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    For my wife, who threatened to bite me if I ever did this to her again.

      

    



  	
        
            
            I thought timing was everything.
Turns out timing is just what we call it when two people are still learning who they have to become before they can choose each other.
— Dana

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE — January

[image: ]


Rooftop, New York City

DANA WHITLOW HAD AVOIDED the champagne fountain four times now, which felt like both a personal victory and a damning indictment of her night.

The rooftop party shimmered with curated chaos: strings of golden bulbs, too-loud music, the smell of citrus cocktails and slush-tracked snow. It was the sort of event where people pretended the cold didn’t exist because acknowledging it would break the aesthetic.

Dana existed on the fringe of a heater that radiated the warmth of a dying flashlight. She held a flute of champagne that had gone flat long before she’d found her corner, and she tried not to think about how Jules had sold this party as essential, symbolic, revitalizing—“the good omen your year deserves.”

So far, Dana had frostbite, proximity to glitter, and a headache brewing behind her left eye.

Jules meant well. She always did. But Dana had the creeping suspicion that she, personally, was not cut out for rooftop symbolism.

She nudged her right boot against the ground and noticed the stains from the salty slush. Of course. She’d worn the cute boots instead of the practical ones because she was trying this new thing where she looked like she had her life together. So far, the evidence was inconclusive. 

The boots were paired with dark jeans and a soft gray sweater under her coat, her usual understated palette. Her brown hair, tucked behind her ears, had started to frizz from the cold damp air, and her cheeks were pink from wind rather than champagne. She knew she looked presentable enough—quiet, neat, the kind of woman who blended into the edges of a party until someone took the time to really see her.

She was considering whether she could slip away unnoticed when a warm and unhurried voice said from beside her, “Pretty dramatic for the last night of the year, isn’t it?”

Dana turned.

A woman stood there in a forest-green coat, dark curls escaping from her beanie in soft spirals. She was a few inches shorter than Dana’s five foot eight and utterly unlike the crowd—no sequins, no feathers, nothing engineered for rooftop spectacle. Her coat hung open enough to show a deep burgundy sweater. A paint-specked canvas tote was slung across one shoulder, as if she’d come straight from a studio rather than a party. Her brown skin glowed warm under the string lights, and her dark, curious eyes took in Dana with an openness that felt surprisingly gentle. She had a grounded kind of presence, the confidence of someone who walked into the wrong party, took one look around, and decided she could make it work anyway. 

“Hi,” Dana said, startled but polite. “Happy New Year.”

“Happy New Year,” the woman echoed. Her smile carried the faintest hint of mischief, as if she knew a joke but hadn’t decided whether to share. “I’m Kaia.”

“Dana.”

They exchanged the nod of people who were equally uncertain about the social terrain.

Kaia scanned the rooftop with a sympathetic wince. “I’m guessing you don’t know many people here either?”

“A few,” Dana said. “My friend knows the host.”

“Same.” Kaia huffed a tiny breath that might have been a laugh. “My roommate insisted we go. She’s entering a ‘year of expansion’ and apparently I’m her emotional support human.”

Dana smiled, a real one this time. “That sounds... ambitious.”

“Oh, it is. She made a vision board with glitter glue. Glitter glue, Dana.” Kaia widened her eyes in emphatic horror. “I’m still finding sparkles on my socks.”

Dana let out a soft laugh that was neither forced nor strategic. More like it had snuck out before she could stop it. Normally, this would be the part of the conversation where she excused herself before things got draining. But Kaia wasn’t draining. Kaia had the ease of a person who wasn’t trying to impress or extract anything. Just talking. Existing.

The silence that settled between them felt strangely comfortable.

Dana lifted her champagne. “This is terrible, by the way.”

Kaia peered into her own flute. “Mine tastes like someone whispered ‘grape’ at a glass of seltzer.”

Dana snorted, and Kaia tilted her head. “So are you really having fun? Or are we doing the New York thing where we pretend we’re having fun because the skyline is pretty?”

Dana pretended to consider the question. “Leaning toward option two.”

“Honesty. Excellent. I appreciate that in a stranger.”

The word stranger sat like an observation between them, not a boundary.

“So what do you do,” Kaia asked, “when you’re not freezing to death on rooftops?” Dana hesitated long enough for Kaia to add, “I won’t judge. My job isn’t cool either.”

“I’m an editor.” Dana pushed a strand of hair behind her ear. “Publishing.”

Kaia’s eyebrows lifted. “Books?”

“Yes.”

“I take it back. Your job is cool,” Kaia said, and it didn’t sound like flattery. It sounded like delight. “Do you like it?”

“I do,” Dana said, surprised by the truth of it. “Mostly.”

“That’s how you know it’s real,” Kaia replied with a grin. “If you loved it all the time, you’d be a liar or a golden retriever.”

Dana’s mouth quirked. “And you?” she asked. “What’s your non-cool job?”

“You wound me.”

The quirk turned into a grin as Kaia said, “I’m a designer. Branding, visual identity, all that. I make companies look like they know what they’re doing, even when they absolutely do not.”

Dana swallowed a laugh. “That sounds creative.”

“It is.” Kaia paused. “Sometimes. On good days. On bad days it’s four rounds of revisions because someone’s cousin has opinions about shade variations and enough pull to be listened to. Never mind they’re colorblind.”

Dana winced in recognition. “I deal with authors and agents. I understand.”

A gust of wind swept across the rooftop, lifting Kaia’s curls and sending a shock of cold air across Dana’s face. Napkins skittered across the ground like frantic birds. Someone shrieked about their hair. A couple near the railing shouted that they’d dropped an entire bottle of prosecco.

Kaia laughed, and the sound startled Dana. It was bright and unselfconscious, the kind of laugh that made other people smile in reflex. Dana, who did not usually feel anything on rooftops except cold, felt a brief flare of something warm in her chest. A small ignition.

“You look like you’re considering escape,” Kaia said gently.

“I might be,” Dana admitted. “I don’t thrive in this.” She waved a hand generally at the crowd.

“Crowds? Rooftops? Outdoor parties in December? People shouting resolutions like they’re binding contracts?”

“All of the above.”

Kaia lifted her plastic flute in mock salute. “To getting through it anyway.”

Dana tapped her flute to Kaia’s. “To getting through it.”

They sipped.

“The company hasn’t helped the champagne,” Kaia observed. “It’s still terrible.”

A sudden swell of noise rippled across the rooftop as the DJ announced the final minute of the year. People surged toward the makeshift screen like moths to a neon flame.

Kaia stepped closer to Dana’s side, instinctive rather than intentional, like two people sharing an umbrella.

“Ready?” Kaia asked.

“For the arbitrary shift in numerical sequencing? Sure.”

“Wow. Look at you embracing the spirit of the holiday.”

Dana smiled.

The crowd roared.

“Ten! Nine!”

Dana felt the vibration of the countdown more than the meaning. She watched the skyline instead—the steady glow of buildings, the soft plume of steam rising from vents, the lights flickering like distant stars. She always found New York most beautiful when no one was trying to orchestrate it.

Kaia watched the skyline too, the city reflected in her eyes.

“Three! Two! One!”

The rooftop exploded in cheers. Confetti cannons fired. Strangers kissed, shouted, or toasted with their alcohol of choice.

Dana didn’t move. Kaia didn’t either.

“Happy New Year,” Kaia said, her voice soft but cutting through the noise.

Dana looked at her. Really looked. She took in the gold flecks in her eyes, the pink on her cheeks, and the easy curve of her mouth. “Happy New Year,” she said back.

For half a second, the night felt suspended, nearly weightless; a quiet moment inside the chaos. Then someone bumped into Kaia’s shoulder, muttering apologies. The spell broke. The crowd reassembled itself into noise and movement.

Kaia stepped back and offered Dana a small nod. “It was nice meeting you, Dana.”

“You too,” Dana answered, though she wasn’t sure why the words carried such weight.

Kaia slipped into the crowd, her green coat and dark curls gone.

For a heartbeat, Dana watched the space where she’d been. Then she shook herself, found Jules, and endured a lecture about “networking with intention.” When Jules ran down, she made her way home through freezing slush, her boots losing their will to live with every step.

She didn’t think about Kaia on the walk back, build fantasies or narratives, or imagine meeting her again.

It was simply a moment. A pleasant one. A flicker. A kindness in the middle of a loud night.

And now she had another new year to face.
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CHAPTER TWO — Dana
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January

I WOKE UP THE NEXT morning with cold toes, a text from Jules, and glitter stuck to my sweater. That last part wasn’t my fault; glitter happens to innocent bystanders. The text, however, was aggressive:

JULES: Did you TALK to people?? Did you NETWORK??? Did you begin your YEAR WITH INTENTION???

I stared at it while half-buried in my pillow, trying to gather the strength to reply.

ME: I spoke to one person. That seems sufficient.

JULES: One?? Dana, love, one is not networking. One is survival.

Which—fair. But survival felt like a reasonable objective for the end of the year on a rooftop with questionable champagne and sub-zero wind chills.

I sent a thumbs-up emoji and rolled out of bed.

My apartment looked exactly like I’d left it: neat, quiet, faintly smelling of the winter candle I’d forgotten to blow out before leaving last night. I’d expected to come home and immediately start the “what am I doing with my life” spiral that usually followed New Year’s events. Instead, I’d changed, pulled on pajamas, and fallen asleep faster than expected, my brain pleasantly empty.

That was unusual. Most parties left me overstimulated or tired or bracing for Judgment from Jules. But last night felt different. Softer.

I padded into the kitchen and made coffee, and not the cheap stuff. No, I splurged on the good beans. It was the one indulgence I regularly allowed myself. Publishing didn’t pay enough to justify daily luxuries, but it paid enough for one carefully chosen luxury on weekends.

The coffeemaker burbled. I leaned against the counter, waiting. My mind drifted, uninvited, to the rooftop. The cold. The lights. The confetti. And Kaia.

It wasn’t dramatic or world-altering, more the memory of someone whose presence had felt surprisingly easy. Like a warm corner in a drafty room.

I stirred cream into my coffee and told myself that wasn’t unusual. People occasionally felt easy. It didn’t mean anything. And besides, she was a stranger I had talked to for two minutes of real conversation.

Okay, five minutes.

Maybe seven.

And maybe she’d had very nice eyes. Kind eyes. Focused eyes, which was unusual because I never felt like people focused on me at parties. More like I was an ambient texture, somewhere in the background.

Still. No need to turn this into anything.

I carried my mug to the couch and opened my laptop, intending to review a manuscript that had been sitting in my inbox too long. The author was lovely. The writing was lovely. The plot was almost lovely, but was in need of sculpting.

The problem was that “in need of sculpting” was generous. The plot was objectively missing, well, most of itself. Characters wandered in and out like they were lost. Conflicts appeared, vanished, and reappeared wearing different hats. The author seemed to have forgotten that stories were supposed to move from beginning to end, not swirl around in a charming but incoherent puddle of vibes. It would take weeks to coax this into a shape resembling a cohesive narrative. Maybe months.

Editing was my safe place. Clean lines. Clear structure. Rules that could be bent but not broken. I could get lost in it and forget that my job title came with expectations I wasn’t sure I lived up to.

I read the first page three times without absorbing any of it.

This was concerning.

I sipped my coffee and tried again.

Halfway down page two, my phone buzzed.

MILES: Happy New Year. Sorry I didn’t make it last night. Got stuck with work stuff. Rain check?

I stared at that message for a long time.

Miles was fine. He was a good person, courteous and predictable in a way that should have been comforting. We had been dating for a few months in a slow, steady, unremarkable glide toward something that looked like compatibility on paper.

But another rain check landed with all the enthusiasm of a parking ticket. I typed back a polite, non-committal reply and set my phone face down.

The manuscript glowed at me from the screen. I made it through another paragraph before the rooftop reappeared in my head again.

Specifically, Kaia’s laugh.

Bright. Unselfconscious. A little startling.

People didn’t usually laugh around me like that unless I'd made an unexpected joke. Kaia had laughed at the wind? The napkins? The general absurdity of human gatherings?

And she’d looked at me—really looked—noticing without scrutinizing.

It felt unfamiliar and embarrassingly nice.

I shut my laptop.

“All right,” I said out loud to my empty apartment, “clearly you need to get out of your own head.”

This was a lie. I lived in my own head. It was a studio apartment of anxieties and literary opinions, and I paid rent there monthly, but I could at least move.

After a shower and an attempt to tame the frizz that winter had spent the night cultivating, I bundled up and walked to my favorite café. They had mismatched mugs, too many succulents, and owners who insisted on naming every new piece of furniture with alarming sincerity.

The cold slapped my cheeks awake. My boots, now dry, suffered the indignity of more slush.

Inside the café, warmth pooled instantly around me. I ordered a chai and found a corner seat by the window. Outside, people hurried along sidewalks, hauling new-year optimism in puffy coats, and I pulled out my journal. I wasn’t a habitual journaler, unlike Jules, who documented her dreams and meal plans and emotional states with color-coded ink. I only wrote when my brain felt cluttered.

Today felt like that.

I wrote: First day of the year. I survived the rooftop. I talked to someone interesting. Do not overthink this. It is January. Everything feels more significant in January.

I paused.

Below it, almost grudgingly, I added: Her name was Kaia.

Seeing the name in ink did something stupid to my stomach, something fluttery and irrational. I crossed it out. Then drew a line through the cross-out because crossing it out felt dramatic.

I flipped to a new page to avoid dealing with my own nonsense.

Two hours passed in a gentle blur. I read. I edited a chapter. I people-watched. I mentally composed a diplomatic email to an author who had turned in a 140,000-word “cozy mystery,” which was a crime on several levels but was in no way “cozy.”

By mid-afternoon, the sky had gone that specific winter gray that made me want soup and blankets and zero conversation.

My phone buzzed again.

JULES: Dinner? Please? I promise not to lecture about your networking habits.

I considered ignoring it. Then I pictured Jules showing up at my door, dramatic and righteous, and decided I didn’t have the energy to deal with her brand of love tonight.

ME: Another time? Still recovering from forced socialization.

JULES: Understood. Hydrate and reflect upon your choices.

Which, honestly, was fair.

The walk home was colder, the kind of cold that made my breath visible. Unexpectedly, as I crossed the street, I found myself thinking, Would Kaia be the kind of person who loved winter or hated it?

The question surprised me so much I nearly missed the curb.

I shook it off. She was a stranger. A pleasant one, yes, but still a stranger.

Inside my apartment, the glow of the lamp felt comforting. I reheated leftover soup, curled up on the couch, and opened the manuscript again. This time, I read without interruption.

Hours later, when I finally crawled into bed, another text blinked on my phone.

MILES: Let me know when you’re free this week.

I stared at the screen. The thought of scheduling something filled me with the vague dread of a doctor’s appointment. Nothing was wrong. Nothing was exciting either.

I typed, erased, started again, and finally settled on ME: I’ll check my schedule.

Which was code for, “I don’t know how to tell you this isn’t working without sounding unreasonable.”

I set the phone aside and turned off the light.

The last thing I thought before sleep found me wasn’t about work. Or Miles. Or even the new manuscript waiting in my inbox.

It was a rooftop, string lights, a voice beside me saying, “Honesty. Excellent. I appreciate that in a stranger,” and the quiet warmth that lingered long after she disappeared into the crowd.

Nothing important, I told myself. Just a moment.

Still, somewhere between waking and dreaming, I caught myself thinking, I hope she had a good day today.
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CHAPTER THREE — Kaia
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January

I WOKE UP ON THE MORNING of January 1st with two things: glitter in my hair and the certainty that I needed new friends.

Okay, not new friends, but maybe a new roommate. Or at least a roommate who didn’t believe the new year could only begin properly if you dragged your unsuspecting designer friend to a rooftop full of ambitious strangers and subpar champagne.

I groaned into my pillow.

“Kaiaaaa,” Briar called from the hallway, their voice bright enough to be illegal on a holiday. “Good morning, starshine!”

“No,” I said into the mattress.

There were footsteps, then the distinct sound of something being placed on my nightstand. I lifted my head enough to see a mug of coffee. Steam curled from the rim. It smelled like hazelnut and redemption.

“You’re forgiven,” I said immediately.

“I know,” Briar said, flopping onto the end of my bed. “So? How’s the first morning of the new year treating you?”

I sat up and wrapped my hands around the mug. “I’ve been awake for two minutes, so I hope you don’t expect much depth.” They shook their head, and I continued. “Like I talked to more people than my social contract allows, and my energy is now a corpse on the sidewalk somewhere.”

Briar opened their mouth, probably to ask if anyone cute had witnessed the tragic death of my social battery, but I cut them off with a glare.  They changed tack. “You did talk to people. I saw you,” Briar said, beaming with pride, like they'd watched me take my first steps. “You even laughed.”

“I laugh,” I protested.

“You do,” they agreed, “but you laugh for me. Last night, you laughed with strangers.”

I sipped my coffee instead of responding, because yes, fine, I had laughed. But not at anything particularly hilarious. The wind. The napkins. The chaotic energy of half-frozen partygoers nearly sliding into the champagne fountain.

And one person.

A woman standing beside a barely functional heater.

Soft gray sweater. Brown hair tucked behind her ears. Eyes that made me feel like I should stop fidgeting so she could actually look at me.

Dana.

Not that I knew anything else about her. Or that I’d tried to know. It was a rooftop party, not the beginning of a novel.

Briar tugged gently on one of my curls. “You’re making that face.”

“I don’t make faces.”

“You made a face. A reflective, faraway one. That’s your ‘someone caught my interest but I will die before admitting it’ face.”

I shoved them lightly with my foot. “You are deranged.”

“And yet accurate,” they said.

I huffed and crawled out of bed. My beanie sat on the floor, one side crushed. I picked it up and shook it. Glitter puffed out in a tiny cloud.

“Why was there glitter at a New Year’s rooftop party?” I asked.

“Because humanity can’t be trusted,” Briar said solemnly.

I couldn’t argue.

I showered, dressed in leggings and an oversized sweater, and attempted to restore my curls to a state that suggested I was a functional adult. Halfway through diffusing, my phone buzzed.

LEO: Happy New Year! Sorry I disappeared early. The club offered me a last-minute set. Catch up with brunch? I’ll make you a playlist.

I stared at the message, forehead wrinkling. Leo. My accidental situationship, king of intermittent enthusiasm and musical love language. We’d gone on four dates over the course of six weeks, all of which involved him describing the “energetic resonance” of whichever track he’d curated for the moment.

He was nice. He was attractive. He was noise.

I typed back something benign and silenced my phone before setting it on the counter.

I used to be better at this, I thought. Dating. Flirting. Being excited about someone. Lately it all felt like I was reciting lines from a play I’d never auditioned for. Maybe it was a burnout thing. Maybe it was a “turning thirty” thing. Maybe it was simply that my job was sucking my soul out through endless logo variations.

The thought made me sigh.

“Are you okay?” Briar asked from the doorway.

“Fine,” I said automatically.

“Liar.”

I flopped onto the couch. “Work is... work.”

They perched beside me. “Creative rut?”

“Creative chokehold,” I corrected. “Every client wants innovation, but also wants it to look exactly like the competitor they sent me in their inspiration folder. I need a project that doesn’t involve the words ‘clean,’ ‘approachable,’ or ‘modern minimalist.’”

“So you need to design for someone deranged.”

“Exactly.”

Briar leaned back. “Maybe your first step is to stop agreeing to every project that comes your way.”

“Yes, well, my rent disagrees with that suggestion.”

They nodded in sympathy. 

Despite the comfortable rhythm of our banter, my brain kept drifting, not toward work or burnout or Leo’s inevitable playlist, but back to Dana.

Standing at that rooftop heater, trying to look like she belonged there while freezing. Her small, startled, genuine laugh. Her smile when she tapped her glass to mine.

I rubbed my temples. “This is ridiculous.”

“What is?” Briar asked.

“Nothing.”

“A lie,” they said, crossing their arms. “Spit it out.”

I blew out a breath. “Fine. I talked to someone last night.”

They huffed. “I saw that. You talked to many people last night.”

“I talked to an interesting person, I mean.”

Briar’s eyes widened with anticipation. “This, I didn’t see. Go on.”

“She was just... easy to talk to.”

“Easy how?”

I shrugged, unable to summon a better word. “Comfortable.”

“Mmm.” Briar wiggled their eyebrows obnoxiously. “Were they pretty?”

“Briar.”

“Kaia.”

I rolled my eyes. “She was nice.”

“Nice?”

“And pretty.”

“Aha!”

I threw a pillow at them. They caught it with one hand, grinning like a raccoon who’d found a treasure chest.

“Are you going to see her again?” they asked.

“No. It was a rooftop party. We didn’t exchange numbers.”

“And yet you are thinking about her.”

“I am thinking about more coffee,” I insisted. “And warmth. And how much I regret wearing the boots with the slippery soles.”

“Sure,” they said. “And your mystery woman.”

I froze.

“I never said that.”

“You didn’t have to,” Briar said smugly. “Your face did.”

I buried my head under the pillow and groaned loudly. If this was what their Year of Expansion was going to do to me, I would smother Briar before the month was out.
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BY MIDDAY, I’D ESCAPED the apartment before Briar could interrogate me further. I walked to the park, bundled in my coat and scarf, slapping my hands together to stay warm. The sky was a pale winter blue, and the air tasted like ice.

Families dragged sleds along the snow patches. Runners jogged past with inhuman enthusiasm. A golden retriever wearing a bandana labeled “NEW YEAR NEW ME” barreled toward me and nearly took out my knees.

I found a bench overlooking the half-frozen pond and pulled out my sketchbook. Drawing usually helped me think. Or stop thinking, depending on what I needed.

Today, it did neither.

Everything I sketched—faces, shapes, typography—kept somehow drifting back toward soft lines and warm eyes.

I snapped the sketchbook shut. “Oh my God, get a grip,” I muttered to myself.

I’d talked to Dana for five minutes. Maybe seven. Maybe ten if you counted the silence, which I shouldn’t.

She was a nice stranger at a party. Not fate. Not kismet. Not anything.

Still...

Still, there had been something quietly resonant about the moment when she said, “To getting through it,” and clinked her glass against mine. It felt like being let into a small, private world.

I exhaled, watching my breath fog.

This was fine. Normal. Brain static. She was probably not thinking about me at all.

I stood, dusted snow from my coat, and headed home.
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THAT EVENING, I OPENED my inbox and winced.

Three clients wanted updates. One wanted an entirely new concept. Another asked if I could “make the logo more blue but also less blue?” Whatever that meant.

I cracked my knuckles and got to work.

Halfway through adjusting a kerning issue, the memory of Dana’s voice surfaced again. It was steady, warm, and unexpectedly grounding. I told myself it was because she reminded me of someone I used to know. Or because I was lonely. Or because New Year’s always made things feel more significant than they were.

When I went to bed that night, wrapping myself in blankets against the cold, it wasn’t the client emails or Leo’s playlist pinging in my thoughts.

It was Dana under the rooftop lights, watching the skyline like it told her the truth.

A moment. A spark.

Not important.

Except... it felt like something I would remember.

Even if I never saw her again.
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CHAPTER FOUR — Dana
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Late January

THERE ARE TWO KINDS of emergencies at a boutique publishing house: the petty kind and the structural kind.

This one was very much the structural kind, coming in the form of a 6 a.m. group email that began with “I hope this finds you well” (it didn’t) and ended with “effective immediately” (it was). Madeline, our other junior editor, had quit. Just quit. No notice, no warning, no goodbye muffins.

A normal company would panic. Ours called a meeting.

“Team,” my boss chirped at 9:03 a.m., standing in front of the glass wall like a motivational speaker who’d been summoned from a crystal ball. “This is an opportunity.”

It was always an opportunity. Never a crisis. Never a sign that everyone was exhausted and underpaid and quietly Googling “careers that do not require emails.”

“Dana,” she said, that bright, brittle tone landing squarely on my name, “I’d like you to take on some of Madeline’s projects for now. Consider it a chance to show leadership and initiative.”

Ah. Leadership. Initiative. The two-headed dragon guarding the treasure of “experience” instead of “money.”

“Of course,” I said, because what else was I going to say? No? I didn’t think so. Choosing to value my spine more than your staffing failures? Not in this economy.

Back at my desk, I surveyed the avalanche now considered my job: Madeline’s overflowing slush pile, two authors currently threatening to switch houses over cover art, and a marketing launch meeting scheduled for tomorrow that I hadn’t even known existed.

Temporary, HR would say later. Temporary like scaffolding that had been up since the Pleistocene.

By noon, I’d rewritten two emails, mediated one small author meltdown, and consumed enough caffeine to destabilize a lesser organism.

My boss stopped by my desk around three. 

“How are you holding up?” she asked, in the tone of someone who fully expected the answer to be “great!”

“It’s a lot,” I admitted. 

“But great experience,” she said brightly. There it was. The corporate lullaby. I could practically hear the soothing ocean sounds behind it. “And,” she added, lowering her voice to a confidential whisper, “if all goes well this quarter... there may be room to discuss your path toward senior editor.”

A path. The shimmering, amorphous, vapor-based path. Possibly made of fog and wishful thinking.

“Of course,” I said, because the alternative was spontaneous combustion, and that wasn’t considered professional.

By the time five o’clock crawled around, my inbox looked like a time-lapse of civilization collapsing. I shut down my computer and let the exhaustion settle into my bones.

Which is when I remembered I had a date tonight, with Miles, the human beige sweater.

We met at a wine bar that tried too hard, one of a thousand in the City. It had Edison bulbs and chalkboard menus written in cursive so swoopy it felt hostile and was rapidly becoming the latest bar that almost made it big. Almost.

Miles arrived precisely on time, kissed my cheek in a way that barely counted as contact, and launched into an update about his running regimen. He’d shaved twenty-six seconds off his mile. He was very proud.

“That’s great,” I said, smiling because smiling was what I was supposed to do.

“How’s work?” he asked, after explaining his new protein powder.

“Busy,” I said carefully. “Someone quit, so I’m covering extra.”

He nodded, sympathetic in theory. “Temporary?”

“That’s what they say.”

He hummed neutrally. His hummed responses always made me feel like a slideshow he was half-watching, or a nature documentary on in the background while he read a magazine. 

Our food arrived, with plates that were aggressively small, and we drifted through the usual conversation: work, weather, the new series he was watching, and, for variety, whether kombucha counted as a personality.

It wasn’t bad. It wasn’t good. It was beige. Pleasant beige. Sanded-down beige. The beige of walls in apartments staged for real estate photos. But beige.

Halfway through the meal, I decided to try something brave. Not dramatic. Brave.

“Can I ask you something?”

Miles looked up. “Sure.”

“I think...” I exhaled. “I think I’d like a little more affection? Emotionally, I mean. Connection. I want to feel like we’re really engaged with each other.”

He blinked once, twice, then smiled in a way that was technically reassuring but emotionally vacant. “Dana,” he said lightly, “you’re overthinking. We’re good.”

We’re good. The conversational equivalent of a hand patting your hair while your insides quietly twist into knots.

“Oh,” I said. Because what else do you say to that? We’re not, and stop pretending we are? Only if I wanted this relationship to detonate before dessert, and I still had a sliver of hope that we could be something special for each other.

We finished dinner. We paid—separately, because of course we did—and walked outside into the brittle night air.

“I’ll text you,” he said, kissing my cheek again.

“Okay.” It wasn’t, and I realized I didn’t care if he texted or forgot.

He walked north. I walked east. My breath turned to vapor in front of me, drifting away in wisps, like something I couldn’t quite hold on to.  I hoped that wasn’t a metaphor for my life, but feared it might be.

Back home, I collapsed onto my couch and stared at the ceiling.

Work was a landslide, but I was coping. It was fine.

Dating was fine.

Everything was fine.

Fine in the way a trapdoor is “fine” until someone pushes on it.

I tried to read, but my eyes skated over the words. I tried to draft notes for an author call tomorrow, but my brain refused to latch.

The only image that surfaced with any clarity was a rooftop, a laugh carried on frozen air, warm eyes against cold night.

I frowned. It wasn’t that I was thinking about Kaia. Not really.

It was that the contrast was impossible to ignore. It wasn’t conscious or deliberate, but it was undeniable, like a color swatch held up against another, revealing tones I hadn’t noticed before.

She had made things feel easy for seven minutes on a freezing rooftop. Tonight had made everything feel effortful, and I realized I was tired of the effort.

I closed my laptop, turned off the lamp, wrapped myself in a blanket and let the dark settle.

Tomorrow would be the same as today. Work, obligations, expectations. Miles, probably. Emails. Slush pile. More “opportunities.”

But somewhere beneath all that, quiet as a thought I wasn’t allowed to keep, something warmed.

A flicker. A possibility. A reminder that ease existed, somewhere, in someone’s laugh under string lights, in a moment my mind refused to let go. It wasn’t a thing, not important at all.

I went to bed hoping tomorrow might feel different. Or that I might.

Either one would do.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FIVE — Kaia
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Late January

I HAD DREAMED OF A project like this.

Not metaphorically or aspirationally. I mean, I had literal dreams in which a high-profile client chose me, personally, to craft their brand identity, and I woke up glowing like I’d been kissed on the forehead by the Goddess of Typography.

So when Martin, my creative director, strode into the Monday meeting and said, “All right team, we landed the Aurelia Hotels account,” I sat up straighter.

And when he added, “...and Kaia will be leading initial concepting,” the room blurred at the edges.

Aurelia Hotels. A luxury eco-conscious boutique chain with the kind of budget that made design teams weep with gratitude. This was splashy. This was career defining. This was the kind of thing that landed your portfolio on DesignWeek’s “10 Under 30” list.

My pulse jumped. “Seriously?”

Martin clapped me on the shoulder, already halfway to the door. “You’ve got the best instinct for aesthetic storytelling. Run wild. Go big. Be free.”

Be free.

Which, in Martin-speak, meant, “I’m giving you zero structure, no guidance, and I won’t look at anything until the night before it’s due. Bonne chance.”

Still. Still!

My chest buzzed. I wanted this. I’d wanted something to jolt me awake at work, and this was a full defibrillator to my creative soul.

I opened a fresh canvas before he left the room.

By noon, my enthusiasm had wilted to a polite, professional panic.

The Aurelia rep had sent an email labeled Initial Thoughts, which was a misleading title. The document contained approximately nineteen “initial thoughts” that not only contradicted one another but seemed to come from parallel dimensions that had never heard of each other. 

The first paragraph declared a desire for luxury minimalism, which they defined as clean lines, soft palettes, and serene sophistication. The next insisted on maximalist warmth, rich textures, and jewel tones that “evoked abundance.” Another sentence asked whether the logo could feel both grounded and aspirational, which was the visual-communication equivalent of requesting a design that was both asleep and doing jumping jacks. And then, buried halfway down the third page like a deranged Easter egg, came the request that nearly stopped my heart: “Imagine if a forest and a rooftop bar had a baby.”

I reread that one four times to confirm it wasn’t a hallucination.

My colleague Priya leaned over the shared partition, bracelets clinking softly. She was in her mid-40s, carried the calm of someone who had survived every flavor of design chaos, and radiated an energy that said I have tea, and I have time. She had once told me, during a particularly brutal deadline week, “You don’t have to earn rest,” and I had nearly cried on the spot. She was that kind of mentor.

“You okay, babe?” she asked now, peering at my screen as if she could absorb the chaos on my behalf.

“They want contradictory moods, opposite color families, and a brand voice described as ‘elevated but not pretentious but also very elegant but also fun.’ And that’s a quote.”

Priya let out a low whistle. “Oh. One of those.”

“One of those,” I echoed, resisting the urge to bang my forehead against my keyboard. “They want a logo that can meditate and party. A palette that whispers zen but also screams champagne brunch. A brand personality that is somehow both a spa and a nightclub.”

Priya nodded in that slow, sage way of hers. “You know what this is?” she said softly. “This is a client who doesn’t know what they want, so they want everything. Which means”—she placed a warm, calming hand on my shoulder—“you get to decide what they want.”

I blinked at her. “That’s impossible.”

“That’s design,” she said, and returned to her desk with the grace of someone who had once survived a start-up rebrand directed entirely by a founder’s dog’s astrological chart.

I could do this. I wanted to do this. I had begged the universe for a challenge, prayed for something exciting, something ambitious, something to shake me awake. And the universe—creative little gremlin that it was—had delivered exactly that, wrapped in contradictory adjectives that would probably give me hives.

I was not going to blink now.

I pulled together a rough moodboard. Earth tones, soft golds, curved line art, warm neutrals.

Another email arrived. And another. And another. 

Aurelia: Actually, we’re rethinking the color palette and leaning toward earth tones. Thoughts?

Aurelia: Also, what if the logo had a small bird in it? Or a wave? Or both?

Aurelia: Ignore that—can we go more geometric?

My eye twitched.

Around four, Priya whispered, “Is your soul leaving your body?”

I lifted my head from my desk. “Just taking a brief sabbatical.”

I dug deeper, rearranging the board so many times the digital interface started to lag. Jewel tones? Fine. Birds? Why not. Waves? Sure. Geometry? Whatever. I would make all of it work. I was determined.

This was my dream project. Dreams required suffering. I was pretty sure that was in the contract.

Five came and went. So did six. At seven, I was still at my desk, but the screen was turning into hallucinogenic patterns and I was about to give up for the night. I had three competing design directions, but none of them felt right. Everyone else had packed up.

My phone buzzed.

LEO: U up for drinks later? I’m spinning at Fable after midnight. Bring your vibe. 😘

Leo, my “fun distraction.” Leo, who loved-bombed in emojis, disappeared for days, then resurfaced like a cat batting at a toy.

I typed: Maybe! Big day at work. Exhausted.

He sent a voice note—thirty seconds of breathless enthusiasm about his new mix, followed by, “Miss your face.”

I should have melted at that. Instead, I felt tired. Briar’s voice piped up in my brain: You never want anything serious.

Not
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