphones and a deadline, and me... the girl who once planned a wedding and was now quietly fleeing her life with nothing but a passport and a heart that was still trying to remember to beat properly.

I pulled out my phone, checking the emails I hadn't dared to hope for and there it was.

Subject: Interview Confirmation – Whitmore & Beckett PR, London.
"Dear Ms. IsabellaSoléne Hart, we are pleased to inform you..."
I blinked hard. A job, a thread, a reason to breathe in a city that had never lied to me.

Just as my chest began to loosen, the phone buzzed in my hand again.

Missaeli Mason.

I answered.

"Isabella?" her voice rang through, light but breathless, somewhere between desperate and relieved. "Where are you, darling? I'm here, I just parked outside Terminal 4. Please don't go without letting me see you."

I stood abruptly, heart jamming itself back together. "I'm at the café Gate 22. There's a little coffee shop near the window. I'm... I'm right here."

"Don't move," she said. "I'm coming."

I turned around, coffee forgotten.

And then I saw her rushing through the terminal like she had a right to stop time. Her heels struck the floor like a heartbeat, her eyes red, her hair wild from wind and worry. Still elegant, even in chaos.

Missaeli Mason, a woman made of diamonds and fire stopped in front of me like she'd been chasing this moment for miles. 

She didn't ask, she just pulled me into her arms, wrapping me in Chanel and heartbreak. "I've missed you, darling," she whispered into my hair. "Why didn't you call me? Or reply to my messages?"

"I couldn't," I choked. "I couldn't do anything I left my phone untouched. I just needed to be with myself. I'm really sorry, Mrs. Mason."

Her hands came up to cradle my face. "It's okay, sweetheart. I know my son hurt you... and I'll never forgive myself for raising a man who did what he did. But please, don't shut me out. Don't shut Armand out too."

My tears came again softer this time, not from pain, but from love I hadn't expected to still be there I let her hold me like I hadn't been shattered by her son. Like she still had every right to wrap me in comfort and maybe she did.

Then her voice cracked. "Are you... leaving for good?"

I couldn't meet her eyes it wasn't heartbreak this time not Damien's, it was hers. The love in her voice felt more real than anything I'd gotten from him. 

I took a breath and nodded. "Yes. I'm... I'm leaving for good. I got a place in London and one of the jobs I applied to accepted me. I can't stay here, Mrs. Mason. I can't breathe in this city anymore."

She sniffled. "I'm so sorry, baby. Truly. Have you told Damien you're leaving?"

I shook my head, quickly. "No. Please don't tell him. I can't... I can't bear him showing up. I just can't."

Her jaw tightened, but she nodded. "Of course not. I promise. Just... be well, darling. Be happy, be healthy. I know I lost the chance to have you as my daughter-in-law, but I love you and Armand loves you too."

"I know," I whispered. "Please tell Armand I'm sorry for disappearing. Maybe, when I'm better, I'll reach out again."

Then, before I could stop myself, I asked the question I'd been burying since that day. "Damien... and Clara?"

Her expression darkened. "He's been demoted from CEO to employee and Clara was fired. Maybe I sound cruel, but I won't be counting their child as my grandchild. The only grandchild I wanted was from you, but I've lost that now. He made me lost that."

My throat closed. "Maybe I wasn't enough for him, maybe I wasn't what Damien wanted. That's why he cheated—"

"Shh," she interrupted, stroking my cheek. "No, darling. He didn't deserve you. That's the truth but I love you, always. You're like a daughter to me... just not in law." She gave a small, watery laugh through her tears.

Then the terminal speakers called out 

"Final boarding for Flight 106 to Heathrow..."

I turned to her. "I guess that's me," I said softly. "I'm so sorry for everything, Mrs. Mason and thank you... for everything."

She hugged me again, tight the way my mother used to, warm and full of love. She pulled back, cupping my face, brushing away my tears like she had every right to. "I love you, Isabella. Please take care of yourself."

"I will," I whispered.

She nodded, one hand over her mouth, the other waving as I turned toward the gate, waved back, one last time.

The jet bridge felt colder than it should've like the sky itself knew this wasn't just a flight it was an exhale. An escape. The flight attendant at the first-class door smiled politely, eyes scanning. "Good evening, miss. May I take your luggage?"

I shook my head once, offering a tired smile. "I... I don't have any."

She blinked, a little confused. "Not even a carry-on?"

"No," I said gently. "Just me."

Her smile faltered, but only for a second. Years of training smoothing it out like a crease. "Of course, seat 2A right this way."

I stepped into the cabin, quiet and gold-lit, and sank into my seat like it was a lifeboat. No suitcase, just my passport in my coat and grief stitched into my spine. 

My phone buzzed as the cabin doors closed behind me. I pulled it out, thumb hesitating.

I texted Natasha first.

Me: Boarded. I love you, Natty. Please kiss Isa for me.

A moment of stillness, and another buzz after another buzz, multiple messages from Damien.


Damien Mason: Bella, my mom's driver said she went to JFK. He said she was crying and she told him she was going to see you for the last time.

Damien Mason: Please tell me she's wrong, tell me you're not leaving. Not like this. Tell me where you are and I'll come. I'll run, Bella. I swear.

Damien Mason: Please. Don't do this, don't disappear on me like I never mattered.

Damien Mason: I know I don't deserve it but I'm begging. I'll follow you, Bella. Anywhere. Just don't shut me out like this. Don't leave without telling me goodbye.

Damien Mason: I'll quit everything, I'll burn every part of the life that ruined us, just say the word, just tell me where you are, Bella, please...



I blinked fast as one tear slipped free, then another and still, they kept coming.

Damien Mason: Don't let silence be the last thing between us. If you still hate me, scream it. If you never want to see me again, I'll stay gone. Just don't leave me with nothing. Please, Isabella.

His name stared back at me from the screen, a man I had loved so fiercely I'd almost disappeared trying to keep him.

I stared at the messages until they blurred, my eyes burning with the exhaustion of everything I'd carried. The hurt, the shame, the weight of loving someone who had carved me open with every lie, and left me bleeding in the name of devotion.

It shook me how many tears I'd spent on him. How long I'd mourned alone, how much I'd tried to survive in silence and now, on my last day in this city of ghosts, of trauma, of dreams I no longer believed in, I tapped the screen one final time.

Block contact.

My thumb hovered for a second longer than it should've but then the plane began to hum beneath me, gentle and insistent, like the universe reminding me this was the only direction left to go. I pressed it. Blocked. 

I set him free. 

But maybe for the first time I finally set myself free. I flipped the phone to airplane mode and slid it back into my coat pocket, sealing a chapter I had bled through for far too long.

Outside the window, New York's lights blurred like a memory fading in real time. Beautiful, cold, untouchable.

The runway glowed beneath us the plane began to crawl forward and somewhere in my chest, a thread snapped. The last one still tying me to hope, to that version of me who believed in fairy tales. In him. 

I looked out one last time at the skyline that had held all my firsts and all my worsts. My love, my loss, my ghosts.

"Goodbye, New York," I whispered, not to the city, but to the girl I had been in it.
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Chapter Three
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The wheels kissed the tarmac with a shudder and a sigh London greeted me not with fanfare, but with a steady drizzle that streaked across the oval window like tears I no longer had to cry.

I hadn't slept, the whole flight I'd drifted somewhere between dreams and regrets, my body sore with the weight of grief, but my chest strangely lighter... emptied out, maybe. 

First class emptied around me while I stayed still, letting the sound of zippers, footsteps, and hushed thank-yous pass me by. 

Another flight attendant gave me a gentle smile as I stood. "Miss? No luggage?"

I shook my head. "No. Just me."

She nodded, slightly confused but too polite to ask more, and turned her attention to the next passenger.

I stepped into Heathrow's polished, chaotic sprawl, blending into the tide of strangers like I belonged to no one and nowhere. But I had landed. 

I was here. A new country, anew city, a new name waiting to be written beside mine in a story I hadn't even cracked open yet and somewhere maybe here, maybe not yet, I would rebuild. 

I walked toward passport control. No one was waiting for me, no welcome sign, no arms. But the absence didn't ache this time. It felt like... space.

The moment I breath London air, I immediately felt like small fractured of my soul begun to stitched back, air here tasted different for some reason. Crisper and quieter, the winter is not as biting as New York.

I stepped in the black cab. London didn't scream like New York, it hummed, confident, composed, patient. The cab driver glanced at me through the rear-view mirror as I slid into the back seat, the soft thud of the door closing behind me sounding strangely final. "Where to, love?"

Love.

It wasn't the first time I'd heard it, but something about the casual warmth of it settled in my bones like a blanket. New York didn't speak to you like that. London, it seemed, whispered.

I gave him the address of the flat I'd signed from an ocean away, barely able to believe it was mine, a tiny top-floor apartment in a converted townhouse, nestled on a quiet street in Central London no lift, no furniture, no clue what the neighbours were like. But it had a door, and for now, that was enough.

He nodded, pulled away from the curb, and I let Heathrow fall behind us like a chapter I didn't need to reread.

Raindrops traced crooked paths down the window as we passed neat terraces and slow-moving buses, red like blood and memory. London didn't rush even its traffic lights seemed to hold their breath.

The driver made polite conversation at first asked if I'd been before, what brought me here, if I had friends or family waiting. I answered in soft, half-smiles. "Just me," I said again but I wasn't apologising for it anymore.

"That so?" he said with a lift of his brow. "Well, brave girl. London's good for that. New starts."

"Yeah," I murmured, watching as the buildings changed from industrial to charming. "I think that's what I'm hoping for."

He didn't pry, just turned up the heater a little and let the radio hum something soft in the background. I rested my forehead against the cool glass, the city unfolding in slow, muted colour.

After some time, we pulled onto a quieter street, all cobblestones and wrought iron fences, the kind of place that smelled like old stories and expensive tea. 

The building was even lovelier in person. Red brick climbing with ivy, windows that looked like they remembered other lives it was still raining, but just a mist now, like the city didn't want to startle me.

He parked just outside the front steps. "Here we are then." He turned to look at me again. "You'll be alright, love. Takes time, that's all."

I gave him a genuine smile, small but real. "Thanks. or the ride."

He helped me with the single bag I'd packed a canvas tote stuffed with the essentials I express shop at the airport and didn't comment on how light it was.

Once the cab drove off, I stood there for a second, just me and the rain-soft street, the air is damp but still beautiful.

I glanced down at the confirmation email on my phone, the code for the shared entry locker was buried near the bottom, along with a polite "Welcome to your new home, Isabella Soléne Hart." from the property manager.

I found the locker tucked beside the steps, its black keypad blinking softly like it was waiting for me. My fingers were stiff from the cold as I punched in the code the latch popped open with a quiet click.

Inside was a small envelope with my name in tidy print and a single gold key tucked inside. 

Proof that I still existed. That I could still choose even if all I'd chosen so far was four walls and a locked door with my name on the lease. 

I climbed the steps slowly, feeling the old stone beneath my boots, the weight of everything I'd left behind still chasing me but quieter now.

The top-floor flat was exactly as promised small, bright, and completely bare. I unlocked the door, and for the first time in a long time, stepped into something that was mine.

My flat was quiet but it smelled like fresh paint and the faintest trace of lavender from whoever had cleaned before I arrived. 

I stepped inside and closed the door behind me, letting the silence wrap around me like a cocoon.

There were no ghosts here. I dropped my coat on the floor and stood in the centre of the room, listening to nothing. No sirens. No neighbours yelling. Just my heartbeat, soft and steady, reminding me I'd survived something.

Maybe now I'd get to build something new, surely, it's not the life I planned. Yet. But I'm sure this is something I needed.

I lay flat on the hardwood floor, the cold seeping through my coat into my spine but weirdly, it felt good, grounding. This place might be empty, but at least I could breathe easier in it.

I pulled out my phone and checked the time still hadn't gotten around to buying a UK number. I needed to sort that out. New number, clean slate, no one knew it, no one could reach me unless I wanted them to.

But first, I should probably text Natty it was probably two or three in the morning in New York. I remembered London was five hours ahead. 

The morning here was already moving cars humming, footsteps clicking, some light traffic under grey skies. But it wasn't frantic the way New York was. Back home, the city sprinted before sunrise. Here, it moved with more... composure.

From my window, I spotted a tiny café tucked between two sleek buildings a steady line of people wrapped around it, coats pulled close, hands nursing paper cups. The smell of espresso almost reached me from here. "Coffee. Yes. Definitely coffee after the SIM card," I murmured to myself as I rolled up to sit, grabbed my coat and headed out.

As I reached the bottom of the stairwell, I bumped into another tenant, a petite girl, maybe a few inches taller than me, with warm eyes and grocery bags hanging from her arms. "Hi, um... sorry. I just moved in, and I was wondering if you know where I can get a local SIM card?" I asked, brushing hair from my face.

She lit up immediately. "Hi! Nice to meet you, I'm Kimmy. I just got here too, not like, today today. This is my third month."

Her voice was bright and breezy, her energy almost contagious. "I actually just came back from the convenience store down the street take a left when you get out of the building, and it's just a couple doors down."

She grinned, then added conspiratorially, "The owner's this super sweet guy he gave me a free croissant on my first visit and still throws in something extra if I smile big enough."

That pulled a small laugh out of me. "Thanks, Kimmy. I'm Isabella, but you can call me Bella."

"American, I presume?" she teased with a playful arch of her brow.

I nodded with a small smile.

She looked down at the bags in her arms. "Hey, do you want me to come with you? I can just run these up and walk you over, no trouble."

"Oh, thank you," I said, touched. "But I think I'll be alright probably good for me to breathe in this London air solo for a bit."

She chuckled. "I get that. Well, if you ever need anything or just someone to talk to I'm in 3B. Just me and Rufus."

"Rufus?"

"My tuxedo cat," she said proudly. "Four years old and absolutely convinced he runs the place."

I smiled for real then. "He sounds adorable."

"He is. Come say hi once you're settled," she said, balancing her bags a little better and giving me a wave.

"Thanks, Kimmy."

She disappeared up the stairs, and I stepped out onto the street with a little more lightness in my step.

Out the building and take a left. Just a couple windows down, Kimmy had said.

"Guess that's where I'll be going," I murmured to myself.

The winter morning air bit at my skin not painfully, but sharp enough to notice. Tourists tugged their coats tighter around themselves, their breath visible in the chill. Some businessmen and women marched past like it was midsummer, unfazed. Most people tucked into their layers with a kind of resigned rhythm.

Maybe the cold should've bothered me more. Maybe my body still wasn't synced up, between the jet lag and the emotional whiplash. 

Or maybe... maybe I was still learning how to be inside this skin again. Heart? Oh, we don't talk about her. Let her shatter. I didn't even care anymore. 

At least, here, I didn't see ghosts on every corner. No memory of him. No reflection of the girl who believed his lies, clinging to a prince charming who didn't exist.

I hadn't even been in London half a day, but something in me already felt... new. Reborn, maybe.

I walked along the cobblestone street until I saw it Robert's Convenience Store. Just like Kimmy said the sign was neat and proper, the kind that had pride in its lettering. I turned back and glanced at the apartment building still in sight. "Not that far," I mumbled.

I stood by the automatic doors for a second. For a general convenience store, it looked... dignified. Clean. Almost cosy.

Inside, I spotted who I assumed was the manager, an older man, sitting behind the counter with a pen in hand. His expression lit up as I approached, I didn't even realise I was smiling until it happened. 

Something real, something I hadn't done much of lately. Only Natty, Asher, Little Isa, and Missaeli had seen a true smile from me since everything fell apart.

"Hello, love. Can I help you?" he asked, standing up from his stool.

"Yes, hi. I'm looking for a local number?" I said, stepping closer.

"Sure thing," he said kindly, reaching behind the counter and producing a small spread of SIM cards. "These are what I've got on hand at the moment. One customer, tourist, I think, complained that the numbers are hard to remember but this is all I've got. Hopefully something here works for you?"

His warmth caught me off guard I wasn't sure where the feeling came from something about him felt safe. 

"That's okay, um—" I glanced at his shirt for a name tag, but he chuckled.

"Robert, darling. My name's Robert."

"Right. Sorry, sir."

He waved his hand. "No 'sir,' please. Just Robert."

I smiled, a little more at ease. "Thanks, Robert. I don't have any preference hard to remember or not. I just need to let someone know I arrived. My phone's basically useless here."

He tilted his head, a touch curious. "A lover?"

It was supposed to hurt but somehow, it didn't. "No, Robert. Just my best friend she just gave birth, and... I left them."

His smile softened. "Ah. Alright, sorry, love."

As I scanned the SIM card options, I asked without really planning to, "Robert, do you think London's a good place to start over?"

He looked at me for a long beat, then said, "London has its own problems, darling. But I knew you weren't from here the moment you walked into my store. As for your question whether London's a good place to start over, it depends. Depends who you meet. Who you keep close."

He smiled, distant but fond. "I met my late wife here. Beautiful English woman. Fell head over heels the moment I saw her, tending to my wounds. World War time wasn't easy, but she made it bearable. I put a ring on her finger the moment we won and I came back. She left her post, and we started a life. We never had kids, but we had each other and that was enough."

Something in me cracked, he had lost the love of his life and I just got betrayed by someone I thought was mine. My pain felt suddenly... dwarfed. But I stopped myself. We don't do trauma comparisons. Pain is
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