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Chapter One
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Charlotte Devereaux slid a tray of fresh blueberry muffins onto the glass display with a grin that could light up the morning. The sweet, tangy scent of lemon zest and warm berries wafted across the counter, drawing a chorus of delighted “ooohs” from the regulars.

“Oh, I know y’all been waiting for these,” she teased, flashing a wink at Mr. Hargrove, who predictably had his hands ready to grab two.

“Miss Charlotte, you know those muffins are dangerous,” he said, shaking his head, though a smile spread across his face.

“Dangerous for your waistline, maybe,” she shot back with a playful laugh, handing him a steaming cup of black coffee in his cup he always brought with him. “But they’ll make your soul happy, and you know it.”

The morning rush was steady at The Noir Café, a cozy, polished spot tucked between high-end boutiques, owned by Ms. Ruthie, a retired pastry chef with a soft spot for Charlotte’s sass and no-nonsense style. The café was all in dark woods, vintage light fixtures, and a steady hum of jazz floating from the old record player in the corner.

Charlotte thrived in this space. The people, the stories, the tiny details that made every day unique, she lived for it. She lived for the customers who wanted her opinion on new lattes, for the neighborhood kids who called her Muffin Queen, and for the quiet moments when she could lean on the counter and just laugh with someone about life.

Today, she was moving through it all like a dance. She cracked jokes with the line of regulars, greeted newcomers like they’d been friends for years, and somehow kept the espresso machine humming without missing a beat.

“Charlotte, can you sign my loyalty card?” a college student asked, pushing it across the counter.

She fished out a pen and held it up. “Baby, I will sign anything but a blank check. Now where’s my hug?” The girl giggled, leaning over to hug Charlotte before taking her coffee to go.

Charlotte’s bob swayed every time she tossed her head back in laughter, perfectly framing her expressive brown eyes. She was tall, soft curves hugging a black apron that read The Noir Café...Good Vibes Only in swirling gold letters.

At this moment, in the swirl of chatter, clinking mugs, and the smell of warm muffins, Charlotte felt like her life was exactly where it should be. Joyful. Full. Hers.
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Theodore Whitaker straightened his perfectly tailored suit jacket as the boardroom emptied out around him. Polished mahogany table, gleaming skyline view, the trappings of a life he’d built through meticulous work, a relentless drive, and a need to make as much money as he could.

The meeting had run long, another endless debate over a merger, but no one questioned Theodore’s authority. They never did. Not when you are Theodore Whitaker, the man with the Midas touch, who’d turned nothing into everything.

Once the last executive left, Theodore stayed behind, gathering his folders with precise movements. A few quiet phone calls followed, a string of negotiations handled with calm, even detachment. Then, as if carried by an invisible weight, he reached inside his inner suit pocket.

The crisp envelope felt heavy in his hands. Heavy like truth, heavy like an ending.

He unfolded the letter carefully, scanning the words for the millionth time, though every line was burned into his memory.

Glioblastoma multiforme. Advanced. Inoperable. Six months, at best.

His jaw clenched, the skin along his olive-toned cheek twitching. Inoperable. Terminal. Final.

A bone-deep sigh rumbled out of him. He folded the letter back up, sliding it away as though it was out of sight meant out of mind.

But it didn’t.

He switched off the lights, and left the building, his building, with a strange sense of smallness pressing on his ribs.

The next morning, Theodore dressed in his usual quiet perfection: navy suit, silver tie, cufflinks engraved with his initials. However, there was dullness to him, a hollowness in the mirror. He couldn’t outrun the clock, no matter how carefully he presented himself.

Tightening his cuff one last time, he slipped on his coat.

If he had to face this day, he’d do it with one small comfort, those blueberry muffins. And that vanilla bean coffee that made the world seem tolerable for ten minutes.

He headed out to The Noir Café, where a certain bold, bob-haired woman would be waiting behind the counter with a smile that, on some days, felt like the only thing keeping him from disappearing altogether.

Theodore stepped into The Noir Café, the familiar aroma of roasted beans and warm sugar wrapping around him. He approached the counter, his posture straight, expression unreadable, every inch the stoic businessman. Charlotte was there, in her signature red apron, hair in that sleek bob, beaming as she teased another customer. Her laugh, deep, bright, reckless, cut through the stale quiet that had settled in his mind since the letter.

It was like medicine, that laugh. Clean and strong, a reminder that joy still existed in this world, even if it wasn’t meant for him.

“Morning, Mr. Whitaker,” Charlotte greeted him with a sly grin when it was his turn, one eyebrow arched like she already had a joke waiting.

“Morning,” he replied, voice smooth but distant, he wanted to say more, but he couldn’t, didn’t.

“What can I get for you today, Mr. Whitaker?” Charlotte said with a sparkle in her eyes.

“The usual,” he said, then paused. “Actually... make it two blueberry muffins.”

Charlotte’s grin widened. “Going wild today, huh?”

He managed the barest curve of a smile, one so faint you might miss it. “Something like that.”

She rang him up, chatting with another customer at the same time, moving with a kind of chaotic grace that made the place feel more alive. He admired that, the way she balanced the energy of a whole room without breaking a sweat.

Cup in hand, muffins tucked in a paper bag, Theodore chose a small table by the window. He pulled out his tablet, eyes scanning emails, while his mind lingered on Charlotte’s voice.

Her laughter rolled across the café again, warm and rich. He watched her command the counter, light and fierce, lifting people up with nothing more than a smile and a smart remark.

He liked her laugh. He liked her energy. He liked the way she owned this space, how it seemed to revolve around her without her even trying.

He liked it here.

Not that anyone would know. His face stayed neutral, cool, impassive, as if he barely noticed the rest of the world. As he finished his coffee and stood to leave, heading back toward his silent, sterile office, Theodore Whitaker carried that laugh with him. A small reminder that maybe there was still something worth hearing tomorrow.
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The afternoon sun glared across the high-rise windows, catching the brushed steel of his nameplate:

Theodore Whitaker, Founder & CEO

It looked powerful. Unshakable. He had handled a few meetings today, savoring those two muffins and was tired. He swallowed hard, the aftertaste of regret sour on his tongue. He hadn’t done anything he told himself he would do as a boy.

Back then, he had wild dreams. Visiting the Seven Wonders. Writing a book. Swimming in every ocean. Loving someone without fear. Those dreams had gone quiet when his parents died, leaving him a tragic windfall of insurance money and the weight of becoming someone. So, he left home. Buried the kid he used to be, the beaten down, broken kid. He worked hard. Built an empire. And when the money came, he never stopped.

He opened one company, then two more, each one more successful than the last. The Midas touch, people whispered. As if he could do no wrong.

But no one ever asked what he wanted. Hell, he hadn’t asked himself that in decades.

He pushed away from his desk and stood abruptly, crossing to the windows. The city roared below him, alive with color, movement, people.

Here he was. On top of the world. Alone. Terminal.

Theo clenched his fists, something raw bubbling up inside him. Six months.

I have to do something, he thought, chest tightening. Anything. I can’t go out like this.

He glanced at the photo on his bookshelf, a blurry snapshot of the Eiffel Tower he’d taken years ago on a 24-hour business layover, too rushed to even step inside.

The coffee, the muffins, Charlotte’s laugh, they’d been his one bright spot these past weeks.

Maybe... maybe he could start there.
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Charlotte slid her apron off, hanging it neatly on the hook behind the counter. The café had finally quieted down for the night, the steady hum of jazz still swirling lazily through the air. She waved to Antonio, who was wiping down the espresso machine with his usual quiet focus.

“See you tomorrow, boss man,” she called.

Antonio looked up with a warm grin. “Sleep well, Charlotte.”

Stepping outside, Charlotte took a long, deep breath. The evening was cool, the city buzzing around her, neon signs flickering in windows. She walked slowly, letting her mind wander.

Funny how far I’ve come, she thought.

Once, she’d been a high-powered lawyer — custom suits, a corner office, the constant churn of billable hours. The job had eaten her alive, until panic attacks forced her to see the truth: she was suffocating in a life she didn’t even like.

So she walked away.

Sold her oversized house for a handsome profit. Cut her long, perfect hair into a carefree bob. Found a therapist who helped her pick apart years of stress and fear. Then one day, almost by fate, she walked through the doors of The Noir Café and asked Antonio if he needed any help.

He’d been hesitant at first, but once she shared her blueberry muffin recipe, the secret one her grandmother had given her, he was sold. So was Ms. Ruthie.

Life has been simpler since then. Sweeter. She had money in the bank, a steady job that made her smile, and a one-bedroom apartment that felt more like home than any mansion ever could.

As she unlocked her door, she couldn’t help laughing softly to herself. Life is funny, she mused, slipping off her shoes and heading toward the shower.

So funny, she found herself attracted to a customer. Something she never thought possible. She hadn’t been attracted to anyone in years and being attracted to this man...oooh.

That quiet man who came in every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday like clockwork. The one with the perfect suits and the solemn, distant eyes. Barely a smile, just a nod, a polite thank you.

Theo, she thought, shampooing her short curls, letting the hot water soothe her tired shoulders.

What was it about him? He was handsome, sure, in that don’t look at me way. But there was something else there, something she couldn’t quite name.

After her shower, she dressed in comfy shorts and a tank top and wrapped herself in a cozy robe and padded into the kitchen, humming while she reheated a leftover veggie stir-fry. She ate cross-legged on the couch, eyes glued to a romance thriller set in Spain, pages full of fiery passion and high-stakes danger.

She sighed, closing the book for a moment.

She wanted to travel. Holi in India was at the top of her list for March, but she’d also been saving for a small, sun-washed cottage on the east side of Phoenix. Maybe one day, she’d do both.

Her mind circled back, uninvited, to that man with the vanilla bean coffee and the blueberry muffins. She didn’t know why he stayed in her head, didn’t know why she liked him or why, deep down, she wanted him to notice her.

It was silly, she told herself. Nothing would happen.

She didn’t want anything from him, really. Well... maybe she did. But she couldn’t imagine he’d ever give it.

Oh well, Charlotte thought, scraping the last of her dinner into the trash and rinsing her plate. She brushed her hair, clipped it up, settled into bed, and turned out the light.

Tomorrow was another day, and another chance to laugh in the café she’d built into a haven, one blueberry muffin at a time.
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Theodore shifted in his seat, his leather briefcase tucked neatly by his polished shoes. He adjusted his tablet on the table, scrolling through a string of numbers that barely made sense to him today. His mind refused to settle, frayed around the edges.

He took a slow sip of his vanilla bean coffee, still warm although he had neglected it and let his eyes drift, just for a moment, to the counter.

Charlotte was there, radiant and alive, trading playful banter with her young co-worker, Annabelle like they’d been best friends since childhood. Her laugh spilled across the café, weaving through the clatter of mugs and low jazz.

He tried to focus on a report, but their conversation floated to him, catching his attention whether he wanted it to or not.

“Girl, I’m telling you,” Annabelle said, fanning herself dramatically, “if my boyfriend takes me to San Diego, I might come back engaged!”

Charlotte laughed, sliding a tray of banana nut bread into the display. “You are too much! You deserve a man who treats you like a queen.”

“I’m serious!” Annabelle insisted, then dropped her voice to a playful whisper. “Speaking of queens, this banana nut bread, Charlotte, this is everything. I’m obsessed.”

Charlotte’s grin spread wide. “That’s my secret weapon. Banana nut bread and blueberry muffins, I get people hooked.”

Annabelle leaned closer. “Oh, tell me about the house again. The one on the east side?”  

Charlotte paused, wiping her hands on a towel. “Yeah, there’s this cute little cottage I’ve had my eye on. I want to get it, but I want to put a pretty good chunk into the restoration and do a lot of work on it. It’s nothing fancy, just...homey, you know?”

Annabelle nodded, starry-eyed. “That sounds perfect.”

Theo shifted again, pretending to read, though every word between the two women seemed to carve straight through his guarded calm.

Charlotte had dreams. Big, beautiful dreams.

He found himself almost smiling at that, that she still believed in more, still planned for a tomorrow he’d stopped letting himself imagine.

His tablet screen faded to black as his mind whirred. What if...?

For a man who’d lived only to build empires, the thought of spending what time he had left helping someone live felt... strange. But not wrong.

Maybe that was it. Maybe that was something.

He drained the rest of his coffee, gathered up his tablet and briefcase and stood. His gaze flicked back to Charlotte, the bright bob framing her face, that joyful energy commanding the whole café.

He slipped quietly out the door, the bell jingling overhead and as he stepped onto the sidewalk, the sun catching the shine of his shoes, an idea began to spark.

If he was going to die, he’d rather do it by chasing a dream.

––––––––
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Theodore stepped into the hush of his penthouse suite, the soft click of the door echoing against marble floors. The space was immaculate, curated to the last detail: abstract paintings in gilded frames, sleek Italian leather sofas, towering floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the city skyline like a living portrait.

Every object screamed success, carefully chosen, carefully maintained, a life arranged as perfectly as a showroom.

He loosened his tie, letting it hang undone around his neck, and crossed to the long walnut table where a crisp folder sat waiting. His freshly updated will. He sat down, flipping through the pages. Paragraph after paragraph lined with dollar signs, bequests, legal language he’d long ago learned to decipher.

Dr. Tash was written there. He’d included him in the will this morning, along with the hospital. Tash had practically held his hand through the final diagnosis, explained everything, and, at least from Theo’s point of view, tried to ease his way out of this world with dignity. A bitter chuckle escaped his lips. Dignity. What an odd word for death. Theo placed the will aside and stood, walking slowly around the apartment.

There was a painting near the fireplace, a bold swirl of reds and golds he’d bought at a charity auction, just because he could. Sculptures and imported rugs, expensive custom designs, all the trappings of a man who had won.

His gaze swept the room with almost affectionate satisfaction. He wasn’t sad, not tonight.

This life, this empire, had been built out of nothing but determination, sweat, and scars no one ever saw. He had been a poor child, yes. A neglected, beaten down, near-forgotten child. The kind of boy people assumed would end up in a gutter.

But he’d rewritten that story.

Every cent he earned, every business he built, every tailored suit, all of it was his armor, his declaration to the world: I will not be destroyed.

He sighed, and now, facing the end, he realized he could do something powerful with it. He could choose how to spend these last months.

His jaw set with quiet resolve.

Tomorrow, he will put his plan in place. Ms. Ruthie and Antonio would be there getting ready to open, before the world had fully woken. That was the right moment. The right time to set this wild, impossible plan in motion.

He glanced around once more, almost smiling.

No regrets. Not anymore.

He had worked hard for everything. Money. Power. But tomorrow, he will use that power for something that might finally mean something.
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Chapter Two
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Charlotte opened the café’s front door before sunrise, the familiar jingle of the bell greeting her. She paused, blinking. The café was empty, too quiet, no Antonio prepping croissants, no Annabelle filling syrups, no hiss of the espresso machine, no Ms. Ruthie with her sassy jokes.

Instead, one man stood by the window, silhouetted against the soft gray light of morning.

Theo.

Charlotte’s brow pulled together, her purse still slung over her shoulder. “Mr. Whitaker?” she asked, confusion thick in her voice. “Why are you here? Where is everyone? Was there an emergency?”

Theo turned to face her, hands clasped loosely in front of him. “They’re in the back,” he said calmly, voice even. “I...asked them to give us a bit of privacy.”

Her eyebrows shot up even higher. “What do you mean privacy?” she echoed, setting her purse down on the counter. “For what?”

Theo cleared his throat, shifting his weight just slightly, the first crack in his usually impenetrable composure. “Charlotte,” he began, eyes steady on hers, “I want to ask you something...unusual.”

Charlotte crossed her arms, half amused, half wary. “Okay, shoot.”

He drew a breath, slow and deliberate. “Would you...consider spending six months with me? Traveling the world?”

Charlotte blinked and then blinked again. Then, despite herself, a bright laugh burst from her lips, ringing through the empty café. “What?” she sputtered. “Travel? With you?”

“Yes,” he said, unwavering.

She stopped laughing and a small “why?” tumbled out of her mouth. Truly floored, she chuckled again at the absurdity. “You don’t even know me!”

“I like you, Charlotte.” That was the first time she heard her name from his mouth and she stared at him, her laughter gone. This man made her name sound so beautiful. Theo hesitated, then reached into his inner jacket pocket, pulling out a folded sheet of paper. He held it out to her, and Charlotte, still catching her breath, took it carefully.

She read the words, her face falling with every line. A lump caught in her throat and tears welling into her eyes.

“Inoperable,” she whispered. “Six months...”

When she lifted her eyes, Theo was watching her with a kind of quiet, exhausted acceptance.

“But why me?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “You don’t even know me.”

He stepped closer, just enough for her to catch the faintest scent of his cologne. “Because,” he said steadily, “I do know you. I know you make the best blueberry muffins I’ve ever had. I know your laugh is like medicine. I know you dream about a little cottage, and I want to help you get that. I want...to gift you something and to be gifted something in return.”

Charlotte swallowed hard, fighting the urge to cry. “I could buy my own cottage,” she said, voice shaking.

“I know,” he nodded, calm and honest, “but I’d like to help, if you’d let me. Charlotte, I’ve worked my whole life, and I have six months left. I want to do things I never did before. With someone I like.”

His gaze held hers with an intensity that made her breath hitch.

Charlotte shook her head slowly, still reeling. “What do you mean do things you’ve never done before?”

Theo took the paper back and slid it back where he dug it out. “I want to travel. I’ve been out of the country for business but never experienced being out of the country. I want to do tourist things, buy trinkets.” He shrugged and then looked at her. “I want to experience things, all the things.”

“But I just...I don’t...” Charlotte said and then shook her head, her soft curls in her bob gracefully swaying on her shoulders.

“I want to pay for everything and then give you money for your time.” Theo said softly.

Charlotte looked at him, her brow raising, her body straightening. “You want to pay me?”

Theo smiled, looking down, then back into her eyes. “Yes. Even if you said no to the money. I want to experience something real. With you.”

Charlotte snorted softly, a sad smile tugging at her lips. “Money doesn’t move me, Mr. Whitaker.”

He let out a breath of relief, nodding once. “I thought you’d say that.”

For a heartbeat, they just stared at each other, caught between two worlds.

Charlotte glanced back at the letter, then at him. Her mind spun. This man, the quiet customer who ordered muffins and vanilla bean coffee without ever saying more than thank you, wanted her to see the world with him.

She put her hands on the counter and pressed against it. “When are you leaving?”

“In two days,” he answered.

Charlotte looked around the café, at the chairs she’d arranged a thousand times, the chalkboard menu, the smell of warmth and home. Her safe little corner of the world.

Then she looked at him, Theodore Whitaker, a man who was terrified of dying but somehow even more terrified of living alone.

She sighed, her voice breaking just a touch. “I have to think about it,” she whispered.

Theo nodded, gathering his things with practiced care. As he headed for the door, he paused, turning back to face her. “I know we don’t know each other,” he said, voice soft, “but...I want someone to remember me.”

Charlotte felt her chest tighten, a thousand feelings warring inside her. As he stepped through the door, she called after him, unable to stop herself. “I’m not everyone’s cup of tea, you know.” 

Theo turned, a gentle, honest smile breaking through the usual coolness. “I know,” he said quietly, “but you’re mine.”
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That night, Charlotte hardly slept. She lay on her back in the dark, staring at the ceiling fan turning slow circles above her. The words on Theo’s letter were burned into her mind, as was the look on his face when he’d said I want someone to remember me.

She thought about all those months she’d spent rebuilding herself after leaving law. How she’d worked so hard to make peace with her quiet little life. Safe, predictable, hers.

And now, she thought, letting out a shaky laugh, I’m about to say yes to this man’s wild last wish.

But wasn’t that what life was about? The living of it? The chances, the messy, unexpected beauty of doing something insane, something unforgettable? Maybe living life with Theo wouldn’t be so bad. 

The next morning, Charlotte moved through her routine like a woman possessed. She pulled her bobbed hair into a sleek style, applied a little lipstick, and tied on her apron with hands that wouldn’t quite stop shaking. She made the muffins, her bread, wiped down the counter, all while waiting.

Charlotte checked the clock and ducked into the back room to compose herself, her heart hammering. 

Theo walked in, ordered like clockwork. Two blueberry muffins. Vanilla bean coffee. Calm, almost serene.

Once he sat down, Charlotte squared her shoulders, took a breath, and marched over to his table, standing strong, planting herself across from him with the same confidence she once used in a courtroom.

“Theo,” she began, voice steady, “I’ll do it.”

He looked up at her, stunned, blinking once as if he hadn’t dared to hope.

“But...” she continued, lifting one finger, “there are rules.”

He nodded, watched as she sat down, listening intently, his gaze pinned to her every word.

“Rule one: no sex. Don’t even think about it,” she said firmly, ignoring the amused lift of his eyebrow.

“Rule two: if you really want to experience the world, you can’t say no to trying things. Food, dances, experiences, you say yes. Period.”

He nodded again, jaw set, the ghost of a smile at the corner of his mouth.

“Rule three,” Charlotte went on, leaning in a bit, “if you’re in pain or feeling sick, you tell me. No hiding it, no tough-guy act. We’re honest. Got it?”

“Got it,” he murmured softly, eyes locked on hers.

“And last,” she finished, crossing her arms, “you’re paying for everything. Flights, hotels, food, all of it.” She raised a brow and said, “Everything. If I want two annoying trinkets, you are paying. Everything.”

Theo’s lips twitched, the barest hint of relief passing through him, like a man who’d just unclenched his jaw for the first time in weeks. “Deal,” he said.

Charlotte stood, smoothing out her apron and taking a steady breath. “Where to first?”

He didn’t hesitate, voice calm and certain. “Paris.”

She simply nodded. She pulled out a piece of paper and wrote down her number and set it down and turned on her heel to head back to the counter, the morning light catching in her hair as she moved.

She didn’t see the way Theo smiled then, a wide, hopeful, real smile, blooming across his face, like maybe he’d just come alive again for the first time.

Charlotte spent the rest of her shift telling Ms. Ruthie, Antonio and Annabelle what she’d decided to do. She half-expected them to think she’d lost her mind, but the moment she explained Theo’s diagnosis, and his wish, they both surprised her.
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Antonio, that big-hearted bear of a man, wrapped her in a hug so strong she nearly lost her breath. “Mi hija, you have the biggest heart,” he said, voice thick. “Go. Live. But come home safe.”

Ms. Ruthie smiled and she wiped a tear and hugged her and told her she was doing the Lord’s work. 

Annabelle was next, squealing and hugging her so tightly Charlotte had to laugh through tears. “Girl, this is the most romantic thing I have ever heard,” she cried. “Like, straight-up romantic!”

Charlotte couldn’t help it, she laughed, even though her heart was pounding. “It’s not a romance, Belle.”

“Mmhmm,” Annabelle teased, wagging a finger. “If you say so.”

The day moved fast after that. She handed over her recipes, made sure Antonio had every detail on running the muffin schedule, and cleaned her station like she was never coming back.

That night, she went home, Theo called her and gave her details for their first flights. She looked around her little apartment echoing quietly. She pulled her carry-on suitcase from the closet, laid it on the bed, and started folding clothes. The process felt oddly surreal, rolling up sundresses, sneakers, a small stack of scarves, a few swimsuits. A travel-sized notebook slid into the side pocket; she wanted to write at some point about things.

Her mind tumbled with what-ifs. But when she zipped the case shut, she felt...ready.

She slept fitfully, dreams tangled with flashes of Paris and Theo’s dark, unreadable eyes.
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The next morning came in a blur. Charlotte triple-checked her passport, took one last look at her apartment, saying a silent goodbye, and locked the door behind her.

The airport was a sea of people, rolling luggage, anxious voices. She moved through security on autopilot, answering the agents politely, clutching her ticket with slightly sweaty palms.

After clearing the checkpoint, she followed Theo’s text: Meet me in the lounge by our gate.

She walked through the terminal, rolling her suitcase behind her, heart doing a full-on tap dance in her chest.

She smiled at the lovely agent who let her into the lounge and then there he was. Sitting by a window, dressed in a dark wool coat, perfectly tailored, with a glass of water in front of him. His posture was calm, collected, as if they were about to board a morning commuter flight instead of the first stop on a six-month goodbye tour.

He looked up, eyes softening the second he saw her.

“Charlotte,” he greeted, rising to his feet.

She smirked, hands gripping the handle of her case. “Theo.”

A beat of silence stretched between them, thick and strange and new.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

Charlotte took a deep breath, trying to ground herself, then nodded. “Let’s go see the world.”

And for the first time in what felt like forever, she saw something break through his cool facade, the faintest, genuine smile.
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Boarding was a breeze, who knew boarding could be so easy with money. They got pre-boarding and Charlotte stepped into the first-class cabin, blinking at the hushed, impossibly elegant surroundings. Soft leather seats, warm cabin lights, menus printed on thick card stock, everything looked straight out of a lifestyle magazine.

She eyed Theo, who was already settling into one of the side-by-side middle pods, casually as if he did this every day, which, she supposed, he probably did.

Raising a brow as she tucked her bag into the overhead. “Big spender, huh?”

He cracked a small grin. “We did agree I’d pay for everything, and I like the best.”

Charlotte shook her head and let out a little laugh as she took her seat beside him. It was surreal, the enormous seat, the spacious cubby, the glowing control panels. She gave a quick thank-you to the flight attendant who offered them champagne.

After they placed their lunch orders, beef tenderloin for Theo, a roasted chicken and vegetable plate for Charlotte, she turned in her plush seat to face him more directly.

“So.” She folded her arms, leaning toward him with a curious spark in her eyes. “We have eleven hours before Paris, Mr. Whitaker.”

He gave her a wary look.

“I want to know everything,” she said firmly, tapping the armrest for emphasis. “Don’t go corporate on me with those one-word answers. I mean everything. Who are you like Theo. What you wanted. What you loved. Give me all of it.”

He chuckled softly, shaking his head, then rested back against the seat, studying her. “All of it?”

“All of it,” Charlotte insisted. “Think of it as your first test.”

Theo drew a long breath, letting it out slowly. “All right,” he agreed, voice low. “Where do you want me to start?”

“Childhood,” she said instantly. “Who was Theo before the suits?”

That made him pause, his eyes drifting to the quiet glow of the reading light. “I was...a kid from nowhere,” he began, voice distant. “My father worked construction, my mother cleaned houses. We barely had money to eat. It was...ugly, a lot of the time. My father drank and hit me when he was angry. My mother tried to protect me, but...”

Charlotte’s heart clenched.

Theo rubbed the inside of his wrist absently, almost like a tick. “They died in a car accident when I was fourteen. I used the life insurance to build myself a life. Made sure I would never, ever go back to being that helpless kid again.”

Charlotte swallowed hard. “Theo...”

He shook his head. “It’s fine. It made me who I am. I started with small investments, flipped them, and opened my first company at twenty-one. After that, I didn’t stop.”

She nodded, her mind spinning. “And your dreams?”

That question seemed to floor him. His jaw twitched.

“Dreams,” he echoed, like he’d never heard the word. “I...had them. When I was little, I wanted to be a pilot. Fly around the world. I wanted to see everything. When I made my first million, I told myself I’d do it. See the world, fly for fun, just...be free.”

“And?” Charlotte asked gently. 

“And I never did.” His eyes locked on hers, heavy with the weight of his regret. “Work became my whole life. Growing the businesses, opening more, making more money. By the time I realized I was still standing still, it was too late.

Charlotte reached out, touching his sleeve lightly. “It’s not too late,” she murmured.

He looked at her, grateful and pained all at once.

“Your turn,” Theo said after a moment. “Tell me about you.”

Charlotte took a steady breath. “All right. I was a lawyer.”

He nodded.

“I was good at it,” she continued, voice quiet. “Really good. Corporate mergers, iron-clad contracts, clients with private jets. But one day I had a panic attack in the elevator, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. That happened three times in a month. I realized I hated every single second of my job.”

Theo listened closely, quiet empathy softening his face.

“I walked away. Sold the house, cut my hair, found a therapist, and started over,” Charlotte said with a shrug. “Ms. Ruthie and Antonio gave me a chance at the café, and I found something that felt real there. My own recipes, people who saw me, not just a resume.”

“You’re braver than you know,” Theo murmured.

Charlotte smiled. “Maybe. But the best part of leaving was I started dreaming again. Like Holi in India, or living in a little cottage, or maybe writing a cookbook.”

His eyes shone with something close to admiration. “I like that,” he said. “You know what you want.”

Charlotte shifted in her seat, leaning closer. “I know I mentioned rules, but here’s another, if you want me to come on this adventure, you must keep talking. Don’t shut me out.”

He nodded, solemn. “I won’t.”

“Good,” she said, settling back in her seat with a sigh.

Their lunch trays arrived then, breaking the tension. They traded a few more stories, Charlotte about the time she tried to learn salsa and nearly fell on her face, Theo about closing his first million-dollar deal in a thrift-store suit.

By the time the cabin lights dimmed, and the flight attendants collected the dishes, a comfortable hush had settled between them.

Charlotte curled into the soft blanket, turning to Theo with a teasing grin. “First stop, Paris,” she said, eyes gleaming. “Ready?”

Theo nodded, his voice quiet but certain. “With you? Yes.”

She smiled, then closed her eyes, letting the steady rumble of the engines lull her to sleep, only now realizing, deep down, just how big this adventure was about to become.
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Lunch had been served hours ago, and after their quiet meal, Theo had finally leaned back and dozed off, the soft rise and fall of his chest surprisingly peaceful. Charlotte had woken up and listened to him breathing.

Charlotte shifted in her seat, sneaking a glance at him across the dividing armrest. He looked younger in sleep, all the sharp edges and tension gone from his face. She studied the lines of his jaw, the faint shadow of stubble, the hint of vulnerability he never let anyone see awake.

She smiled to herself, letting her head rest against the seat.

Who knew? she thought. Who knew he’d be this soft under all that armor?

Theo wasn’t so different from her, really. They’d both gotten swept up in lives that demanded they be perfect, unstoppable, untouchable, and it had nearly killed them both in different ways. Now, together, they had a shot at living, in the truest sense.

She shifted, pulling the blanket higher over her lap, her mind wandering to the rules she’d laid down. No sex, she’d said. No illusions about what they were or weren’t to each other.

But...

Charlotte smiled, biting her lip just a little. She never said anything about not kissing.

There was something about the idea of kissing him that made her chest flutter. Being this close, sharing hours in this capsule of air high above the Atlantic, made it all feel intimate in a way she hadn’t expected. Unavoidable, even.

She sighed, quietly, stealing another glance at him. Handsome in that “don’t look at me” way, and so heartbreakingly human now. She saw past his tailored suits and cold composure, straight to a man who wanted desperately to feel, to live, to be remembered.

God, Charlotte, you’re already catching feelings, she scolded herself but couldn’t quite manage to stop it.

Maybe, she reasoned, kissing was allowed. Maybe it would be good. Maybe they both deserved a taste of sweetness while they still could.

Charlotte let the idea settle in her mind like warm honey, a slow smile spreading across her lips.

When she finally curled deeper into her plush pod seat, her eyes heavy, she decided she’d find a way to bring it up. Not today, maybe not tomorrow, but soon.

They had six months, after all.

As she let sleep claim her, one last thought sparked through her mind, quiet and powerful:

Let me find a way to give him a little bit of love before he goes. Even if it’s just one perfect kiss.

––––––––
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Chapter Three






The plane touched down in Paris just as the sun was setting, the sky painted in streaks of dusky rose and violet. Charlotte blinked, stretching in her first-class pod, trying to shake the dull ache from her bones after the long flight.

Theo stirred beside her, straightening his jacket and running a hand through his hair. For a second, the distant, intimidating businessman looked simply human, and almost boyishly nervous.

They made their way through passport control, then to baggage claim, the airport humming with tired travelers eager to get wherever they were going.

Theo’s driver met them with a polite bow and a sleek black Mercedes, gliding them through the winding Paris streets as night fell fully around them.

Charlotte pressed her face to the window, taking in the city of lights in its evening glow, lamps flickering on along the Seine, little cafés bustling, the Eiffel Tower lit up like a dream.

Theo, watching her from the other side of the car, found himself smiling, a real, quiet smile he barely recognized.

Their hotel was a boutique gem tucked on a leafy street near Montmartre, elegant and intimate, the kind of place that whispered romance at every corner.

Theo handled the check-in process, while Charlotte looked around and smiled at their surroundings. Charlotte stepped into her room, dropping her carry-on by the door and letting out a breath. The bed looked sinfully soft, and the view from the tiny balcony made her heart twist, Paris, glittering and alive, right there waiting.

She’d barely started to catch her breath when a knock came at the door connecting their rooms.

Charlotte opened it to see Theo, still in his travel-worn suit but with a hopeful look on his face.

“I know you’re tired,” he said, voice a little rough, “but...would you come to dinner with me?”

Charlotte raised a brow, surprised and kind of charmed. “Now?”

“Yeah,” he said, almost shy, “I’d like to take you out. First night. First memory.”

She felt something soft bloom in her chest.

“Okay,” she agreed, smiling. “Give me ten minutes.”

Charlotte freshened up fast, slipping on a simple black flowing dress she’d packed just in case, swiping on a bit of lipstick. When she stepped out, Theo’s gaze paused on her for a moment, lingering, and something unspoken passed between them.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ZAHRA WOODS

A ZAHRA WOODS NOVELLA






OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





