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Dedication


For every soul who has been made to believe they were too much, too messy, too hard to love.
You are not too much. You were just with someone too small.
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Choosing Cassidy


Chapter 1











Stay.
Stay.



It had become the heartbeat of our relationship. The painful mantra under every goodbye.
The whisper behind every closed door.
The agony that ripped through me and stayed when he picked up the phone, like a ghost still living in my ribcage.
The way my heart hurt and healed every time he came.
Every time he left.
Every time he chose not to stay.



I should be happy right now.
He’s here.
With me.



But all I can do is listen to his breaths, slow, measured, heavy, like a man already halfway somewhere else.
Watch the time change in blue digits on the nightstand.
Wait for the text or the call to come.


We used to be so good. He used to make me so happy.


Until I found out.
About her.
About them.



Now I hurt all the time.
Now I lie here and wait.



For the text.
For him to sigh and say… “I have to go, baby.”
For the shame and the guilt to hit because of what he made me.


The thing I never imagined ever becoming.

He doesn’t even hide it anymore, not now that I know.


I didn’t know at first.
I didn’t.


And I clung to that for so long, like it was my salvation, my alibi, my paper-thin excuse.


But then I found out.
I found out.



I thought he was cheating on me.
Wasn’t that a fucking joke?


I was so wrong.


I pushed him away. But he pulled me back in.
And he finally stayed.


Said he was choosing me.


But he didn’t.
Hadn’t.


And no matter how I looked at it, spun it, wrapped it around my head… pulled it from my heart so I could see clearly, there was one brutal truth.

He made me this.


The other woman.
The mistress.
The homewrecker.



He made me this ugly thing.
And now I don’t even recognize myself anymore.


So I lie here and hope, wishing it not to be true.


For him to choose me.
For me to be his wife.
For me to have the happily ever after and not be the villain in her story.


I hear the sound… that fucking sound.

I suck in a breath and hold back the tears.


He hates it when I cry.
Hates it when I make a big deal about him leaving.
Hates it when I push… because then he has to pull.
Hates when I make it hard for him.


And I am so fucking desperate for any crumb he’ll throw my way.

So I wait for it… I know it’s coming.

He grabs his phone and sighs.

Sits up and runs his hands through his hair that I had my fingers tangled in only two hours ago, the smell of him still on my palms.


He stands and gets dressed, keeping his back to me.
So he doesn’t have to see what this does.
How this breaks me every time.


Tonight, I am having a hard time keeping the tears away, so I roll over and give him my back, pressing my face into the pillow like I can muffle my own heart.


I hear his belt.
Feel the bed shift as he sits to put on his socks.


I try to silently wipe the tears away because this is when he needs me to be okay with him going home to her.

But tonight I feel vulnerable and lonely, even though he hasn’t left yet.

I feel the heat of his hand on my hip.

“Cassidy, I have to go.”

I can’t speak, so I just nod and hope he sees it with the crack of moonlight slicing the room.

“Baby, I know you are awake. Don’t make this hard on me. You know how much I hate leaving you.”

That does it… something inside me snaps.


This is hard on him?


I push up and stumble out of bed, wearing one of the outfits he bought me. A white silk slip that barely covers my ass.


He says it makes me look like his angel.
But I don’t feel like an angel right now.


I feel horrible.

I stare at him. God, he’s beautiful.


He’s older than me by sixteen years.
I was so surprised when he approached me. So surprised that he wanted me.



I know I am beautiful, and I know the attention I get.
But he somehow seemed larger than life.


His brown eyes somehow seem golden, his skin warm and always tanned, his brown hair that is just long enough for me to grab onto, speckled just enough with silver… but always perfectly styled.

He’s perfection, and I couldn’t believe he wanted to be mine.

Until I found out he wasn’t.

“Stay,” I breathe out.


He gives me a look that I fucking hate, one with pity.
One that says we’ve been through this, don’t be difficult.


“Cass…”

I don’t let him get out the excuse. “Stay, Andrew, choose me like you said you would six months ago.”

He gets up from the bed and moves closer. I step back and hold a hand out.


I know… if he gets his hands on me, I’ll cave.
I will give in and give up a little bit more of myself.


He sighs again, “Baby, I can’t not yet… You know this.”

I shake my head as the tears fall faster now. “You said you were leaving, that I just needed to give you time. To be patient with you while you figure a way out of your marriage.”

He takes a step forward, and I take one back.

“Cass, I don’t have time for this right now. Victoria messaged I need to get home. I can only say I worked so late.”

I want to scream and yell.

Because if he did what he said he would, he wouldn’t have to lie and sneak around.

He would leave her and stay with me.

The voice that has been a whisper is now starting to yell.


He’s never going to leave her.
You are wrecking their marriage.


I fucking hate that I know her name, that I know that I am the other woman.

Part of me wants to go back, back to before I knew.


Before, he looked so relieved that I found out, and he didn’t have to hide it from me anymore.
Phew, one less woman to lie to.


“It’s been a year, Andrew.”

He looks confused, so I go on. “Today… tonight… It’s been a year, you and me.”

He looks guilty and worried… no… the look disappears, and he runs his hand down his face.

“A year, Andrew… and six months since you told me you were leaving her. Since I found out that I am your dirty secret.” I choke on the words, but he needs to hear them. Hear me.

He shakes his head and moves for me. I try to step back and get out of his reach, but my back is to the wall.

He wraps his muscular arms around me and pulls me close. “Please don’t call yourself that, baby, you know I hate it. You know that’s not how I see you.”

I want to bury my face in his chest and ground myself in the smell of his cologne.

I want to give in and let him soothe this ache in my heart that won’t go away.

I want…

The shrill sound of her ring tone brings the jagged edges of our reality into focus, and I push him away, and he lets me.

Because fighting with me… for me… would take too much time.

And he needs to get home to her.

He stares at me, and I don’t know what’s going on in his head. I have never been able to get a read on him. Not like he can read me.

He says my baby blue eyes are too expressive.

He hasn’t moved, and his phone is still ringing in his pocket.

I know what he wants.


He wants me to soothe him.
Tell him it’s ok.
Tell him that I will wait.
I will be patient.
That I will cling to the scraps I get from him.



But I can’t.
Not tonight.


“Go,” I say with fresh tears falling down my cheeks, trailing down my chest and staining the angelic white silk slip.

“Cass…” He pleads.

“No, Andrew… GO. You want to go… GO. I am…” God, what am I? I don’t know anymore, but something inside me is broken, and it hurts, and I don’t want to feel like this anymore.

“I don’t want to go, baby, you know that. I have to go.”

I scoff, and he dares to look like the hurt party in all of this.

“I am tired of asking for something that will never happen, Andrew. I can't keep doing this. So, go.”

He looks wounded, hurt. “What are you saying, Cassidy? You know I love you, that I can’t just…”

Her ringtone cuts him off.

And we are back to this standstill.

Him wanting permission to leave, and me wanting him to choose to stay.

To choose me.

He wants me to make this easy for him, and I just can’t anymore.

“Go.” I choke out, and my bottom lip starts to tremble. I can’t break completely, not yet, not with him still here. So I bite into my bottom lip and focus on the pain I’ve caused.

“Cass, please… I can’t… FUCK!” He roars his frustration.

But he doesn’t get it, doesn’t understand the pain I have been in.

I can feel myself choking on the sob, waiting to break free.

I don’t say anything else, I turn and go to my bathroom.

I lock the door and keep one hand on the door handle, and the other covers my mouth. Like I can hold in all the agony, wanting to rip out of me.

I don’t hear anything for a minute.

And that fucking minute gives me a sliver of hope.

But then…

His phone rings… again.

Then I hear him gathering his things.

I hear the door open and shut.

I hear the lock engage.

And that… that is when I let go.

I fall like the ground below me has been pulled away.

And I let everything out.

I curl into a ball on the cold tiles and cry.

I cry for the dream I once had that he would choose me.

And I cry for the girl who never in a million years would have become this… the other woman.


Chapter 2











1 Year Ago




Ugh. Today was not my day. 


All I wanted was to stay in my period sweats, the soft gray ones I only wore when I was crampy and crabby and riding the line between murder and sobbing at dog videos.
But of course, life had other plans.
And by life, I mean Abby.



She called just as I was about to cue up my comfort movie and dive into a family-size bag of peanut M&Ms. Her little guy had spiked a fever, and daycare was calling her to pick him up early.
Which meant someone had to cover the store.
Which meant that someone was me.



I told her it was no problem, because it wasn’t. Not really.
Abby and Reggie were good people. They’d given me a job when I moved to Willowbend two years ago.
And Books on Main had quickly become my sanctuary.
It smelled like old pages and spiced tea. Soft playlists in the background. A bell that jingled when someone came in, like it was saying, Hey. You’re safe here. Come find your next favourite book.


I just hadn’t planned to leave the house today, let alone put on pants that didn’t have an elastic waistband.

But I did.


I threw on my softest sweater dress, the oversized deep blue one that hung off one shoulder like it was trying a little too hard, but still made me feel pretty.
Tights with compression, because my uterus was staging a rebellion.
Knee-high boots, because if I had to be miserable, I could at least be cute.
Hair in a high ponytail. Just enough makeup to make me look like I had it together.



I looked in the mirror, forced a smile, and whispered, Fake it ‘til you make it, babe.



It was fall in Willowbend. The kind of fall people wrote songs about.
Golden trees. Wind that bit just enough to make you pull your sleeves down. That low sun that made everything glow like it had a filter on.
It was the kind of day meant for new beginnings.


Not that I knew that yet.


Willowbend was a tiny town tucked into the foothills of southern Alberta. About an hour southwest of Hawthorne Ridge, where I grew up.
Hawthorne was bigger, more polished. The kind of place that ended up on tourism brochures for cozy festivals and pristine downtown shopping.
It’s also where my family still lives.
The Morgans.



Everyone knew us. My parents were high school sweethearts, still incredibly disgustingly amazingly in love.
My sister Clara ran a café that had its own hashtag and seasonal menus.
My brother Chase was a doctor who now worked with my dad at our family clinic.
My mom, who used to be the stay-at-home supermom who packed themed school lunches, now splits her time between volunteering and watching Clara’s son full-time.
They were the family. Golden, grounded, glossy in that way people envy but never question.


And then there was me.


The youngest. The baby. The “writer.” The one with too many feelings and not enough structure.
The one who moved to the farthest town in the cluster, as my mom still liked to call it.
The one they didn’t quite know what to do with.



They said things like:
“Why would you work for someone else when you could open your own bookstore?”
“Why ghostwrite for other people instead of publishing your own books?”
“Why hide who you are?”



And I knew they said it with love. I did.
But that was the thing.


I wasn’t hiding.


I just needed to be someone on my own.
Not Clara’s baby sister. Not Chase’s shadow. Not the golden child who forgot how to shine the way they expected.



If I were being really honest, I didn’t even know if I wanted to shine anymore.
Didn’t know if I wanted to keep smiling just because it was expected.
I’d spent so long trying to prove I was more than a pretty face, that I could be smart enough, driven enough, enough enough... and it was exhausting.



I was tired of people, especially men, seeing me as a golden ticket.
A shortcut to a perfect life. The kind of girl you dated when you wanted your parents to be impressed.
The kind of girl you marry to upgrade your image.
But never really saw.



I wanted to be seen.
Not for who my family was.
Not for what I looked like.
But for me.


The bell over the door rang right after I unlocked it and flipped the sign.

I didn’t even have time to light the candle Abby always left burning before he walked in.

And everything... stopped.

I swear to God, I forgot how to breathe.

He looked like he’d stepped out of a dream and into my Wednesday.


Tall. Broad shoulders. Confident stride. Expensive cologne that somehow smelled like it belonged in this dusty mountain town.
His dark hair was perfectly tousled, just enough silver at the temples to make him look sophisticated.
Golden-brown eyes that locked on me like he already knew I was his next chapter.
And when he smiled, my knees hated me for it.



I’d only ever felt like that once before.
I had a massive crush on a boy who treated me like a younger sister.


Our age difference didn't work, and I secretly hoped that when he came back from college, the age difference wouldn't be so big. However, he moved away with his girlfriend.

It was crazy, a young crush. Those kinds of intense feelings that make you think you have found your forever kind of love.

I pulled myself back to the present and the intimidatingly beautiful man in front of me.


He was older. Sharper. Polished in a way that said money and trouble, and I know what I want.


And there was no ring.

I checked.

Twice.

“Hi,” he said, voice like velvet and whiskey. “I was hoping you could help me find something.”

I nodded. “Sure. What are you looking for?”

He smirked. Eyes flashing with something that made my skin prickle. “A book. For a friend.”


For a friend. Right.



He wandered the aisles with me, asking questions. Half-listening. Half-smiling. Totally leading.
Like he already knew what he wanted, but was more interested in watching me work for it.
We ended up back at the front counter, and he glanced at the time.



“I’ve got to get back to work,” he said, pulling out his phone, thumb hovering like he didn’t actually want to leave.
Then he looked up. Met my eyes again. Held them this time.


“What’s your name?”

“Cassidy,” I said, surprised it came out steady.


“Cassidy.” He said it like a secret. Like something he planned to keep.
“I’ll be back. I think I just found my new favourite place.”


I laughed, trying to brush it off. “Because of the books?”

“Because of the pretty girl behind the counter.”

My heart stuttered. Froze. Forgot what it was supposed to do.

He slid his phone across the counter. “Can I have your number?”

I hesitated.

Not because I didn’t want to.


But because I did.



Because something about this... him, felt like it could unravel me.
Like if I gave him my number, I’d never get to be the same version of myself again.


And I wasn’t sure I could afford that.


Because I didn’t want to be just the pretty girl behind the counter.


He must’ve seen the war behind my smile, because he leaned in just enough to tilt the balance.


“It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll be back. I’ll earn it. That first date.”
Then he winked. “I’ve got a feeling it’s gonna be our last first date.”



And just like that, he walked out.
Left me standing behind the counter with my heart in my throat
and an ache I didn’t have a name for yet.



Chapter 3










I woke on the cold tile, my cheek pressed to the floor of my bathroom like it was the only thing keeping me grounded.

My mouth was dry, my skin felt clammy, and my eyes were  heavy from crying myself into unconsciousness.

I didn’t remember when I fell asleep. Only that the moment the door closed behind him, everything inside me caved in.


I needed space.
I needed air.
I couldn’t do this anymore.



My phone was buzzing somewhere beyond the door, again. The sound had been invading my subconscious as I still drifted between sleep and awake. The vibration felt aggressive, desperate, like it was trying to crawl through the walls and reach me.


I pushed myself up slowly, one hand braced against the vanity as I rose, limbs trembling like I’d run a marathon in my sleep. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and winced.

Mascara smudged. Eyes puffy. My lip was marked red from where I’d bitten it to keep the sobs in.

The white silk slip I was still wearing hung from one shoulder, stained with tears, wrinkled and twisted around me like some discarded costume.

I let it fall to the floor and stepped into the shower.

The heat hit my skin like a purge. Steam rose around me, fogging the mirror behind the glass. I stood there, still, arms braced against the tile, and let the water do what I couldn’t.

Wash him off.


But my mind wouldn’t let him go.
 


He hadn’t said a word when he walked in last night.

Not hello, or I missed you. Not I love you, or How was your day. He just slammed the door, set down his keys, and had his hands on me before I could get a word out.

It was like he was starving.


There was nothing gentle about it. No slow kiss, no checking in.
Just heat. Hunger. Hands everywhere. Clothes half-ripped, breath caught in throats.
He took me right there in the hallway.



No words. Just grunts and growls and the way he liked it. The way I liked it, too, if I was being honest.
Rough. Bare. Deep.



He called me names I used to blush at. Called me his. Said I was made for him.
I used to think our passion meant something.
That it proved how intense our love was. How deep our connection ran.
That no one else could ever feel like this.


But maybe that was all we ever were.


Maybe that was all I ever was to him.



I had made him wear condoms at first. Told him I wasn’t comfortable going without.
But he wore me down with soft words. Loving ones. Then the dirty ones about how good it felt to be inside me bare. Saying the idea of having any kind of barrier between us was unbearable.
He would whisper about how I was the only one. And then, when I knew... when I found out... he promised me that he hadn’t touched his wife in months, before he even met me.
That I could trust him.


And I did.

God, I did.


And now I hated myself for it.
 



I scrubbed my skin like I could erase what we were.
Scrubbed with the blistering heat of the water until the water ran cold and my fingers wrinkled.


When I stepped out, I wrapped myself in the fluffiest robe I owned. The pale blue one with the sleeves that were too long and the sash that tied twice around my waist, twice.

Still dripping, I left the bathroom, silenced my phone buzzing on the nightstand and put it in my pocket, and walked straight to the kitchen.

Coffee. I needed coffee.

And food. My stomach growled, a sharp reminder of everything I didn’t get last night.

I’d planned the whole night to celebrate us, a beautiful dinner. Took effort to set the table. I had wine chilling and candles waiting to be lit.


It was supposed to be loving and romantic.
It was supposed to be a celebration of our anniversary.
One year.


But he didn’t even look at the table.

I don't know if he even really looked at me.

He just took what he wanted.

I popped bread into the toaster and pulled a mug from the shelf, letting the scent of coffee ground me. Let the normalcy of the routine push back the chaos.

I took it out to the balcony with my toast smothered in maple butter and the blanket I kept in a basket by the sliding doors. The wind was sharp, cutting through the quiet. The air smelled like turning leaves and distant woodsmoke.

Fall always brought me back to myself.

The cold. The clarity. The way everything started to die, yet still looked beautiful in the process.

I wrapped the blanket around my legs and took a sip of coffee, breathing in the steam.

And then a memory cut through...


Me, curled up beside him one night, telling him my hopes of building my dream home and a tiny library outback on my property where I would raise my family someday.
A “she shed” with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, cozy armchairs, and an office tucked into the back where I could finally write for myself and see my name on the spine.


He’d said we could have that someday.

Then he’d laughed. “What would you need an office for?”

He didn’t know.

Because I’d never told him.


Not about the bestsellers I’d ghostwritten.
Not about the top-ten lists I’d quietly dominated under someone else’s name.
Not about the retainers that publishers had with me... the advances or the foreign translations or the secret thrill of watching my words climb charts I wasn’t credited on.


Or the fact that was why I wanted to work at a bookstore, so I could see readers, fans get excited about my work... even though they had no idea it was mine.

He didn’t know because I hadn’t told him.

And I was wondering now if I didn't... if some part of me knew he wasn’t worthy of all of me.


He called my job at the bookstore “cute.”
Said I was the perfect wet dream. The hot librarian.
And I let him think that was all I was.


I finally worked up the nerve to check my phone.


It was lit up with notifications.
Texts. Missed calls. Voicemails.


Andrew.

The first few, he was devastated.


I love you.
Cassidy, please talk to me.
What did you mean? We will never be over.


Then the shift.


You’re being unfair.
You know how hard this is for me.
You always do this. You expect too much.
This is on you.


I locked the screen and tossed the phone on the table.

I couldn’t respond.

Not right now.

Maybe not ever.

I needed space. I needed to breathe. I needed to remember who I was and how I got to a place where I was begging someone to stay.

And maybe… maybe I needed my family.

I was off for the weekend. No ghostwriting deadlines. No bookstore shifts. Nothing ties me here but the ache in my chest and the smell of him still clinging to my bed.

Like she had a sixth sense for my unravelling, my sister Clara called, and I had to choke back the tears that threatened to fall when I heard her voice.

“Hey,” she said, already halfway smiling through the phone. “Don’t say no. Just listen. Jackson has a hockey game this afternoon. The ex isn’t going. Mom and Dad are home prepping for a BBQ later, and, get this... Brody Palmer is back.”

I blinked. “Back?”

Brody was my Brother's best friend from high school. They had gone to different schools after graduation, and Brody had gotten engaged to his college girlfriend and moved to BC with her for a job she was chasing. I hadn't heard much about them since.

“Back for good. Moved home after the breakup. Both families are getting together later to welcome him home and celebrate Chase finishing his residency and officially working with dad. Come to the game. Bring a bag. Stay for the weekend.”

I looked down at my robe, at where I knew the bruises on my hips from Andrew’s grip would be, and felt the ache start to crack into something else.

Resolve.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll come.”

"Really," she squealed.


And I felt like an ass. Another thing that highlighted how far away from myself I had drifted. When was the last time I went home? When I wasn't waiting for him to be available? On call for the man I thought loved me. 
 



I didn’t bother with makeup.
Pulled on black leggings, a cropped hoodie, and left my hair in loose, natural waves.
As I tossed a weekend bag into the trunk of my car, I realized what I needed.


I needed to see my nephew.


I needed a hug from my sister.
Needed my mom's cooking and my dad's strength.


I needed to be treated like Chase's baby sister again.

I needed to feel like I was enough... me, tucked into the fold of people who knew who I was before I got lost.

And maybe, if I let myself, I could start to figure out who I wanted to be.


Because this version of me?
The one who begged a married man to stay?


She didn’t feel like mine anymore.


Chapter 4










1 Year Ago

He came back the next day.

Thursday.

Said he was looking for a book for his friend’s son.


Something age-appropriate, but not boring.
Something that would keep the kids’ attention.
Something that sounded like it could have been real, if he hadn’t come in already looking like he knew I’d be there.


I helped him find something, and once again, he lingered.


Not to flirt. Not overtly.
Just to talk.


He asked about genres, authors, and how people felt about some of the hyped big-name authors. Asked me what I was reading, if I believed in happy endings... in fairytales.

I couldn't remember anyone ever asking me that before.


It seemed to start off harmless.
Friendly.
Sweet.


Until he looked at me like he was learning me on purpose.

He came back again on Friday.


This time, it was a gift for a friend. A birthday.
But again, he asked more questions than he answered.


Let me ramble about classic vs. contemporary, debate whether romance was underrated as a literary genre, it is, and leaned on the counter with that half-smile like he was soaking me in.

And then the weekend came…

And he didn’t show.


I told myself it was fine, I was glad.
Relieved even.


If he stopped coming around, I wouldn't have to think too hard about how he made me nervous, how I could feel sparks between us that I didn't understand.

Maybe it was for the best.

He hadn’t asked for my number again. Hadn’t flirted too heavily. Hadn’t promised anything.

Maybe I imagined it all. The connection. The spark. The way it felt like something was building.

Maybe he decided I wasn't worth chasing after.

Maybe it was nothing.

And yet… part of me still looked toward the door every time the bell jingled.

By Monday morning, Abby’s little guy was still sick, and I’d worked all weekend alone.

I was tired. A little crispy around the edges. Running mostly on caffeine and spite.


So when I got to the store early to open up and saw him waiting on the bench outside with two takeout cups in hand, I almost dropped my keys.


It was like he took all the oxygen with him, and suddenly it was hard to breathe.


He stood as I approached, looking freshly showered like he didn’t already have the unfair advantage of being that attractive.


“Morning,” he said, handing me one of the cups. “Took a wild guess you like it sweet.”

I blinked, caught off guard.

“I... thanks,” I said. “You didn’t have to...”

“I wanted to.” He paused. “I was hoping to see you.”

I fumbled with the keys and finally got the door open, letting him step inside behind me. The bell gave its usual cheerful ring.

I turned to face him and found him already watching me. It felt very predator versus prey. But I thought maybe that was just the confidence of a man his age.

“I’m taking you out,” he said.

My brows lifted. “You are?”

“Yeah.” No hesitation. No nerves. “Tonight.”

I laughed softly. “A little bold, aren’t you?”

He grinned. “I figured I earned it after pretending to shop for other people just to talk to you.”

That caught me.

The honesty.

I didn’t know what to say, so I looked down at my coffee instead and mumbled, “Okay.”

He took my phone, added his number and told me he'd pick me up after work.

After he left, I excitedly looked for it because I realized he had never given me his name. But the newest contact didn't have his name; it was listed as 'Last First Date'. My heart stuttered a beat. Was this guy for real?


The day dragged. Customers came and went, but my mind kept looping on those words: I’m taking you out.



I didn’t know anything about him.
Not really.
Not even his name.



But I couldn’t stop thinking about him.


About the way, he looked at me.

About the fact that he showed up early just to give me coffee and make sure I saw him first.

The store was closing when Abby showed up, dragging her laptop and muttering about needing to escape her “tiny sick gremlin.”

“Reggie got home from work, so I figured I’d do inventory before my brain melts. Also, why do you look so peppy?”

I blinked. “What?”

“You have date energy. Don’t lie. You’re glowing.”


I snorted. “Maybe because I do have a date.”


Her jaw dropped. “You do not.”

“I do.” I tried to play it cool, but the smile tugged at my mouth anyway.

Abby narrowed her eyes like she was trying to solve a riddle. “Is it Hot Book Guy?”

I didn’t answer. I had told her about a guy that had caught my attention and how he had kept coming into the store... but nothing else.


She gasped. “It’s Hot Book Guy.”


I laughed. “You need to stop calling him that.”

“You know his name?”

I shook my head. “Not yet.”

“Oh my God, I’m obsessed already.”

Twenty minutes before closing, my phone buzzed.


Last First Date: I’m so sorry. Got caught at work. Can you meet me there? I’ll make it up to you.


Disappointment bloomed in my chest. I wanted Abby to meet him. To see if she or Reggie knew him. They seemed to know everyone around here, and he must work or live close by with how often he had stopped by in the past few days.


But I brushed the disappointment off.
This kind of stuff happened.



Right.
Real life got in the way.
At least he texted.



I texted back Okay, closed up the shop, grabbed my bag, and drove myself to the address he sent.


The restaurant was small. Cozy. The kind of place with exposed brick, cloth tablecloths and candlelight that felt like a secret waiting to be kept.

He was already seated when I arrived, still, in work clothes, button-up shirt rolled at the sleeves, tie loose. He stood as I approached, that smile returning like a reward.

“You came,” he said.

“You invited me.”

He pulled out my chair, and for the first time in a long time, I felt like a woman in a romance novel.

Dinner was… perfect.

The conversation was easy, and the laughter came honestly.

My cheeks actually hurt from how hard I was smiling and laughing.


He asked questions and listened.
Told me stories about working in construction management. About how he used to think he’d be an architect.
Said he wasn’t married to the job; he wanted a life that felt good, not just one that looked good on paper.


We didn’t talk about anything too personal.


But we talked about everything else.


Books. Music. Travel. Where we’d go if money weren’t an issue. What kind of life would we build if we could?

At the end of the night, he walked me to my car.


The air was cold, and our breath was visible in the space between us.
He stood close, close enough that my heart started to race.
I thought he was going to kiss me. My body was buzzing with an intoxicating energy. I wanted that kiss.


So I closed my eyes and waited for his lips to press into mine.

Instead, I felt his warm breath whisper along my neck and ear.

“I want to see you again.”

My breath caught. My heart was beating so wildly. He was so close, but we weren't touching.

“Okay,” I whispered.

And when I opened my eyes, he was already walking away.

And I was already hooked.

And I still didn't know his name.


Chapter 5










11 Months Ago

He’d been texting me nonstop.


Little check-ins.
Memes that made me laugh.
Occasional voice notes when he was stuck in traffic, talking about podcasts or books he still hadn’t started reading.



He was busy, he said. Work had picked up.
But he wanted me to know he was thinking about me.


That he couldn't get me out of his mind.

That he wasn’t disappearing.


That we were still something.



I wanted to believe it.
And when he did show up, random coffees dropped off at the shop, surprise texts asking if I could sneak out for a walk, it felt like I was being chosen. Like I mattered.


And when he finally told me his name, I thought it would feel like a piece clicking into place... but it came wrapped in quiet tension.

“Andrew,” he said, almost carefully, like he was handing me something breakable.


I remember the way I blinked. The weight of it. The pause that came after.


We’d kissed. We’d touched. We’d flirted and traded pieces of ourselves.

But I hadn’t known his name.

And after a month, he had finally shared it with me, but he shared it with a look on his face I didn't understand, hesitation, or was it calculation... And then he said, "I want to keep us quiet for now."

I must have hesitated. Just a flicker. A twitch of confusion he caught in an instant.

“I know that look,” he said, sighing. “It’s not what you think.”

But that was precisely what it felt like. I thought this past month was building to something, and just like that, the air was taken out from under me, and I couldn't understand why.

He leaned closer, voice lowering as if someone might be listening.

“I’m a private person, Cassidy. And before you say it, I know how that sounds. I do. But the last time I let something good be public, the whispers, the gossip… it ruined everything. People love to destroy what they don’t understand. What they don't have.”


He touched my hand. My thoughts were swirling... what about us, could people not understand... was he worried about our age difference?


“I didn’t want that for this. For us. For you.”

I still felt like something was lodged in my throat, like a tension was curling in my gut, but I couldn't name what I was feeling. Not then.

But it hurt, like my poor heart was trying to warn me.


And then he said, softer... “I want to experience this first. Just for us. Before the world gets its hands on it.”



The red flag was faint, but it waved. The whiplash I was experiencing left me confused.
And he must’ve seen it because he smoothed it down with that velvet voice and those too-knowing eyes.



Like he could see exactly what he had to say... “I’m not selfish with much in my life, Cassidy. But this? You? I want to keep this for myself a little longer. Just until I’m sure I know how to hold it right. I want the beginning of our love story to be just for us.”


And like always… I melted.

Because what he said was perfect. Who wouldn't want to keep the beginning of their love story close to their heart...

A few days later, I invited him over.

It had been a month of seeing each other. He told me he wanted us to be exclusive, that he couldn't handle the idea of sharing me with anyone else.

It was late. A Tuesday, I think.

I’d lit a few candles, thrown a blanket over the couch to cover a coffee stain I hadn't gotten to yet, and told myself not to overthink it.

But I was nervous, and I hadn't been nervous around a man before, so I took it for excitement...  for the budding feeling that had been with me since I met Andrew.

He brought wine.

I barely remember drinking it.

Because the moment he kissed me, nothing else mattered. It wasn't like any other kiss we had together.

Every fear, flag, and uncertainty disappeared.

We didn’t stumble or fumble or laugh our way through it.


It was quiet. Slow.
Like he already knew every part of me.



His hands mapped me with purpose. His mouth traced promises down my throat.
And when he finally pushed inside me, I felt like I shattered around him.


“Eyes on me,” he whispered, hips moving slow and deep. “I want to see those baby blues when you cum all over my cock.”


The words, so dirty, so sure, unravelled me.
I felt consumed.



Wanted.
Owned.


Loved.


I don’t know how long it lasted. I just remember the feeling. It was almost like I experienced every emotion in that moment, completely captivated by him. 
The way he made me feel like we weren’t just having sex, we were making something.


Something real.

Something permanent.

After, I curled into his chest, heart still stuttering like it hadn’t caught up to the rest of me.

He kissed my shoulder. Played with my hair. Let me trace circles on his ribs with my fingertips.

But after a while, he shifted. Groaned a little. Pulled away gently.

“I have an early morning,” he said, already sitting up, grabbing his pants. “I hate this. I don’t want to rush out after what we just had.”

My smile faltered. Just for a second.

I felt a crack form then... He was leaving?


I didn’t want him to leave. Not after that. Not after everything.


And I guess my face gave me away...

Because he turned, knelt beside me, and brushed a hand down my cheek.

"I am an old man, Cassidy," he said with a self-deprecating laugh, "Don't hold it against me... I don't have anything here for the morning, and I will sleep better in my own bed... I need my beauty sleep..." He trailed his hand up to my hair, brushing it from my still-sweaty brow and tucking it behind my ear. "I can bring stuff here for next time... I hate having to leave you. I wish we had planned this better..."

And then he gave me those words for the first time.

“I love you,” he said.

Three words. Just like that.

Like he wasn’t afraid of them.

Like they were true.

And I believed him.


I needed to believe him.



Because if he loved me… then everything made sense.
The privacy. The distance. The not-staying.


Right?


He loved me.
He was busy.



He had an early morning.
He’d stay next time.


I curled into my pillow as he kissed my forehead, and I watched him gather his things before he left.

And I fell asleep with those words echoing in my head.

I love you.


Chapter 6










11 Months Ago

I woke up feeling off. Those three words I had clung to last night, that had lulled me to sleep, felt hollow now.


The way the night played out was nagging at me now. The moment had felt beautiful, it hadn't felt like fucking... I thought maybe he meant more. But then he got up and had to go... didn't stay, and if that hadn't thrown me off kilter, he said those three words with an ease that left me breathless. 
I got up and decided to go for a run. I had always been active, always been one who was up for anything. But running... something about it cleared away all the bullshit and helped me think. My feet on the trail, my lungs full of fresh air... the seasons wrapping me up in their beauty... it centred me.



As I was getting dressed, my phone lit up. I hadn't changed his name in my contacts yet... something about what he had called himself... called us, felt beautiful. I wanted to keep that beauty. Wanted to keep the fantasy behind our love story.
Last First Date: Good Morning, Beautiful. I miss you already.



I didn't respond, and it wasn't because I was trying to be a brat or be difficult. I didn't know what to say. And that was a first. I had always responded quickly to his texts.


Autumn had my little town firmly in its grasp. So I moved back to my closet and added layers.


The text alert made me jump. Crap, why was I so jumpy?



I pulled my messy hair up into a bun and moved back to my phone.
Last First Date: I meant what I said last night, Cassidy. I love you. Sitting through these meetings and not being near you feels like torture.
My heart beat a little faster, a small smile tugging at my face. But something was still not sitting right with me. So I grabbed my runners and started lacing them up.



Last First Date: Are you still sleeping, or are you ignoring me because you are upset...


I ran my thumb over my phone, thinking about responding quickly... but his last text threw me. Still unsure of how to respond, I grabbed my running pack, threw my keys, my i.d. and headed out the front door.

It wasn't that I was unsure of how I felt for him, god, I wanted to say those three words back last night. I knew how I felt around him, how my heart fluttered, and how my words felt jumbled. My words were never something that had failed me before... I owned my words. My voice.

I made it out to the frost-covered sidewalk and started moving in the direction of the closest running trail before the next alert came through.


Last First Date: Please don't push me away... don't ruin us, Cass... god, I regret leaving last night... I didn't sleep at all, thinking about you in bed alone, thinking about how I could have held you in my arms all night.


My heart did a happy dance... but my gut... 

Was he reacting this way because he really cared and was worried about how I felt about last night? Or was this something else?

I needed to clear my head.

So I ran.

With my playlist forcing thoughts out and the warm fall colours pulling my attention to their beauty. I ran.


Or I tried... he was relentless. My alerts kept pulling my focus. 
So I turned off my alerts, I silenced everything but my music.
And just like that, I found my stride, and I lost myself to the rhythm and scenery around me.



I don't know how long I ran for. But it felt good.
I knew I needed to talk to Andrew, to understand him, to understand us and this feeling I couldn't push past. 
I felt confident in my decision.
I would go up to my apartment, eat, shower, change and...



All my thoughts evaporated when I came to my door and saw Andrew standing there with flowers in his hand. 
I pulled my earbuds out and stared at the man for a moment. 



He was so beautiful. Warm difused light lit his dark brown hair and made his eyes look like a warm honey amber colour instead of his usual golden brown.
My heart fluttered, and it was like he could feel it, because he looked up from his phone and gifted me one of his smiles that could light up an entire room.
"Andrew, what are you..."


He stepped away from my door, and his smile vanished, replaced with a look I couldn't place or understand. "You weren't answering."


It hadn't been that long since he started texting me this morning... was he really that concerned? "I... I went for a run..."
He moved to pull me closer, his eyes tracing my form. 
"I am sweaty, Andrew..."
He grabbed hold of me and pulled me into him, "God, Cassidy, I don't care, let me hold you... Tell me you aren't upset. I need to know that my leaving last night didn't change things for you."
He smelled so good. He pulled me in tight to his broad chest, and I rested my head for a moment... because it felt so good to be in his arms. I had the whole conversation mapped out in my head... I could do this. Talk to him. "I..."


"Fuck I missed you," He murmured into my hair, "I know that sounds crazy because I just saw you... But I have never felt like this about anyone but you, Cassidy and it feels big... and I don't want to screw this up. I love you and I need you and that... fuck I'm forty and you are making me so unsure of myself."


I pulled back a bit so I could see his eyes. I was having a hard time centring my thoughts. "Andrew, I..."
He silenced me with the softest of kisses. "I cleared my schedule for the rest of the day. Can we spend it together? Just me and you?"
I blinked, my heart beat jumped up, his scent wrapped around me, his brown eyes so sincere and full of love. 
"Andrew..." What had I wanted to say before?
He nuzzled into my sweat-soaked hairline and whispered, "Please, Cassidy, let me stay... let me love you."
And just like that, I forgot it all. The worry. The feeling... The clarity my run had given me.




And without realizing it, without having the talk I planned, fall bled into winter, and winter started to melt into spring. 
He showered me with gifts and words of love.
He stayed when he could.
He always made it up to me when he couldn't.
I fell madly, deeply in love with him. Like he was the very air I needed to breathe, like my existence revolved around him.  

Every time I felt that gut feeling, he seemed to sense it and know exactly how to pull me back to him.


I let myself be rooted in his words, in the dream he was weaving for me. 
In our love story that he promised would end with a happily ever after.



Chapter 7










I was so lost in the pain of the past that the relief I felt when I turned the corner and my parents' property came into view was immense.


Clara was waiting in the driveway when I pulled up.
Jackson was already seated in the back, the engine running, her window half-down as she scrolled through her phone.


They were living with our parents now, just until the divorce was finalized and Clara could find a new place. She’d said that like it was a decision she’d made calmly, on her own timeline. But I knew better. Her ex had been fighting it. Claiming they weren’t over. That they could work it out.

Clara had been very clear.

There was no coming back from what he’d done.

She hadn’t told me the full story yet, just said she would, when she had the space to breathe, when the ground stopped shaking beneath her feet.

I hadn’t pushed. What she and Mason had... Well, we all thought they were like our parents, high school sweethearts that everyone held as a couple goal. She got pregnant the last year of university and had Jackson after she graduated.

She helped Mason start up his business and then started her own.

So if she left him... If they were at a point of no return, it had to be bad.

And I understood what it felt like to live inside a moment you hadn’t processed yet. To feel like you thought you were living in a dream until you were hit with something so monumental that you realized you weren't dreaming... You were in a living nightmare.

I climbed into the front seat and gave Jackson a quick smile over my shoulder.


"Hey, buddy."
Jackson gave me a big smile and said, "Aunt Cass, I can't believe you are actually going to come to one of my games."


The guilt was immediate. I had missed so much this past year. I had pulled away from my family and let myself get lost.


"I know, buddy, I am sorry that I haven't yet. But I will make it up to you, I promise."
We pulled out of the driveway, and I looked out my window. Trying to center myself again, but the ache in my chest wouldn't let up.


Clara glanced at me. “You okay?”

I shrugged. “No.”

We drove in silence for a moment before she said, “You gonna tell me what’s wrong?”

I didn’t answer.

She turned onto the road toward the rink. “Is it about the guy? The one you've been seeing?”


I hesitated, chewing the inside of my cheek. My family didn’t know much.
Just that I’d been seeing someone, I wanted to keep it private for a while.


Now that felt like shame I had sealed behind glass.

“I don’t know,” I said finally. “Maybe. Yeah. It’s about him… us. But also me. I need to think.”

Clara nodded, not pressing. Just listening.

“I think it needs to be over,” I added, softer this time. “I... it has to be.”

She looked at me again, but didn’t say anything more.

And I was grateful.

The rink was cold, loud, and chaotic, just as kids’ sports often are.
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