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          ARI

        

      

    

    
      Alone, I moved through the crowd, silent and seen by few. Over the last few years, I’d learned that the presence of others didn’t guard against loneliness. Even working in this crowd of a couple hundred people was a solitary experience. It was the nature of my business though, and I appreciated the ability to hide behind the energy of others.

      The smell of bacon and maple syrup filled the room, and my finger remained poised over the shutter button as I framed perfect shot after perfect shot. The energy of the networking breakfast was a vibrant blur of the motions and sounds of people building connections, cutlery clinking against plates, and the occasional boisterous laugh echoing off the vaulted ceilings. I moved quietly and gracefully through the venue, slipping between event attendees. I searched for those fleeting, unguarded moments that would allow me to memorialize meaning despite the stale, contrived setting.

      The not-so-motivational kickoff speech. Click. A woman with her head thrown back in uninhibited laughter. Click. Coffee station talk of the Edison Foundation’s recent community initiatives. Click. People finally relaxed and started engaging in meaningful conversations during a networking activity that required attendees to wander the room and place stickers with their organization’s logo on posters, indicating what community needs each organization met. Most networking events I photographed were dull and relied on attendees to build the connections. This activity encouraged people out of the bubble of their table and gave attendees something to connect over. I adjusted my aperture, letting the background blend into a meaningless mix of muted tones, focusing solely on the emotions playing across attendees’ faces. This was my element. Well, it was almost my element.

      Event photography was the compromise I made with myself. It offered a balance between what I truly loved—nature photography—and the need to survive. I liked food and roofs and walls. At least by photographing events, I was able to be an artist. And on occasion, I got to photograph a fundraiser or wedding in an unconventional outdoor setting. Weddings were my favorite events to photograph though. There was something about the start of that new chapter that made for compelling photographs and candid portraits. Event photography could be dull, so I took every opportunity I could to make my work unique, highlighting not only the event but also capturing the emotions and connections that people experienced.

      As the networking breakfast wound down and attendees started to leave, I packed up my gear, feeling the familiar mix of satisfaction and exhaustion that came with a successful shoot. I bid farewell to the event organizers and stepped out into the fresh morning air. The drive home passed quickly. My mind was already envisioning how I could edit and showcase the photographs I had taken.

      But as I turned my key in the lock and pushed open the door to my apartment, the silence that greeted me was a stark reminder of the lingering emptiness I hadn’t yet been able to shake. I opened the curtains, illuminating my space with its plush yellow sofa and framed photographs lining the walls, but the warmth I had carefully cultivated felt hollow now, like an empty set awaiting actors to give it life and meaning.

      I sank down onto the sofa, hugging a cushion to my chest as I let the waves of loneliness wash over me. Nearly a year had passed since my last relationship ended, but the ache of its absence still felt raw and fresh. I didn’t miss Jake so much as I missed the possibilities he represented, the possibilities I thought we both wanted. I poured so much of myself into that partnership, believing with every fiber of my being that it was forever. But now, with the benefit of hindsight, I could see the cracks that had been there all along—the mismatched desires, the unspoken resentments, the unequal sacrifice.

      I had wanted commitment, family, love, and a future built on a shared vision and shared goals. He had wanted freedom and a life untethered by expectations, but he also wanted me. He told me what I wanted to hear, and I had believed him. And so, despite the years I had invested, the memories we had woven together, it had all unraveled in the end, leaving me to come to terms with the lies and rebuild alone.

      I sighed as my gaze drifted to the framed photograph on the mantel—a serene forest scene I had captured on one of my nature hikes. The image always brought me peace, a reminder of the solace I found in my art, the way I could lose myself in the beauty of the natural world and forget, for a moment, the messiness of human relationships.

      But the apartment felt too still, too suffocating in its emptiness. Here, alone in my apartment, I felt too consumed with regret, too centered in my thoughts to connect to the world around me. I needed movement, distraction, a respite from the thoughts that circled endlessly in my mind. Rising from the sofa, I grabbed my keys and headed for the door, the fresh air and open spaces calling to me and promising me peace. Maybe a stroll in the park or short nature walk amongst the trees would help to ease the ache in my chest, to remind me that even in the depths of loneliness, there was still a purpose for me.

      As I stepped onto the shaded trails of Edison’s Central Park, I felt the loneliness fade away, a sense of belonging amongst the trees and ferns, even in the wake of heartbreak. With a deep breath and a glance to the pine branches resting overhead, I set off into the wooded haven in the center of the city, ready to escape the concrete and buildings that so often dominated the landscape around me.

      

      A sudden knock at the door jolted me from working out what this cake recipe was asking me to do. I hesitated, wondering who could be visiting, before a familiar voice called out, “Ari! Open up, it’s Mia!”

      A smile tugged at the corners of my lips as I crossed the room, wondering how Mia always knew when I was baking. I opened the door to find Mia standing there, a vibrant whirlwind of energy, her green eyes sparkling with mischief and her arms laden with bags of takeout and snacks.

      “I come bearing gifts!” Mia announced, sweeping into the apartment. She set the bags down on the kitchen counter and turned to envelop me in a warm, fierce hug. “I had a feeling you might need some TLC tonight, babe. And you know I never show up empty-handed.” At the sight of the ingredients gathered on my countertop, Mia pulled pack in excitement. “Ohh,” she dragged out, “what are you making?”

      I couldn’t resist the laugh that escaped. “Pastel borracho. Maybe.” I questioned if I should find another recipe. “The recipe I wanted to try might be beyond my skillset.”

      “Let’s just make a death by chocolate cake and have a girls’ night in. We already have some of the essentials: junk food, binge-worthy TV, and of course, plenty of adult angst for us to share.”

      As Mia bustled around the kitchen, unpacking the bags and chattering about her day, I felt a surge of gratitude for my friend’s unwavering optimism. With the exception of when Mia had been in a toxic relationship with a man who tried to smother her light, Mia had always been there for me, ready with a pep talk or a shoulder to cry on.

      “Adult angst?” That sounded ominous, especially with her dating history. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      Completely oblivious to my nervousness, Mia rattled on about the latest developments in celebrity gossip—the hottest celebrity couple at the moment, the ongoing rivalry between star athletes Eli Carter and Killian Thompson, and an actor who is rumored to be refusing to film the next season of the sitcom he’s starring in unless he gets a multimillion dollar raise. I wasn’t a fan of celebrity gossip, but I was a fan of fostering Mia’s joy.

      While parting my hair for a half-crown braid to keep my curls off my face, I decided to encourage her guilty indulgence. “Isn’t it baseball season? How are Eli Carter and Killian Thompson making headlines right now?”

      “It’s something about a love triangle. Apparently, Eli stole Killian’s girlfriend years ago. Or was it Killian that stole Eli’s girlfriend?” Mia tilted her head ever so slightly as she considered the gap in her knowledge. I watched as Mia reached for her phone, tapped at the screen, and began scrolling. She must have given up her search because she sighed like a schoolgirl in love before showing me her screen and saying, “I don’t know which one is hotter. Maybe Eli. Quarterback and all. Plus, he has that bad boy appeal.”

      “No more bad boys! Not even famous ones.” I shivered thinking of her ex. He didn’t deserve her, and she sure didn’t deserve what he put her through.

      Killian Thompson though? I’d never admit it to Mia, but he definitely won the hotness contest in my eyes. With his light brown hair, hazel eyes, and tall, muscular build, I found him irresistible. I didn’t want to feed that fantasy though. First of all: I’d never meet him. Second: I wasn’t even a fan of football. And third: I doubted I was his type. He struck me as someone who’d date willowy models, not short, slightly overweight Afro-Latinas with untamable hair. No, he was delicious eye candy, but I wouldn’t torture myself fantasizing about him or clue Mia into my attraction to Killian Thompson.

      “You know,” Mia said, turning to face me with a mischievous grin, “I think we need ice cream. Yes, we definitely do. How about we make a quick run to Stewie’s Convenience? A little indulgence never hurt anyone, right?”

      “Indulgence of this level? There’s …” I hesitated, glancing at all the ingredients of the cake I was going to bake. We didn’t need ice cream, but Mia’s enthusiasm was irresistible. “Yeah, why not?”

      Mia laughed, linking her arm through mine as we headed out into the warm afternoon for the short walk to Stewie’s Convenience Store. And as we walked, I thought about my friendship with Mia, how she and I had been friends since we bonded over our mutual love of empanadas in elementary school. It didn’t matter that it was a silly reason to form a friendship. It didn’t matter that we’d both changed in the two decades since then. We’d supported one another through those changes, cheered one another on.

      In that moment, I realized that even in the darkest of times, there was always the possibility of new beginnings. Mia embraced joy in everything she did, found it where others thought it absent. Perhaps I, too, should be open to those unexpected moments of joy and let go of the grief that I’d been struggling to leave behind.
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          KILLIAN

        

      

    

    
      I scanned the key code and pushed open the door to my suite, the soft click of the door handle landed heavily in the quiet room. Sunlight streamed through the floor-to-ceiling windows, illuminating the plush gray- and navy-colored carpet. The white linens on the king-sized bed looked the same as the other hotels I’d visited over the last couple months. There was nothing special about the bedding, but it looked like a comfortable enough place to land at the end of the day.

      I set my duffel bag down with a sigh, relishing the quiet solitude after traveling to four different cities in one week. My publicist, Jennie, had me on a nightmarish tour to help my image. With my simple lifestyle and dedicated focus, I didn’t think my image needed any help, but I had agreed. Never again. This was my last stop for a while, and I wasn’t going to do myself any favors at the event tomorrow if I didn’t burn off some steam.

      As I waited for Donovan to arrive, I wandered over to the window, my gaze drifting over the cityscape below. Edison was a small city with serious small-town vibes. This part of Edison was charming, but I passed through some less picturesque neighborhoods on the drive from the airport. I was here to charm the city of Edison and its leaders, particularly the Edison Foundation. The familiar weight of expectation settled on my shoulders, a constant companion I could never quite shake. The Edison Foundation’s charity gala tomorrow night loomed like a glittering obligation, another performance in the never-ending circus of my life.

      My thoughts turned to simpler pleasures, and I found myself craving the tranquility of nature. Pulling out my phone, I began searching for nearby hiking trails, hoping to steal a few precious hours of normalcy before duty called once more. Lush forests and winding paths filled the screen, each photograph a tantalizing escape from the confines of this gilded cage of unwanted fame.

      A knock at the door jolted me from my search. I opened it to find Donovan grinning on the other side, his presence as warm and welcome as always.

      “Hey, superstar,” Donovan greeted, clapping a hand on my shoulder as he entered. “Ready for another dog and pony show tomorrow night?”

      I chuckled, shaking my head. “You know me, always ready to put on a good performance. But I was thinking … how about we ditch the city for a bit? I found some promising hiking trails nearby.”

      It was Donovan’s turn to shake his head. “The shit you get me to do. Lead the way, KT.”

      Since Donovan wasn’t much of a fan of these outings, I let him decide where we’d go. It was the least I could do to make the hike more palatable to him. Donovan pored over the options while we caught up. We enjoyed an easy camaraderie that brought a sense of normalcy to our generally nomadic lives. Both our careers required so much travel that we’d had to redefine what home was. At least for me, my friendship with Donovan brought with it a sense of home. Donovan’s finger landed on Plotter Kill Preserve, tapping the screen decisively.

      “This one looks perfect. Not too far, trails we can handle, and those views? Spectacular.”

      I nodded, anticipation sparking in my chest. “Plotter Kill it is. Let’s go see some waterfalls.”

      

      The automatic doors of the convenience store whooshed open, enveloping me and Donovan in harsh fluorescent lighting. The hum of refrigerators and the distant chatter of employees created a lively backdrop as we navigated the aisles, our footsteps inaudible against the linoleum floor. There were few patrons in the store, so I didn’t bother to wear a hat or sunglasses. If any of the people inside recognized me and bothered to approach me, I could handle the small crowd size.

      I scanned the shelves, searching for the perfect snack to fuel our upcoming hike. I ignored the colorful packaging and products promising energy and flavor. My focus was on finding nuts, cheese, or fruit to bring along.

      “Ah, the classic dilemma,” Donovan teased, his voice cutting through my visual exploration. “Do you go for the tried-and-true trail mix or the rainbow-colored energy bars?”

      “Neither,” I laughed, shaking my head. “I think I’ll stick with something a little less sweet and a lot less … vibrant.” I reached for a bag of mixed nuts before heading to the cooler to see what protein-to-go choices were there. Lost in thought, I nearly collided with a woman carrying a carton of eggs, my mind already on the hike.

      Startled, I looked up, my eyes locking with hers. Fuck me. Her eyes were a deep, soulful mocha that left an instant imprint on me. The unexpected connection was jarring. My days were often spent meeting new people. They blurred into one another, but this woman was different. She was memorable.

      Time seemed to slow, the world around me faded away as I found myself captivated by the woman before me. Her long, curly hair cascaded well past her shoulders, framing a face that held an undeniable allure and eyes that betrayed her kindness and quiet strength. She was absolutely stunning.

      In that moment, I felt pulled to her, and it left me breathless and unsteady. My heart raced, pounding against my ribcage as my focus remained on her.

      The woman’s heart-shaped lips parted, an apology forming on her tongue, but I barely registered the words. I was lost in the depths of her eyes, just standing there staring like a starstruck fool as her eyes slowly registered surprise. This wasn’t the surprise of nearly walking into a stranger in a store. No, she recognized me.

      “Are you …?”

      Disappointed I wasn’t just another person to this woman, that I couldn’t just have a fresh start with anyone, I nodded. “Yeah, I’m⁠—”

      “Shh! Don’t say your name.” She whispered, one hand held out in front of her as if she was trying to calm a wild animal. I opened my mouth to respond, but she cut me off as she glanced around. “My best friend is a fan. She cannot see you here. Oh my god, I’m a terrible friend for not calling her over, but I truly don’t know how she’d handle seeing you.” With a slight pout and furrow of her brow, she added, “I don’t suppose you’d be open to hiding, would you?”

      I couldn’t help but smile at her curious reaction. “What’s your name?”

      As soon as I asked the question, a brunette with shoulder-length hair approached from behind the divine woman I needed to know more about. I could see the moment the newcomer realized who I was, and it was obvious by her glazed expression of surprise that she was a fan.

      “Killian Thompson. You’re … I … Killian Thompson. Providence’s wide receiver Killian Thompson. Oh my god, I love you!”

      My mystery woman closed her eyes and exhaled. “I tried. I can’t protect you from Mia. You’re on your own now. Buena suerte.” As quickly as the moment of our meeting had come, it slipped away as my mystery woman ducked her head and walked past me mumbling about buckling up for an embarrassing moment.

      And my mystery woman wasn’t wrong. The newcomer—Mia—was one of those over-the-top fans that momentarily lost all sense of reason when meeting a celebrity they idolized. As enthusiastic a fan as Mia was, I tuned her out as she talked. My heart still racing with the echoes of a connection I couldn’t quite comprehend. It felt like only a moment had passed, but when I looked around the store, I saw no sign of my mystery woman. The sensation of impending loss stunned me into action. “Mia, right?”

      “Oh my god! You know my name.” Her voice betrayed the awe she felt.

      “Mia, what’s your friend’s name? The woman who was just here.”

      Mia paused, pursed her lips, and eyed me up and down. “Why?” Her tone was cold, but then she smiled and added in a bubbly voice, “You know what? Never mind. Her name is Ariana Ramirez, and she lives in Edison. I won’t tell you anything else though. I don’t think she’d appreciate it.” And with a smirk, she practically skipped to the freezer, selected two pints of ice cream, and checked out while I stood there, mind whirling as I tried to process the two odd encounters.

      Donovan’s voice broke through the haze, a knowing chuckle coloring his words. “Earth to Killian. I can’t take you anywhere! Sorry for not helping, man, but I didn’t know if my presence would’ve made the situation better or worse. Besides, it was priceless watching you just stand there like a startled deer. Still up for the hike? Please say no.”

      I blinked, the world rushing back into focus. “Yeah, that’s not enough to deter me.”

      Donovan grabbed two bottles of water from the cooler and passed them to me, the cool condensation a stark contrast to the heat that still lingered on my skin.

      As we made our way to the checkout counter, I found myself uncharacteristically quiet, my usual easy banter with Donovan stunted by the weight of the moment that had just transpired. I moved through the motions, barely registering the blue-haired cashier as she rang up our purchases, my mind firmly caught in a web of an inexplicable longing for the caramel skinned, curly haired Ariana Ramirez.

      It wasn’t until Donovan and I reached the car that I reluctantly pulled myself back to the present. The impending hike was a much-needed escape from the chaos of my life. But even as we set out towards the trail, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had shifted, that the brief, electric moment in the convenience store had set in motion a chain of events that would change the course of my life forever. The mystery woman’s face, her curves, even her voice called to me and promised a connection I had never thought possible.

      

      As Donovan and I stepped onto the hiking trail, my lingering stress faded away as the wind whispered through the trees. The air was thick with the scent of earth and the impending arrival of summer, a heady blend that filled my lungs and eased the tension in my shoulders.

      Donovan, ever the energetic one, jogged ahead, his laughter echoing through the forest. He acted like he didn’t enjoy hiking, but he always got like this when we managed to find the time. “Come on, slowpoke!” he called over his shoulder. “Let’s see if you can keep up!”

      I chuckled, shaking my head as I quickened my pace to match my friend’s stride. I might be the pro athlete, but Donovan had a natural agility and a level of energy that couldn’t come from training.

      Even as I moved over the exposed tree roots and past ferns and bushes, my thoughts drifted back to the convenience store, to the woman with the long, curly hair and the eyes that seemed to see straight into my soul. Ariana. It was so nice to be seen for the man I was beneath the fame. Even if she had been unimpressed, she spoke to me like a person, not a prize.

      “Where’d you go just now?” Donovan teased, falling into step beside me.

      “Just thinking about that woman from the store,” I admitted, my voice soft.

      Donovan raised an eyebrow, a knowing grin spreading across his face. “Ah, the mystery girl,” he said, nudging me with his elbow. “She really got under your skin, huh?”

      I didn’t respond, my gaze fixed on the trail ahead as we wound our way deeper into the forest. I didn’t know how to respond. The sunlight filtered through the canopy, dappling the ground with golden light and casting long shadows across the path.

      As we walked, Donovan filled the silence with easy conversation, his jokes and stories a welcome distraction from the thoughts swirling in my mind. But even as I laughed with my friend, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something had shifted, that the brief encounter in the store had awakened a part of me I hadn’t even known existed.

      The trail curved and twisted, leading us past a creek and countless towering trees.

      “I can’t shake that woman—Ariana—from my mind. Should I try to find her? Fuck, that sounds like something a stalker would say. What do I do?” I mused aloud, my voice barely audible over the rustle of the leaves.

      Donovan paused, his expression softening as he turned to face me. “I don’t know, man,” he said honestly. “But if it’s meant to be, it’ll happen.”

      Oddly enough, a flicker of hope ignited in my chest. I knew it was foolish, that the chances of ever seeing the woman again were slim. But as we continued the hike, the warmth of the sun on my skin and the steadfast presence of my best friend by my side, I couldn’t help but cling to that fragile thread of possibility, to the idea that maybe, just maybe, fate had something extraordinary in store for me.
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          ARI

        

      

    

    
      Mia’s excited chatter filled the air, but lost in thought, I barely registered her words. I stared through the kitchen window out to the quiet streets below, my mind still reeling from the unexpected encounter. I had precisely one celebrity crush. One. Killian Thompson. I didn’t pay enough attention to celebrity news to recognize most celebrities’ names let alone put a face or body to a name. Mia had shown me photos of Killian Thompson enough that he was the exception. And he was somehow even hotter in person. Cameras helped him blend in, but from what I saw today, he doesn’t blend—not in the real world. He’s tall, he’s freakishly fit, and he’s quite possibly the most handsome man I’ve ever seen in person. He stands out.

      “I can’t believe we just met Killian Thompson! In the flesh!” Mia squealed from my couch. “And he was totally into you, Ari. Did you see the way he looked at you?”

      I bit my lip, recalling those piercing hazel eyes. “I don’t know, Mia. It was just so … surprising. And awkward. I mean, what are the chances of literally bumping into a famous football player in the store? In any store?” Didn’t celebrities hire people to do their shopping? I couldn’t imagine fame being compatible with picking out produce or a stroll through the dairy aisle.

      “It’s fate!” Mia giggled, waggling her eyebrows suggestively.

      I rolled my eyes in exasperation but couldn’t suppress a smile. “Sure, if fate involves me making a total fool of myself and then fleeing like a startled squirrel at the first opportunity.”

      “Oh please, he was totally charmed by your adorable awkwardness. Trust me, I know these things.” Mia’s smile disappeared. “Why did you leave so quickly?”

      “I was nervous, and I really didn’t want to peel you off him, fan girl extraordinaire.” But I could fool my best friend about as well as I could fool myself.

      “Please tell me you didn’t let Jake ruin an opportunity to hook up with one of the hottest men either of us will ever see.”

      “I have no interest in a random hookup, not even with Killian Thompson. But about Jake, I …” I didn’t know how to explain the impact Jake’s leaving had on me. “When Jake left, I learned about myself. I learned what I don’t want and what I do. I don’t want to be with someone who doesn’t prioritize me, our relationship, our future. Also, we’re not exactly compatible … physically. So Killian Thompson—completely unavailable because he’s a pro athlete in a place that isn’t here—he asks for my name, and all I see is someone it could never work out with.”

      “Ari,” Mia sighs with a frown. “First, you’re beautiful. There’s nothing about you that immediately disqualifies you from being with someone like Killian Thompson. Maybe he’s available, maybe he’s not. It’s not up to you to decide someone else’s intent, interest, or ability to commit. It didn’t work with Jake because he was a self-centered shit. His career was a convenient excuse, but he was the problem. He took that job in Austin because he chose to put his job first, and he didn’t even try to invite you into that decision. He didn’t know how to be a team player.” Smile returning, she shimmied her shoulders. “You know who does know how to be on a team?”

      Mia might be right. I never would have done to Jake what he had done to me. I never would string someone along, telling them what they want to hear only to completely abandon them when a tempting job offer landed in my inbox. And I knew precisely nothing about what Killian found attractive in a partner.

      As the timer counted down on the chocolate cake, I leaned back against the kitchen counter, my thoughts drifting to the brief but charged interaction. The rich timbre of his voice, the intensity of his gaze, the way he so earnestly asked for my name … it all felt like a dream now. A beautiful, confusing dream that left my heart racing and my mind spinning.

      By the time the cake had finished baking, the initial excitement had faded, replaced by a bittersweet mix of regret and relief. As much as I hated to admit it, I knew that getting involved with someone like Killian Thompson would only complicate my already hectic life. Fame, celebrity, constant scrutiny … it was a world I wasn’t sure I wanted, no matter how intense the attraction.

      As we bustled around the kitchen, preparing the Irish cream frosting and giggling over inside jokes, I felt the tension melt away. The familiar scent of freshly baked chocolate cake filled the air even as we put the frosting in the fridge and sat in the living room to watch our latest K-drama pick.

      Still, Killian’s image lingered in the back of my mind, his hazel eyes haunting my thoughts. Ever the observant best friend, Mia noticed my distraction and grinned.

      “So, when’s the wedding? Can I be your maid of honor?” she teased, elbowing me playfully.

      I snorted, pulling a light throw blanket over my lap just to give my hands something to do. “Sure, right after I become a world-famous nature photographer.”

      “Hey, stranger things have happened! I mean, you did just have a meet-cute with Killian freaking Thompson.”

      As the show played, I couldn’t help but wonder what might have been if I had answered his question, if I hadn’t run. Knowing I could spend the rest of my life stewing over the details of meeting Killian if I wanted, I pushed those thoughts aside, content to lose myself in the warmth of Mia’s friendship and the comfort of familiarity.

      

      My phone buzzed, the vibration distracting me from the scene playing across my TV screen. I glanced at the screen, the unfamiliar number causing me to fumble in search of my remote. Finally pausing the episode, I answered, “Hello, Ari Ramirez speaking.”

      “Ms. Ramirez, this is Lila Masters from the Edison Foundation. I hope I’m not calling too late.” The woman’s voice was crisp and professional, with a hint of urgency.

      “Not at all. How can I help you?” I straightened, my curiosity piqued by the caller’s mention of the Edison Foundation.

      “We have a bit of an emergency. Our photographer for tomorrow’s charity gala had to cancel at the last minute. Your name came highly recommended, and we were hoping you might be available to fill in or recommend someone else who might be available.”

      My heart skipped a beat. The Edison Foundation’s annual gala was one of the most prestigious events in the city, attended by politicians, celebrities, and the upper echelons of society. It was an opportunity I couldn’t afford to pass up.

      “Of course, I’d be honored to help out. Could you give me some more details about the event?” I grabbed a nearby pen and notepad and jotted down the essential information as Lila spoke.

      “Certainly. The gala will be held at the Hilletie Van Slyck Mansion, starting at seven o’clock in the evening. We have coverage for the red carpet, but we’ll need coverage for the event itself, including the mixer, keynote speech, and the silent auction. Speaking of the keynote, I should mention that our guest of honor this year is Killian Thompson. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.”

      My pen froze mid-sentence, my heart pounding in my chest. Killian Thompson. The man I had run away from not even two hours ago? The man who completely frazzled my senses by his mere presence. I swallowed hard, my mind racing.

      Mia, who had been shamelessly eavesdropping, let out a whispered squeal of delight. “It’s fate, Ari! You have to do it!”

      I shot her a look, covering the phone’s mouthpiece.

      “Don’t give me that look!” Mia whispered, completely unfazed by my silent warning. “This is your chance to make a better impression, to show him the real you. Plus, it’s a huge opportunity for your career. You can’t say no.”

      She was right, again. Man, Mia was on a roll tonight. I couldn’t decline this offer, but I still hesitated, unsure if the butterflies in my stomach were from anticipation or a warning. This was a once-in-a-lifetime chance, both for my business and to tempt fate, to see if Killian and I were truly drawn to each other or if it was just that one moment in time. With a deep breath, I made my decision.

      “Ms. Ramirez? Are you still there?” Lila’s voice broke through my frantic thoughts.

      “Yes, sorry. I’d be happy to photograph the event. I’ll update my standard contract to include the details you shared and get it to you within the hour. Which email address would you like me to use?”

      As I wrote down the email address and addressed Lila’s questions, Mia did a little happy dance, unable to contain her excitement. After the call ended, I leaned back against the couch, my mind whirling. In less than 24 hours, I would be face to face with Killian Thompson once again. This time, I wouldn’t run. This time, I would be ready.

      Mia grinned, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “I told you, Ari. It’s destiny. You and Killian, falling in love at second sight. I can see it now.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. For now, I need to focus on being a professional and doing my job.”

      But deep down, a small part of me couldn’t help but wonder if Mia was right. If meeting Killian tonight might have been the start of something extraordinary.
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      I stood before the full-length mirror, studying my reflection. The simple black gown hugged my curves, the fabric shimmering softly under the warm light of my bedroom. I ran my hands along the sides, smoothing out any wrinkles, and took a deep breath. My habit was to wear comfortable pants and a blouse that would allow me to blend seamlessly into the background of corporate functions and weddings, so this was a departure from my usual work attire. Tonight, I wanted something different—to feel beautiful rather than just functional.

      The black gown allowed for the freedom of movement I’d need. It had a loose skirt, but not so abundant as to become an obstacle to my work. It lacked adornments that would be better suited to event attendees, but this dress would ensure I could move among the guests and capture candid moments far more stealthily than my usual clothing.

      I traced the attractive yet professional V-shaped neckline. Candid shots were easier when the photographer didn’t stand out or look like they were there to serve the guests. Realistically, I would stand out no matter what I wore. I couldn’t imagine there would be many other Afro-Latinas at the gala, and my long, thick curls stood out. I was wearing my hair in a low, side ponytail, but it would be impossible to tame my curls even if I wanted to, which I didn’t. They were just like my grandmother’s, and that meant I would always love my natural curls and carry them with pride.

      As I turned to examine the gown from different angles, I couldn’t deny the fluttering in my stomach at the thought of Killian seeing me like this. The dress might allow for a full range of movement, but it also made me feel elegant—beautiful even. I was putting myself on display—in a modest way—because I trusted Mia’s judgement even if I didn’t entirely agree that Killian was interested in me. On the off chance she was right, I wanted him to get a clear idea of the beauty I found in my curvaceous form.

      With a final glance in the mirror, I gathered my camera equipment and stepped out into the late afternoon sun. The journey to the venue was unremarkable, my mind preoccupied with thoughts of the evening ahead and the anticipation of seeing Killian again. I wondered if he’d recognize me with my hair pulled back, if I was even memorable enough to recognize.

      As I entered the Hilletie Van Slyck Mansion, I was momentarily overwhelmed by the glittering chandeliers, the lush floral arrangements, and the buzz of excitement that filled the air as the event planner and staff quintuple checked that all was ready and smoothed out last-minute challenges. I took a steadying breath, the delicate perfume of the flowers soothing my nerves. I moved through the venue, getting a feel for it before the guests arrived. Deciding to do the same in the outdoor areas, I walked among the rose garden that was teetering on the edge of being in bloom. The river that flowed alongside the mansion created a breathtaking backdrop. This was a highly sought-after wedding venue in the summer months, so I’d been here before. This view never ceased to center me. I allowed myself to take a few photographs before heading inside to capture the impending arrivals.

      I moved through the room with practiced ease, my camera at the ready. I focused on the guests, their laughter and chatter providing a melodic backdrop to the evening. Through my viewfinder, I sought fleeting moments to immortalize: a shared smile between old friends, a couple on the dance floor, a formal introduction, and the animated gestures of acquaintances engrossed in lively debates. I’d mastered the skill of being unseen, which helped me to move amongst the crowd, slipping between the groups and documenting the event as it unfolded. On occasion, I’d ask a group if they’d like to pose for a photograph, but other than that, attendees typically didn’t notice me when the room was in motion.

      As I worked, I couldn’t help but scan the room for Killian. When he finally arrived, I felt his presence before I spotted him. The energy of the room changed, people became more anxious and aware of their surroundings even though they tried to hide it. My heart skipped a beat when I finally saw him again. But I quickly calmed my nerves, refocusing my attention on work. I had a job to do, and I wouldn’t let my attraction—and perhaps a bit of curiosity—distract me.

      Yet, even as I moved among the guests, photographing the gala and attendees, I remained acutely aware of Killian’s presence. It was as if an invisible thread connected us, a subtle undercurrent of attraction that thrummed beneath the surface of the evening’s festivities. And though I maintained my professionalism, I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d recognize me or if we’d have an opportunity to speak.

      As the evening progressed, the speeches and recognition portion of the event began. I positioned myself strategically to be able to capture the key moments. I knew Killian was near and that I’d have to photograph him giving his speech, but I was trying not to let his presence distract me. I was so focused on my task—capturing celebrity comedian Donovan Mitchell speaking with a state congresswoman and her husband off to the side of the podium—that I wasn’t prepared when Killian quietly approached me.

      “Ariana, what a small world,” he whispered from beside me, the sleeve of his suit gently brushing against my arm.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin. My heart raced as I turned to face him. “How do you know my name?” A silly first question, but I wasn’t thinking clearly after being startled so thoroughly. It was the only thing that came to mind. Besides, I was curious.

      “My apologies,” he said with a disarming smile. “Mia told me. I couldn’t let the opportunity to speak with you again pass.” He tucked his hand away in his pants pocket. “So, you’re a photographer.” It was more of an observation than a question.

      I felt the weight of our previous encounter hanging between us, along with the undeniable attraction that simmered beneath the surface. I instinctually adjusted my camera settings as I replied, “Sneaky Mia. Please call me Ari.”

      “Ari,” Killian repeated, as if savoring the sound of my name. “I’m Killian. I’m sorry I didn’t properly introduce myself last night. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      How odd. Why would he have introduced himself to a complete stranger in a random convenience store? “Likewise, Killian.” I let his name hang between us as a small smile curled the corners of his mouth. This was so embarrassing. Was I blushing?

      “Hmm. What attracted you to photography?”

      “I enjoy capturing the minute details of life in unexpected ways. Nature photography is my passion. Everything in the natural world is a form of art, and I love framing that art in ways that move people.”

      “That’s very interesting,” he said while scanning the crowd.

      That was a telling non-response. We must have a case of mild curiosity rather than chemistry. “Not a fan of nature?” I asked with the last drop of optimism I had to spare.

      “Love it, actually. I enjoy hiking when my schedule permits, which is almost never. Yesterday Donovan and I went to Plotter Kill.”

      I was in the middle of framing a shot when he said that, but I lowered my camera and looked at him. I had no clue who this man was. I knew what he did for a living—barely—but I needed to put my preconceived ideas aside. They were not going to help me. Had I ever heard of a football player that hiked in their free time? Was it even allowed? They must be allowed to have hobbies, and it would make sense that some of those hobbies would be physical pursuits. “Does your contract allow you to hike?”

      Killian tilted his hand from side to side. “I can’t do serious hiking, rock climbing, any of the things that would be considered risky. Light to moderate hikes are okay though.”

      “Huh. Did you see either of the waterfalls at Plotter Kill?”

      “Just the one that has the overlook beside the fall. It’s an interesting angle to watch a waterfall from. Captivating.”

      “Yeah, I like that about it too. I don’t go there often though. It’s very buggy. Too buggy.” I scrunched my nose even thinking about the swarms of flying insects that invaded that preserve every year.

      We fell into a comfortable conversation, discussing his hiking experience and my passion for photography. I found myself drawn to Killian’s genuine nature, momentarily forgetting the demands of the event around us.

      Our covert exchange was cut short when Lila took the stage and began speaking, announcing Killian’s keynote address. I watched in awe as he made his way to the podium, speaking eloquently about the youth football program he had funded. It was available to students across the county, and it funded everything: football equipment, transportation, meals and snacks, staffing, supplies, and safety equipment. He spoke about how football had been a safe haven for him in his youth and how he wanted to provide that for future generations. I had known he was the guest of honor, but I hadn’t realized the depth of his commitment to my community.

      As Killian spoke, I saw him in a new light. He was more than just a celebrity athlete: He was a man with heart, with purpose, and with an unexpected perspective about his place in the world. I was finding out that everything about him was unexpected. I found myself captivated by his words, my camera capturing him and the guests as I moved around the room and listened to him speak. When I returned to the back of the room, a man with auburn hair and icy blue eyes approached. He wasn’t there for one minute before he started to make me uncomfortable.

      “Hey, beautiful. I’ve never seen such an exotic looking photographer before.”

      Ew. Exotic? Really? There wasn’t anything exotic about me. “Good evening, sir,” is all I could think to say. I was at work and didn’t want to jeopardize my reputation. These sorts of situations could easily get out of control. To avoid any chance of a prolonged exchange, I relocated and snapped a few more photos of attendees and Killian.

      After a moment, the man’s voice sounded behind me. “Why you gotta be like that?”

      Had he just followed me? “My apologies, sir. I’m working. Please excuse me,” I replied even as I began to step away from the man. Just then, the crowd began clapping, and that applause quickly became a standing ovation. I made sure to document all of it. But as the attendees settled back into their seats and Lila retook the stage, the man beside me continued speaking.

      “Listen here you uptight little bitch. When someone like me speaks, you damn well better listen. Whores like you are what’s wrong with the world⁠—”

      “Sir. I advise you to stop now before I report you to event security.”

      “You f⁠—”

      Killian was the one to interrupt him this time. He had approached behind me. Were all professional football players that stealthy, or did he have a unique gift for sneaking up on people? “Listen to the woman. Leave now. You’re embarrassing yourself.” He moved to put himself between me and the other man.

      The drunk man’s face turned red with rage. I dug deep to resist the urge to take his photo, my finger tracing the circular shutter button. A rage portrait … oh, the temptation! I knew it would only make the situation worse, so I denied myself the pleasure of that particular candid. The seriously pissed off man squinted at me and Killian, but wisely chose to walk away.

      “That guy was a jackass. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s not the first guy to act that way and won’t be the last. It’s all part of the job.”

      Now that Killian had returned to my side, I was brimming with questions about the role of football in his life and why he chose to invest in a program in Edison of all places. But before I could voice my questions, the silent auction began. With an apology, I excused myself to focus on the event.

      Killian, however, seemed determined to continue our conversation. He sought me out once more, his hazel eyes locking with mine. “Ari,” he said softly, “I’d like to get to know you better. Would you consider going on a hike with me tomorrow?”

      My heart raced at the invitation, my mind torn between excitement and hesitation. I was still grappling with my growing feelings for Killian and the reality of his celebrity status. “I … I’ll need some time to think about it,” I managed, my voice barely above a whisper.

      Killian nodded, his smile understanding. “Of course. Take your time.” As the silent auction came to a close, I excused myself to move to the next location. “I’ll find you before the evening ends,” Killian promised, his words leaving me with a sense of anticipation and uncertainty.

      As I made my way through the room, my mind swirled with thoughts of Killian and the unexpected connection we shared. I knew I would have to confront my feelings eventually, but for now, I let myself be swept up in the magic of the evening, my camera capturing the moments that would forever define this night for the Edison Foundation.

      The aroma of gourmet cuisine filled the air as guests took their seats for dinner. I, however, found myself needing a moment of solitude. I took a few photos of the meal being served, but I knew guests wouldn’t want to be photographed eating. As soon as the moment allowed, I slipped away from the grand dining room, my black gown swishing softly as I stepped into the venue’s garden. The earthy yet clean scent of the garden enveloped me, and I inhaled deeply, letting the subtle floral undertones soothe my racing thoughts. In another couple of weeks, the scent of rose blossoms would perfume this entire outdoor space.

      In the quiet of the garden, my mind drifted to Killian and his invitation. The sincerity in his eyes, the warmth of his smile—it all felt genuine, unlike anything I’d experienced with other powerful individuals. I didn’t know any celebrities as famous as Killian, but all the local leaders I met came off as insincere or too entranced by their own power. As I gazed at the delicate petals of a white rose bud, a moment of clarity washed over me. I wanted to take a chance, to explore this connection with Killian, even if it meant stepping out of my comfort zone.

      With a newfound sense of determination, I reached into my camera bag and pulled out one of my business cards. I hesitated for a moment before writing my cell phone number on the back. I felt confident in my decision, and now, all that remained was to share it with Killian.

      I took a final deep breath, savoring the tranquility of the garden. The beauty of the space called to my artistic soul, and I couldn’t resist capturing a few photographs. I raised my camera, focusing on the intricate details of the flowers, the play of moonlight and shadow on the leaves. In this moment, I was reminded of the joy photography brought me, and how it had led me to this very place, to Killian.

      With a renewed sense of peace, I made my way back to the gala, the business card burning a hole in my camera bag. I scanned the room, my heart skipping a beat when I spotted Killian near the exit. As if sensing my presence, he turned, his eyes lighting up when they met mine once again.

      I approached him, a smile playing on my lips. Before Killian could speak, I reached into my bag and handed him the business card. “I’ve thought about your invitation,” I said, my voice steady despite the butterflies in my stomach. “I’d love to go on that hike with you.”

      Killian’s face lit up with joy, his relief evident. “I’m so glad to hear that, Ari. I can’t wait to spend more time with you.”

      I nodded, a blush creeping onto my cheeks. “You can call me to arrange the details. But for now, I should probably finish up the evening.” As I turned to leave, Killian gently caught my hand. My skin tingled at his warm touch.

      “Wait,” he said, pulling out his phone. “Let me call you now, so you have my number too.” He dialed my number, and my phone buzzed in my bag. “There,” he smiled. “Now you can reach me anytime.”

      I couldn’t help but return his smile. The warmth in his eyes—in his entire expression—made me feel like the only person in the room.

      “Can I walk you to your car once you’ve finished?” Killian asked, his voice hopeful.

      I hesitated for a moment, surprised by his offer. But as I looked into his earnest eyes, I found myself nodding. “I’d like that.”

      As we walked through the parking lot, the initial surprise faded, replaced by a budding sense of comfort in one another’s company. In that moment, the weight of his celebrity status seemed to melt away, leaving only two people, connecting on a deeper level.
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