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​VELVET SCARS READING ORDER
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The Velvet Scars Saga

This omnibus includes:


1.  Kisses That Cut – Book One




2.  The Bride Who Lied – Book Two




3.  Love Stitched in Shadows – Book Three






Each novel can stand on its own emotionally,

but the scars make the most sense in order.

Read them in sequence for the full ache.
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​AUTHOR’S NOTE 
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There are love stories that arrive with flowers and soft music.

These are not those stories.

Velvet Scars was born in that messy space between survival and tenderness—

the place where people who have been dropped, shattered, and glued back together

still dare to reach for someone else’s hand.

In these pages you’ll meet characters who do not always make the right choices.

They love too hard, forgive too slowly, talk too little or too late.

They carry their history in their mouths, their trauma in their jokes,

and their hope in the small, stubborn part of the heart that refuses to die.

This omnibus collection gathers the first three books of the saga into one volume,

so you can fall in, drown a little, come up for air,

and then dive again—without leaving the world for long.

If you have ever:

●  loved someone who didn’t know how to love themselves,

●  tried to heal while still bleeding,

●  or silently carried a version of yourself no one else ever got to see—

then this book is my hand reaching back for yours.

Thank you for trusting me with your time, your heart, and your late-night reading hours.

May you find, somewhere between these chapters, a sentence that feels like it was written just for you.

With love and ink,

Mbiganyi

​
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Content Note
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The Velvet Scars omnibus touches on themes such as emotional trauma, complex family dynamics, toxic relationships, grief, and mental health struggles. Some scenes may be intense or triggering for sensitive readers.

​Please take care of yourself as you read.

It’s okay to pause. It’s okay to skip.

Your well-being matters more than any page.

​
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​The Velvet Scars:

​Kisses That Cut 

​Book 1
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“Every kiss carried a secret, every secret a wound.”
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced or distributed without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews.

THE VELVET SCARS: KISSES THAT CUT , BOOK ONE

First Edition.

Copyright © 2025 by Mbiganyi Malidza

Written by Mbiganyi Malidza
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​Synopsis
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Isabella Cruz didn’t mean to fall in love.

She was supposed to be chasing her dream—an up-and-coming fashion designer trying to survive internships, overpriced coffee, and a grandmother who thinks love is a waste of time unless it comes with a mortgage.

Then she met Ethan Blackwell—the California-born venture capitalist with a jawline sharp enough to cut diamonds and a smile that belonged on magazine covers. Their first encounter in Rome was an accident, the kind of messy collision that leaves red wine on white silk. Their second was a kiss. And nothing was the same after that.

But Ethan’s life wasn’t all glitz and charm. Behind his polished success were secrets—dangerous, unspoken, unforgettable. Every time his lips touched hers, Isabella felt both the promise of forever and the sting of betrayal.

As passion blurs into obsession, and laughter into tears, Isabella must decide: will she stitch her heart back together, or let herself be marked forever by the man whose kisses cut deeper than truth?

Full of humor, heartbreak, and unforgettable emotion, Kisses That Cut launches The Velvet Scars, a sweeping romance-drama series perfect for fans of Colleen Hoover, Emily Henry, and Taylor Jenkins Reid.



​

​“We are all patchwork souls,
stitched together with threads of joy and sorrow.
Some threads are silk, some are scars.
But it is the scars that hold the strongest.”


​Mbiganyi Malidza-



​

​

“For every heart that has loved fiercely,

broken openly,

and dared to hope again.”
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​Chapter 1 – Red Wine & White Silk
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Rome did not care about Isabella Cruz’s budget.

It didn’t care about her internship, her frayed nerves, or the fact that her entire career in fashion could collapse before it even started. Rome cared about cobblestones that caught heels, tourists who blocked sidewalks, and cappuccinos that cost as much as her grandmother’s electricity bill.

Isabella zigzagged through the piazza with a coffee in one hand, a bulging tote bag digging into her shoulder, and her portfolio clutched like a holy relic. Her lungs were burning, her hair was falling out of its bun, and her phone kept buzzing with reminders she didn’t need.

“You’re late,” she muttered to herself in her grandmother’s scolding tone. “Do you think Chanel was late? Do you think Donatella—”

Her heel snagged on the edge of a cobblestone. The coffee lurched. Her body pitched forward.

And she crashed into someone.

Not just anyone. A man in a perfectly pressed suit.

Her coffee cup exploded sideways, baptizing his white shirt and dark silk tie in brown splatters. The sound was loud enough to make a violinist stop mid-note.

“Oh my God!” Isabella shrieked, clutching her portfolio to her chest. “No. No, no, no. I’m so sorry!”

The man looked down at himself. Calm. Too calm. His jawline was sharp, his blue-gray eyes unreadable.

“Well,” he said at last, voice smooth, American. “I was going to buy a new shirt in Milan anyway.”

Isabella gawked. Was that sarcasm? Was this man serious?

“I’ll pay for it,” she stammered. “The shirt. The tie. The trauma therapy. Whatever it takes.”

One corner of his mouth lifted. “You don’t look like you can afford my dry cleaner.”

She gasped. “Wow. Do you practice being insulting, or is this a natural gift?”

A few tourists snickered. Isabella’s cheeks flamed.

The man loosened his tie with infuriating ease. “Relax. It’s just fabric.”

“Just fabric?” Isabella clutched her chest like he’d cursed in church. “That’s like saying Michelangelo’s David is just marble.”

A real smile tugged at his lips. Dangerous. “You’re a designer.”

“How did you—”

“The way you said ‘fabric.’ Anyone else would’ve said shirt.”

Her pulse quickened. She should’ve walked away. She was already late. But before she could escape, he reached into his jacket and slid a card into her hand. Black. Minimalist. Expensive.

Ethan Blackwell.

The name sounded familiar. Tech money? Wall Street? She wasn’t sure, but it screamed rich and untouchable.

“Next time you ruin my wardrobe,” Ethan said, straightening his cufflinks, “let me buy you dinner first.”

Isabella’s mouth fell open. “Dinner? You don’t even know me.”

“That’s the point.” He walked away without looking back.

She stared after him, stunned, the card heavy in her hand.

Absolutely not. Dinner with some billionaire stranger? Her grandmother would disown her.

She shoved the card into her tote and muttered, “Not happening.”

But the spark was already lit.

❖ ❖ ❖

Isabella’s Arrival

By the time she reached the atelier, her lungs were begging for mercy. The receptionist gave her a look that could freeze water.

“You’re late,” the woman said in clipped English.

“I got... delayed,” Isabella panted.

The receptionist’s gaze flicked to the coffee stain on Isabella’s sleeve. “Clearly.”

Inside, the atelier buzzed with energy. Bolts of fabric lined the walls, assistants darted between mannequins, and the head designer barked instructions in Italian. Isabella sank into her corner workstation, cheeks still hot from the piazza incident.

As she spread out her sketches, her phone buzzed again. A voicemail. Grandma.

“Bella, don’t forget to eat. And remember, men are like cheap fabric. They shrink, they fade, and they fall apart after the first wash. Don’t waste your time unless the weave is strong.”

Isabella groaned. “Too late, Grandma.”

❖ ❖ ❖

Ethan’s POV

Across the city, Ethan Blackwell sat in the back of a sleek black car. His assistant handed him a fresh shirt in a garment bag.

“You want me to cancel your meeting in Milan?”

“No,” Ethan said, distracted. He was still thinking about her. The girl with the fire in her eyes. The one who treated his shirt like art and his arrogance like a personal challenge.

Most people either wanted something from him or were too intimidated to speak at all. She’d insulted him without hesitation. It had been... refreshing.

He adjusted his cufflinks and almost smiled.

Coffee stains washed out. Some impressions didn’t.

❖ ❖ ❖

Isabella’s Ending Scene

That night, Isabella collapsed onto her bed, the card still burning in her tote bag. She pulled it out, stared at the clean white letters.

Ethan Blackwell.

She told herself to throw it away. To rip it up. To forget him.

Instead, she slid it under her pillow.

“Stupid,” she muttered, turning off the light.

But her heart was already racing toward trouble.
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​Chapter 2 – The Kiss That Shouldn’t Have Happened
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Isabella Cruz was many things.

Stubborn. Broke. An artist with a sewing machine that wheezed like an asthmatic cat. But she was not—absolutely not—the kind of woman who let herself get distracted by smug billionaires with jawlines sharp enough to qualify as weapons.

At least, that was what she kept telling herself.

By the next night, she had already broken that promise.

She had stumbled into a tiny trattoria near the Spanish Steps. The kind with wooden chairs, checkered tablecloths, and a waiter who looked like he had personally fought Caesar in his youth. Isabella ordered pasta she couldn’t pronounce and tried not to think about the business card burning a hole in her tote.

She was halfway through twirling noodles when the bell above the door jingled.

Her fork froze.

Ethan Blackwell walked in like he owned not just the trattoria, but Rome itself. A fresh suit, clean shirt, no trace of yesterday’s coffee crime. His gaze swept the room and landed on her almost instantly. His smile was subtle, dangerous, and far too confident.

“You,” Isabella muttered, sinking into her chair.

“You,” Ethan echoed, striding toward her. He didn’t ask permission before pulling out the chair across from her. He sat, casual, like it had already been decided.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed.

“Eating,” he said simply. He flagged the waiter with a flick of his hand. “Two glasses of red. The house wine.”

“I didn’t invite you.”

“You didn’t have to.”

She scowled. “Do you always barge into women’s dinners uninvited?”

“Only when they throw coffee at me first,” he said smoothly.

Isabella’s cheeks heated. “That was an accident.”

“Best accident I’ve had all week.” His smile made her stomach twist.

The wine arrived. Ethan raised his glass. “To second chances.”

Reluctantly, she lifted hers. “To better aim.”

Their glasses clinked.

❖ ❖ ❖

The waiter brought bread. Ethan broke it, passed her a piece. Isabella took it warily, like it might explode.

“So,” he said, leaning back, “what’s your story, Isabella Cruz?”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

“Everyone has one. The version you tell strangers. The one you tell yourself at night. The one you keep locked away.” His eyes glinted. “I want the middle one.”

“Middle one?”

“The one that’s not polished enough for strangers, but not raw enough to break you.”

Isabella stared. “Do you practice sounding mysterious, or is this natural?”

He smirked. “You dodged the question.”

She stabbed her pasta. “Fine. I’m a fashion design student. Well, assistant-slash-intern-slash-gopher. My boss thinks I’m a coat rack with feelings.”

“Where are you from?”

“Los Angeles. But my family’s originally from Mexico. My grandmother raised me. She thinks I should’ve been a doctor, but sewing machines make more sense to me than stethoscopes.”

His expression softened, just slightly. “So you make beauty out of fabric.”

She rolled her eyes. “When I’m not spilling coffee on it.”

Ethan chuckled. “I like that.”

She narrowed her eyes. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Your story.”

He sipped his wine. “Born in California. Built a company. Sold it. Invested in a few more. Now I fly too much and sleep too little.”

“That’s it?”

“That’s enough for tonight.”

The way he said it—firm, final—made her realize there were shadows behind the shine. Secrets he wasn’t offering.

❖ ❖ ❖

By the time dessert arrived, Isabella’s guard had slipped. She was laughing at his dry wit, rolling her eyes at his arrogance, and ignoring the warning bells in her chest.

This was dangerous.

He was dangerous.

And yet she couldn’t look away.

When they stepped into the night, Rome shimmered around them. The air was warm, golden under the lamplight. A guitarist strummed somewhere in the distance.

They walked side by side. Their hands brushed once. Then again.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Isabella whispered.

“Like what?”

“Like you already know how this ends.”

Ethan stopped walking. He turned toward her, his hand brushing a strand of hair from her cheek. His touch was gentle, but his gaze burned.

“It doesn’t have to end,” he said quietly.

Her heart hammered. “Ethan...”

The warning in her voice melted when his lips found hers.

❖ ❖ ❖

The kiss started soft. Cautious. Like a secret slipping through the cracks. Her breath caught. His hand rested at the small of her back, drawing her closer, and the world tilted.

Then it deepened. Fierce. Demanding. His mouth claimed hers with the kind of certainty that left no room for doubt. Isabella’s fingers curled into his jacket. She pressed against him, tasting red wine and heat, feeling the strength of him like a storm breaking open.

It was wrong. It was reckless. But it was also electric. Every nerve lit up. Every wall she had built cracked.

When he finally pulled away, she was dizzy. Shaken. Changed.

“This is a mistake,” she whispered.

“Probably,” he agreed. A slow smile curved his mouth. “But it doesn’t feel like one.”

She hated how right he was. She hated how much she wanted more.

And she knew, deep in her bones, that this kiss wasn’t the end.

It was the beginning.

And it was going to leave scars.
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​Chapter 3 – Coffee, Deadlines, and Daydreams
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Morning came dressed in sunlight and regret.

Isabella woke to the thin Roman light pushing through the curtains of her tiny apartment, the kind of light that looked gentle but told the truth anyway. Her pillow still smelled faintly of her shampoo. Her mouth tasted like red wine and the memory of a kiss she wasn’t supposed to want.

She stared at the ceiling. The ceiling stared back.

“Absolutely not,” she told it.

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. She ignored it. The device tried again, pulsing with the persistence of an unpaid bill.

She rolled over and squinted at the screen.

Nonna:

Good morning. Eat. Dream big. Men are seasoning, not the soup.

Isabella smiled despite herself. She typed with one eye open.

Isabella:

I kissed a problem last night.

Three dots appeared. Disappeared. Appeared again.

Nonna:

Then brush your teeth and go to work. Problems can wait. Deadlines can’t.

Fair enough.

She slid out of bed and padded to the kitchenette, made coffee that could stand a spoon upright, and drank it like a lifeline. A second cup followed, because ambition tastes better when the caffeine is unwise.

Before she left, she reached under her pillow. The black card was still there.

Ethan Blackwell.

She held it between two fingers, as if it were a match. She could toss it in the trash. She didn’t. She slid it into her wallet, muttering a promise she already knew she would break.

No more kissing billionaires on weeknights.

Things Isabella Was Not Going To Do Today

Think about Ethan’s mouth.

Replay the way he said, it doesn’t have to end.

Read the name on that card again like it contained vitamins.

Ruin her internship by tripping over her own heart.

She made it two blocks before breaking all four rules, then bribed her conscience with a croissant the size of a small moon.

The atelier greeted her with steam and chatter. Bolts of fabric stood at attention, whispers of organza and wool. Machines hummed. Mannequins wore the half-born dreams of designers who slept too little and cared too much.

“Cruz,” called Chiara, the senior assistant. She had cheekbones that could file patents and a mouth that rarely forgave. “You’re in the Fiorella dress. Zipper is misbehaving. And the hem is flirting with disaster.”

“I’m on it,” Isabella said.

She dumped her tote at her station and took up the dress. Fiorella’s gown was satin in a shade that couldn’t decide if it was blush or champagne. It caught the light like it wanted compliments. The zipper, however, had other plans.

She coaxed the teeth into cooperation. They refused. She murmured sweet nothings. The zipper laughed in metal.

“Be kind,” she told it. “We’re all doing our best.”

Chiara glided past, measured, critical. “If that dress fails at three, Madame will use your remains as stuffing for the ottoman.”

“Chic,” Isabella said. “I’ve always wanted to be interior decor.”

“Then work faster.”

Isabella worked. Pins between lips. Thread through needle. Breath held as if oxygen might cause the fabric to fray. She lost herself in the rhythm. The room thinned around her until all that existed was satin and intent.

Every so often the memory slipped in. A street bathed in lamplight. A hand at the small of her back. Heat that felt like a secret.

She swatted the images away and stitched harder.

At eleven fifty, the zipper surrendered with a sigh. She secured the hem, stepped back, and let herself admire the line of the skirt. The dress fell like a well-timed apology.

“You saved it,” Chiara said, almost human for a heartbeat. “Good. Because Madame Bianchi moved the fitting to noon.”

Isabella blinked. “Noon is in ten minutes.”

“Congratulations. You finally feel something.”

There was a world where Isabella offered a clever retort. This was not that world. She pressed the last seam, steamed the bodice, and rolled the dress to the fitting room on a rack that squeaked like a mouse with opinions.

Madame Bianchi arrived in a cloud of perfume and decisiveness. She was a woman who had long ago made a throne out of her own standards. Her hair was neat. Her eyes were scalpel sharp.

“Show me,” she said.

They did. The model stepped onto the small podium. The dress caught the light and threw it back better.

Madame circled once. Twice. She flicked a glance at the bodice, then at Isabella. “Who fixed the zipper?”

“I did,” Isabella said, palms damp.

“It will do.” A pause. “For now.”

That qualified as a standing ovation.

Back at her station, Isabella opened her planner and tried to lasso the afternoon. The list grew a second head. She pretended not to notice.

Her phone hummed again. She told herself not to look. She looked anyway.

Unknown Number:

Your aim is better with spaghetti.

She stared, then bit back a smile.

Isabella:

Bold of you to assume I miss.

Unknown Number:

Proven accuracy. Last night you missed my shirt entirely.

She rolled her eyes at the screen. Chiara peered over, then away. The room hummed.

Isabella:

I’m at work. I fix things here.

Unknown Number:

Do you fix dinner plans?

Her fingers hovered.

Isabella:

No dinner. Deadlines. I’m being responsible.

A minute passed. Two.

Unknown Number:

Then coffee. Fifteen minutes. Outside your building at six.

She set the phone face down as if it had misbehaved.

No. She needed distance. Breathing room. She needed to prove that last night had been a lapse in judgment rather than the start of a pattern.

She picked the phone up again.

Isabella:

Not tonight.

He replied almost immediately.

Unknown Number:

Tomorrow, then. I’m patient.

She wanted to say, no you’re not. She wanted to say, neither am I.

She typed, erased, typed again.

Isabella:

We’ll see.

She put the phone away and pretended decision felt like control.

At lunch, she carried her Tupperware to the back steps and sat where the sunlight warmed the stone. The pasta she’d made two nights ago was now an archaeological specimen. She ate it anyway.

Below, scooters buzzed like stubborn bees. A cat paraded across the alley with the entitlement of royalty. Somewhere, a radio played a song that sounded like summer.

Isabella closed her eyes. The kiss returned, inconvenient and whole. She watched herself lift onto her toes, watched his mouth descend, watched the moment her heart stopped trying to save her and decided to enjoy the fall.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was a calendar alert.

Fitting: 3:00 PM

Delivery: 5:30 PM

Sleep: optional

On a whim, she opened her camera and snapped a photo of the alley, the cat, the blue sliver of sky. She sent it to Nonna.

Isabella:

Proof that I am drinking water and seeing the sun.

Nonna:

Add vegetables and a husband and you will be complete.

Isabella:

One out of three. Progress.

Nonna:

Husbands are noisy. Focus now. Love later.

Isabella smiled. The cat flicked its tail at her as if to say, listen to your elders.

She went back inside and worked until the afternoon was a blur and time became a hallway with too many doors. Her hands found the rhythm again. Her brain did not. Thoughts drifted toward a man with a black card and a way of looking at her that made it hard to breathe.

She pushed the thoughts aside and stitched straighter.

The flowers arrived at four.

They were not roses. Of course they weren’t. They were orchids in a porcelain pot, white with a fever-pink throat, the petals clean and precise. The kind of flowers that looked like they had gone to finishing school.

“Delivery,” said the courier, reading the tag. “For the designer who believes fabric is alive.”

Chiara arched an eyebrow. The room collectively leaned.

Isabella’s name sat on the card, her handwriting on the reverse in a friendlier life.

She opened the small envelope. The note was simple.

For the woman who speaks the language of cloth. Consider me fluent in apologies.

— E.

She shut the card and felt the room’s attention press against her back. She forced her face into neutrality.

“Client,” she said, with a shrug. “I fixed a disaster. Maybe they like orchids.”

Nobody believed her. Everyone tried to. It was kind.

She moved the arrangement to the far corner of her station. She did not smell them. She did not look at them. She did not think about how he had chosen a flower that mirrored her favorite silk. She especially did not think about the book on her nightstand titled Orchids of the World that she had bought secondhand because the photos were pure and quiet.

Her phone trembled again.

Unknown Number:

Orchids live longer than roses.

She replied without thinking.

Isabella:

You’re not subtle.

Unknown Number:

You noticed.

She stared at the screen, then tucked the phone away before her face betrayed her.

Work first. Breathing later.

The afternoon’s fitting was a trial by fire and adjectives. The client preferred the word “ethereal” spoken with an accent Isabella could not produce. Madame Bianchi liked the way the skirt moved but did not like the way the bodice breathed. Isabella held pins between her lips and resembled a devoted porcupine.

At five twenty, the courier for the evening delivery arrived early. Early resembled disaster when hems were involved. Isabella rode the elevator down with the garment bag hanging from her fingertips like a prayer.

The lobby was a study in marble and patience. A kid in a soccer jersey bounced a ball very softly. The concierge looked at everyone as if he measured them for invisible suits.

Isabella signed the delivery form. The courier took the dress with the reverence she wanted from everyone in her life. She exhaled for the first time in an hour.

Outside, the sky was a kind of gold that felt earned. She stood under it and allowed herself ten seconds of nothing.

On the eleventh, a shadow fell beside hers.

“Only ten?” Ethan asked.

She didn’t turn immediately. She let the air stretch. Then she faced him with the composure she usually borrowed from mannequins.

“You don’t text so much as announce,” she said.

“I’m told subtlety is a late-life skill,” he said. “I’m still young.”

“Is that how we’re describing you now.”

He studied her. He did that thing with his eyes again, the thing that made her feel like a map he wanted to learn by heart.

“You survived the day,” he said.

“Barely.”

“Then let me improve your odds.”

“I said not tonight.”

“And I said I’m patient.”

Silence threaded between them. Traffic murmured. A waiter across the street stacked chairs with the grace of a dancer. An old couple argued gently about something that could only have been love or bread.

Ethan put his hands in his pockets, which somehow made him look more disarming. “Walk with me,” he said. “No dinner. No plans. Ten minutes.”

She should say no. She knew this the way she knew satin better than sleep. She also knew she wanted to say yes more than she had wanted anything easy in a long time.

“Ten,” she said.

They walked. Past the café that burned toast reliably at six. Past a window where mannequins wore dresses that would never survive spaghetti. Past a street musician whose trumpet turned the evening into velvet.

“So,” he said, soft. “What would you make if you had no deadlines. No budgets. No one asking for ethereal.”

She thought about that for a moment, then answered instead of deflecting.

“A dress that starts as smoke and ends as a storm,” she said. “Fabric that remembers touch. A color that changes with the light like lake water. Pockets in everything. Even the gowns that pretend not to need them.”

“Pockets are essential,” he agreed, solemn as a vow.

“See. You can be taught.”

He smiled. “What would you call it.”

“Velvet Scars,” she said before she could stop herself. “Because beauty that lasts often hurts a little first.”

He stopped walking. Not for long. Just enough.

“That’s a name you should keep,” he said.

They reached a small bridge where the city leaned over itself and sighed. Water slid beneath them as if it knew secrets. The air smelled like stone and late flowers.

Ethan rested his forearms on the rail. “I’m leaving for Paris in two days,” he said. “Meetings. Dinners. All the nonsense that pays for the nonsense.”

“Then you have one day to practice patience,” she said.

“I was thinking it’s one day to practice coffee.”

She glanced at him. The light traced his profile. He didn’t look like a problem. He looked like an invitation.

“I don’t want shortcuts,” she said.

“Me neither.”

“I work hard for the life I want.”

“Good. I like people who do.”

“I can’t be your distraction.”

He turned toward her, and for a moment the bravado slid away. Something quieter stood in its place. “I don’t want a distraction either,” he said. “I’m trying to stop living like one.”

That startled a little truth out of her chest.

“Who do you distract,” she asked, “if not yourself.”

He didn’t answer. Not right away. The water answered for him in the kind of language that only rivers speak.

“Everyone,” he said finally. “Sometimes on purpose. Sometimes because it’s easier than being known.”

They went quiet. Not uncomfortable. Not quite safe either.

Isabella looked down at her hands. Needle-pricked. Work-strong. She had built a life with these hands that was small but solid. She wanted something bigger. She did not want to vanish inside someone else’s story.

“No promises,” she said.

“No demands,” he replied.

“Coffee. Tomorrow. Fifteen minutes.”

He nodded. “I’ll take it.”

Before they turned back, he reached for her hand. He did not take it. He simply hovered there, an inch away, as if asking without asking. She met him halfway.

Their fingers laced. No one made a speech. The city didn’t blink. The water kept its confidences.

She felt her pulse slip into a calmer rhythm. It didn’t last. Her phone vibrated with a violence only bad news can manage.

She pulled it out, throat suddenly dry.

News Alert:

Blackwell Capital under scrutiny after anonymous tip suggests conflict of interest in Milan acquisition.

She read it twice. Then a third time, as if that would change the words.

Ethan looked at her face and understood anyway. “What is it.”

She angled the screen so he could see. He did not curse. He did not scowl. His expression didn’t move at all, which told her more than drama would have.

“It’s nothing,” he said.

She didn’t believe him. Not completely. She also didn’t press. Not yet.

“Tomorrow,” she said, quieter now. “Coffee.”

“Tomorrow,” he agreed.

He walked her back to the atelier door even though there was no reason to. They stood there for a second that could have been hours or could have been a breath.

“Goodnight, Isabella,” he said.

“Goodnight.”

He didn’t try to kiss her. The restraint was a gift and a threat.

Inside the elevator, the mirrored walls gave her six versions of worry. She watched herself swallow it down to a manageable size, then stack it neatly beside the orchids.

Back upstairs, she washed her hands, wiped a stray spot from her station, and gathered her tote. The orchids watched her with perfect manners.

She tapped the card in her wallet three times for luck she didn’t believe in. The world felt like fabric in her hands, tough and tender, ready to hold a shape if she chose it hard enough.

Before she slept, she texted Nonna.

Isabella:

I am not seasoning the soup. I am eating the soup.

Nonna:

Good. Salt yourself with wisdom. And buy fresh bread in the morning.

She put the phone face down. The city breathed around her. Somewhere, news churned. Somewhere, a river kept secrets. Somewhere, a man with a very calm face was deciding how much truth the next day could hold.

Isabella closed her eyes and dreamed of a dress that began as smoke and ended as a storm.

In the dream, the pockets were full of orchids.
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​Chapter 4 – The Man Who Won’t Stay a Stranger
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Morning was supposed to mean clarity.

For Isabella, it meant bad hair, burnt toast, and a headline she couldn’t unsee.

BLACKWELL CAPITAL UNDER SCRUTINY AFTER MILAN ACQUISITION TIP

The article had been a flimsy little thing buried three scrolls down in a business blog, but it had weight. Ethan’s name was there. So was the word conflict of interest.

She told herself not to care. Ethan was not her problem. Ethan was a man with expensive shirts and eyes that made it hard to breathe, and that was the most dangerous combination of all.

And yet she caught herself rereading the article over her breakfast of cold cereal.

By the time she reached the atelier, her mind was split down the middle. One side tried to focus on hems, deadlines, and Madame Bianchi’s icy perfectionism. The other side whispered his name like a secret.

She had almost convinced herself to forget him when she stepped outside that evening.

And there he was.

Leaning against a sleek black car, phone in hand, suit in perfect order. Ethan Blackwell.

“Stalker vibes,” Isabella said, stopping short.

“Persistent,” he corrected, sliding the phone into his pocket. “There’s a difference.”

She folded her arms. “What if I’m not in the mood?”

“Then I’ll walk away,” he said simply. His gaze softened. “But I’m hoping you are.”

The part of her that should have been firm and rational was silent. The part that had kissed him under the lamplight was already moving.

“Coffee,” she said. “That’s all.”

“Coffee,” he agreed, opening the car door.

❖ ❖ ❖

The Ride

Inside the car, the air smelled faintly of leather and cedar. Isabella perched on the seat, clutching her tote like it might protect her from poor decisions.

“You’re quiet,” Ethan observed.

“I’m thinking.”

“About?”

“Whether this is a terrible idea.”

“It probably is,” he admitted. “But terrible ideas tend to make the best stories.”

She shot him a look. “Do you always sound like a man who writes fortune cookies?”

“Only the expensive ones,” he said, smiling.

❖ ❖ ❖

They stopped at a tucked-away café that looked more like someone’s living room than a business. Mismatched chairs. Walls lined with books. An elderly barista who nodded at Ethan like he was a regular.

“Americano,” Ethan said, then glanced at her. “And for you?”

“Cappuccino,” Isabella said.

The barista scribbled, vanished behind the counter.

Isabella leaned forward. “So. Blackwell Capital. Milan. Conflict of interest?”

His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “You’ve been reading.”

“It’s hard not to when your name pops up on my news feed before my horoscope.”

He considered her for a long moment. “Business is messy. People make things messier. Not everything you read is true.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have tonight.”

Something in his voice—the weariness under the smoothness—made her hesitate. This wasn’t a man who got rattled easily. Which meant whatever was in that headline mattered more than he was letting on.

The coffees arrived. They drank in silence for a while, the kind of silence that buzzed with unsaid words.

Finally, Isabella broke it. “Why me?”

Ethan tilted his head. “Why you what?”

“Why are you here, bothering me, sending orchids, insisting on coffee? You could have anyone. You probably do. So why me?”

For once, he didn’t smile. He leaned back, studying her like he was looking past her defenses.

“Because you don’t need anything from me,” he said quietly. “And you’re not afraid to tell me when I’m being an ass. That’s rare in my world.”

Her throat tightened. She hadn’t expected honesty.

“Maybe I just like insulting billionaires,” she said softly.

“Then keep doing it,” he murmured.

❖ ❖ ❖

After coffee, they walked through narrow streets lit by lanterns strung overhead. Children laughed in the distance. Somewhere, a man played accordion.

Ethan spoke little. When he did, it wasn’t about money or business. He asked about her grandmother. About her first dress. About the moment she knew fashion was her language.

Isabella surprised herself by answering. She told him about the time she cut up her mother’s curtains to make a skirt. About the teacher who told her design was “not practical.” About how she dreamed of one day sending a dress down a runway that would make people stop breathing for a second.

He listened. Really listened. And it unnerved her more than his money ever could.

At the foot of the bridge, he stopped.

“Isabella,” he said, his voice low. “I’m not a stranger anymore. And I don’t want to be.”

Her chest ached.

“This is dangerous,” she whispered.

“So is passion.” His hand brushed hers. “But that hasn’t stopped you before.”

Her pulse thundered. She should walk away. She should save herself.

Instead, she let her fingers slip into his.

The city blurred. The river hummed. And Isabella realized she was already too far gone.
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​Chapter 5 – Secrets in Parisian Rain
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The message came at 7:12 a.m., two minutes after the kettle began to sing.

Chiara:

Pack a small bag. Paris. Noon train. Fabric crisis.

Isabella stared at the screen and then at the kettle like it could negotiate. Paris. Noon. Fabric crisis. Those words did not belong in the same sentence as her grocery budget.

Isabella:

What kind of crisis needs me?

Chiara:

The supplier mixed up the silk. Bianchi will combust. You speak passable French and you are polite to couriers. That is the job.

A second message arrived.

Chiara:

Wear shoes you can run in.

Isabella smiled despite the early hour. She texted Nonna a quick update, then started a list she knew she would ignore.

To pack: black trousers, two tops, flats, sketchbook, courage.

She added a hair tie and lipstick that pretended to be brave. The card in her wallet pressed like a heartbeat against her fingers as she zipped the bag. She left it there.

Paris at noon felt like a dare.

The station was a blur of announcements and people who moved like they had been born late. Isabella found Chiara near the platform with a coffee and a face that was a schedule made human.

“Tickets,” Chiara said. “I brought almonds. We do not pay for train food.”

On the train they reviewed the disaster. Someone in Lyon had mislabeled bolts. Satin that should have been blush came in the color of beige apologies. The show in Paris was in forty-eight hours. Clients wanted the whisper of sunrise, not oatmeal.

“Bianchi will charm and threaten,” Chiara said, eyes on her notes. “You will smile, nod, and carry things. You will not faint.”

“I have fainted exactly twice in my life,” Isabella said. “Both involved blood and a gym class. We should be fine.”

Chiara glanced over. Her mouth softened by a degree. “You did well with Fiorella. I noticed.”

“Thank you,” Isabella said quietly.

“Do not get used to it.”

The countryside moved past like a painting that could not decide between green and gold. Isabella tried to read but her eyes kept sliding to the corner of the window where her reflection lived. She checked her phone and did not check it again. She was not looking for his name. She absolutely was.

Two hours later the train slid into Paris under a sky that had not chosen a mood. The air smelled like bread and ambition. By the time they reached the Sentier district, the sky’s indecision became rain.

Not a storm. A steady, persuasive fall that made umbrellas appear like flowers.

“Of course,” Chiara said, looking up. “We ask for silk and the city gives us water.”

They ducked into a warehouse that smelled like bolts of time. A man named Rémi greeted them with apologies performed in the style of theater.

“Wrong labels, wrong invoice, wrong everything,” he said, hands moving. “But the good news, we have the right silk, just sleeping in the wrong bed.”

Chiara handled the paperwork as if diplomacy were a sport. Isabella followed Rémi through aisles until they reached a stack of bolts that flashed with the right light. She took off her glove and touched it. The fabric was cool and clean. It took the shape of her hand and gave it back kinder.

“This,” she said. “Finally.”

They arranged the exchange. A courier was called. Someone produced a dolly with a wheel that protested. At some point the rain decided to become a character.

“We need to move,” Chiara said, checking the time. “The courier cannot wait. My patience cannot either.”

“Copy,” Isabella said, and meant it.

They made a chain of human and fabric, loading bolts into the van. Rain beaded on the silk’s plastic wrap like it respected the contents. Isabella hugged the final bolt to her chest and stepped backward into the alley as the van’s shutter rolled down.

She turned. The alley was a page drawn with rain. The street at the end glowed in that Paris way. People floated past with umbrellas like ideas.

And then there he was.

Umbrella in hand. Suit only a little disobedient in the weather. Eyes that found her with an accuracy that should not be possible.

“Paris looks good on you,” Ethan said.

The fabric in her arms seemed suddenly heavier. Or lighter. She could not tell.

“You are not subtle,” she said.

“Neither are orchids.”

He stepped forward and raised the umbrella over both of them. The rain made a small stadium of sound around the fabric roof.

“You knew I was here,” Isabella said.

“I knew the atelier had a mess,” he said. “And I know who fixes messes.”

She wanted to say that she only steered messes, that she was a junior assistant with big shoulders and bigger thread. She wanted to say she was trying not to fall.

What she said was, “We have a courier. We have twenty minutes.”

“Then we have fifteen,” he said.

They walked slowly enough for the rain to be an idea rather than a problem. The umbrella tried to be generous. Ethan angled it closer to her shoulder. Water ran from the ribs like glass strings.

“How long are you in Paris,” she asked.

“Two days,” he said. “Meetings. A dinner I wish could be a nap. Perhaps one hour that feels like mine.”

“Does it ever feel like yours,” she said.

“Sometimes in small, stolen pieces,” he said. “Sometimes not at all.”

A scooter hissed past like a sentence that forgot to end. A child jumped in a puddle with a seriousness that made Isabella smile.

“You saw the article,” Ethan said after a moment. It was not a question.

“I did.”

“It is not the whole truth.”

“Then tell me the whole truth,” she said.

He did not answer right away. The rain offered its version, soft on the umbrella. They turned under an awning. People clustered there in a little community of strangers who did not want to be wet.

“The company in Milan,” he said finally. “A textile lab that spun out of a university. We invested early. Someone says we had inside information on a pending sale. We did not. But someone wants it to look like we did.”

“Why,” Isabella said.

He gave a small, tired smile. “Because money is a loud room and people talk to be heard.”

She heard the rest of it in what he did not say. Old rivals. Angry ex-partners. A deal that made someone feel small.

“You could ignore all of it,” she said.

“And let a story harden into a scar,” he said. “I have enough of those.”

“Scars can be beautiful,” she said. “When they heal right.”

The look he gave her then felt like a promise he did not know how to deliver.

The courier arrived. Documents were signed. The van took the silk away into the rain like a dragon that worked for a fashion house.

“Coffee,” Ethan said softly. “Fifteen minutes. I owe you one from Rome.”

“You owed me dry cleaning,” she said.

“I paid in orchids,” he said. “Let me pay in heat and sugar.”

They stepped into a small café where the windows fogged at the corners. The waitress wore red lipstick and efficiency. They found a table that saw the door and the rain. They ordered two café crèmes and a pastry that looked like a thousand layers daring gravity.

They ate with gratitude. Isabella did not lick the sugar from her thumb even though it seemed like it would be poetry. Ethan watched her with that steady attention that ignored everything else.

“Tell me something true,” she said.

“I was a lifeguard when I was seventeen,” he said. “I pretended to hate it, but nothing has ever felt cleaner than pulling someone up out of water and knowing they will go home.”

She waited. He went on.

“My father is not a story I like telling,” he said. “He taught me two things. Leave before you are left. And wear a good watch.”

“Do you obey him,” Isabella said.

“I obey the watch,” he said. “The other rule is a bad one.”

“Tell me something small,” he said in return.

“I sew pockets into everything I make,” she said. “Even when they are not requested. Especially then.”

“Because women should be allowed to carry their lives,” he said.

“Exactly.”

“Tell me something you are afraid to want.”

She looked at the pastry instead of him. The rain softened the edges of the city until everything looked a little kinder.

“I want to put a dress in front of the world and have it listen,” she said. “Really listen. I want silence that is applause.”

“You will,” he said, without flattery. “And I will be the idiot clapping first.”

She looked up. He was not smiling. He was giving her something else. The belief that makes the ground feel closer.

Her phone buzzed with an alert. She ignored it. Then she saw the word and could not.

Business Daily:

Blackwell Questioned by Paris Regulator Ahead of Textile Vote

Her stomach tightened. Ethan saw the screen and did not flinch.

“I have a meeting with the regulator this afternoon,” he said. “Aurélie Marchand. Brilliant, fair, very tired of men like me. I plan to be boring and transparent.”

“Be patient, too,” Isabella said.

“Learning,” he said.

A man outside lifted his camera to shoot the rain, the café, the world. The lens slid toward the window where Isabella and Ethan sat sharing a table and a slice of sugar.

“Do you get photographed often,” she asked.

“Less than actors, more than plumbers,” he said. “Do you want to leave separately?”

She considered the easy safety of that and felt something a little sharp. “I do not want to be hidden.”

“I do not want you dragged into the noise,” he said.

“Then we walked out like two people who had coffee,” she said. “Because that is what we are.”

He nodded. “All right.”

They paid. The waitress offered the change as if it were a secret. The rain had softened to a mist that made hair misbehave. Under the awning Isabella hesitated and then laughed at herself.

“This is the part where we pretend we do not exist,” she said. “We need a better part.”

“We write it,” Ethan said.

They stepped into the rain. He did not reach for her hand. She did not reach for his. They walked close enough that the umbrella had to try harder.

At the end of the block a thin alley curved into what looked like a passageway. He gestured. She followed. The passage opened into a glass-roofed arcade that smelled like old paper and warm light. Shops held books, stamps, and the kinds of objects that used to have owners.

The rain slid across the glass above them and made shadows on the floor that moved.

“No cameras,” he said quietly.

“No excuses,” she said.

He turned to her and did not pretend. The kiss, when it came, felt less like permission and more like a naming. It was not hurried. It was not careful. It was honest in a way that scared her. His hands found her waist and then her face. She let herself be held and held back. The city was on the other side of the glass. This moment had a roof.

She broke first. With a Breath, not doubt.

“This is a problem,” she said.

“We will solve it,” he said.

“How.”

“One hour at a time.”

They stood there, a small country where only two passports existed. Somewhere a shopkeeper hummed. Somewhere a clock insisted on being itself.

Her phone buzzed again. She did not want to look. She did.

Chiara:

Courier arrived. We are good. Bianchi is still sharp. Return train at eight. Do not be late.

Isabella:

On my way.

She tucked the phone away. “I have to go.”

“I know.”

They walked back to the rain. At the corner, a woman in a navy trench appeared as if the weather delivered her. She was tall, graceful, and carried a folder.

“Ethan,” she said. “You are early. That is either good manners or guilt.”

“Aurélie,” he said. “Good to see you.”

Her eyes moved to Isabella with the speed of someone who appraises for a living. Not unkind. Thorough.

“And this is,” she asked.

“A friend,” Ethan said. “Here for silk and survival.”

“Two excellent reasons to be in Paris,” Aurélie said. “Monsieur Blackwell, we will be brief. You will be honest. We will all be dry again soon.”

She extended a hand to Isabella. “Do not let these men ruin your fabric.”

“I try not to,” Isabella said.

Aurélie’s mouth almost smiled. “Bonne chance.”

She and Ethan fell into conversation that used words like filing and disclosure and the kind of truth that can be audited. Isabella stepped back. She was not part of this room that had been drawn in the rain.

“Coffee tomorrow,” Ethan said to her over his shoulder. “If your train is late.”

“On time,” she said. “But we are not done.”

“Good,” he said.

She left them to the business of damage and protection. At the street she hesitated, then looked up. The glass above the arcade had kept their kiss clean, but the world was wet again.

She crossed under an awning where a vendor sold old postcards. She flipped through them and found one from 1963 with a picture of the very passage they had stood in. Two figures were blurred in the middle, frozen in a moment where rain was art.

The vendor wrapped the postcard in paper like it mattered. It did.

Back at the station she took a seat near the window and watched the platform behave like veins. Her phone lit with a new alert she did not want and read anyway.

CityWatch:

Spotted: Ethan Blackwell in Paris arcade with unknown brunette. Blackwell meets regulator hours later. Coincidence or charm offensive?

She closed her eyes. The photo was small, grainy, and more shadow than proof. Even so, it made the space between her ribs feel crowded.

Her phone vibrated again, this time a voice message from Nonna. Isabella put in her earbuds and listened.

“Bella, people talk because mouths were designed to open. Listen to hearts. And to how someone treats waiters. And to whether they return carts to the supermarket. Also, do not kiss in the rain without a scarf. You will catch opinions.”

Isabella laughed. It came out as a little shake.

She texted Ethan a single word.

Isabella:

Arcade.

A reply arrived before the bubbles faded.

Ethan:

Worth it.

She watched the rain stripe the window and knew three things. The silk would be fine. The story in the paper would not be fine for a while. And the feeling in her chest was not a mistake that could be folded and put away.

The train carried her back through the evening and fields that had learned how to catch light. She leaned her head against the glass and thought of pockets and scars and names that feel like a future when you say them out loud.

When she finally reached her apartment, she took the postcard out and propped it on the windowsill. The figures in the old photo were still blurred. They were also still there.

“Sleep,” she told herself.

But the city inside her would not.
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​Chapter 6 – The Laughter That Feels Like Home
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Isabella woke the next morning with Paris still clinging to her like perfume she couldn’t wash off.

The postcard on her windowsill caught the early Rome sunlight, the blurred figures under the glass roof staring back at her like conspirators. She sipped her coffee and stared at them until her phone buzzed.

Ethan:

You survived the train.

Isabella:

Barely. Couriers should carry medals.

Ethan:

Coffee. Today. 5 p.m. A place with terrible chairs but the best gelato in Rome.

She typed, erased, typed again.

Isabella:

Fine. But only if the chairs really are terrible.

Ethan:

They are. You’ll complain. I’ll laugh. It’ll be perfect.

❖ ❖ ❖

The café was tucked into a crooked street where ivy climbed walls like gossip. Its chairs were indeed terrible — bent metal things that squeaked every time you breathed. The gelato, however, looked like it had been made by angels with dairy degrees.

Ethan was already there, leaning back as if even the chair bowed to him. He stood when she arrived, kissed her cheek lightly, then sat again like nothing had happened.

“You’re late,” he said.

“You’re spoiled,” she replied, dropping her bag on the chair with a dramatic squeal. “Do these things come with tetanus shots?”

He laughed. It wasn’t smooth or calculated. It was sudden and warm, like a window opening.

“That’s it,” Isabella said, pointing with her spoon. “That laugh. You should do that more often.”

His smile lingered. “I don’t usually have someone giving me reasons.”

❖ ❖ ❖

They shared pistachio, hazelnut, and something floral Isabella swore tasted like perfume but Ethan defended. She told him about sewing her prom dress because the store options felt like lies. He told her about working summers at a pier where he learned more from fishermen than from professors.

At some point she imitated Madame Bianchi’s voice, all clipped vowels and disdain for polyester. Ethan nearly choked on his gelato. Isabella slapped his back, laughing until her stomach hurt.

“You’re dangerous,” he said when he could breathe again.

“Why? Because I almost killed you with dairy?”

“No. Because you make me forget things I shouldn’t.”

The humor thinned into quiet. Their spoons clinked against paper cups.

“What things,” she asked softly.

His eyes darkened. “That I’m supposed to live in headlines instead of moments like this.”

She wanted to ask more, but he shook it off with a smile. “Your turn. Make me laugh again before I drown in honesty.”

So she told him about her grandmother trying online dating, about a suitor who brought a pineapple to the first meeting because he’d heard women liked fruit. Ethan laughed until people at the next table turned.

It felt easy. Dangerous in a new way.

❖ ❖ ❖

After gelato they wandered without direction, their shoulders brushing as they argued about whether Rome or Paris had the better bread. A street musician played accordion; Ethan tipped him enough to buy a car. Isabella rolled her eyes and added two euros, “to balance the economy.”

They ended up on the steps of a church, watching the city exhale into the evening.

“You know what this feels like,” Isabella said.

“What?”

“Like home. But not mine. Like borrowing someone else’s.”

Ethan tilted his head. “Do you want it to be yours?”

Her throat tightened. She looked away. “I don’t even know what yours really is.”

“That makes two of us,” he said quietly.

The honesty landed heavier than the joke it pretended to be. She turned back, but he was already smiling again, the walls rebuilt.

❖ ❖ ❖

The sky melted into violet. Isabella’s phone buzzed with Chiara’s voice note, reminding her of a morning fitting. She stood reluctantly.

“I should go.”

Ethan rose too, brushing invisible dust from his sleeve. “Thank you for today.”

“For what?”

“For laughing with me. It’s rarer than you think.”

He stepped closer. For a heartbeat she thought he would kiss her again, here on the church steps under the violet sky. Her chest ached with the thought. But instead, he touched her hand, brief and light, like a promise he wasn’t ready to cash in.

“Tomorrow?” he asked.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

They walked in opposite directions, each turning back once when they thought the other wasn’t looking.
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​Chapter 7 – Velvet Nights, Hidden Scars
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Rome did not do quiet at night.

It hummed. Scooters whispered down side streets, the river breathed under bridges, and windows traded little rectangles of light like secrets. Isabella watched from her apartment, chin on the sill, the postcard from Paris propped beside a chipped mug.

She should have been sleeping. She had fittings at nine, a delivery at noon, and a budget meeting that always felt like being graded for wanting beauty too much. Instead, she sat with her knees pulled to her chest and tried not to multiply what-ifs.

Her phone vibrated. A voice note from Nonna.

“Bella, I cannot sleep either. I am thinking about soup. And men who bring orchids. Remember, talk to a man long enough and you learn whether he is a spoon or a fork. Forks are useful, but you cannot eat soup with them. Goodnight. Or good morning. Wear socks.”

Isabella laughed into the back of her hand. She texted back a photo of her socks with stars on them.

Isabella:

Soup-compatible socks confirmed.

She put the phone face down. The city kept humming. She tried to hum with it. The memory of the glass-roofed arcade in Paris stirred anyway, soft as a breath against her neck.

She gave up. She went to the table, flicked on the lamp, and laid out fabric like prayer. Night sewing was different. The thread listened better. The needle obeyed without arguing.

She stitched until the clock forgot to count. At some point the lamp haloed the table in warm gold and the rest of the room stepped back. Her hands knew what to do. Her mind wandered where it wanted.

The phone lit again. This time it was a photo.

Rain pinned to glass. The same arcade. Empty. Beautiful.

Ethan:

Still the best roof in Paris.

She should not have smiled. She did.

Isabella:

Show-off architecture. My lamp says hi.

She sent a picture of the work light and her seam ripper standing at attention like a tiny sword. A moment later:

Ethan:

Seam ripper, noble tool. Do not let it near my suits.

Isabella:

Your suits are safe. For now.

Dots appeared, disappeared, appeared again. She could imagine him, tired and careful somewhere far away. Or not so far.

Ethan:

Aurélie was fair this afternoon. Direct. Smart. She asked good questions. I answered them. No theater.

Isabella:

Good. Be boring. Let the truth do the performance.

Ethan:

Working on it. Sleep, Isabella.

Isabella:

You too.

She set the phone down. The room seemed to exhale with her.

She tried to sleep. It worked for twenty minutes.

At one forty-three, her screen brightened. Not Ethan this time. Chiara.

Chiara:

Emergency. Call me.

Isabella called. Chiara answered on the first ring.

“The beaded bodice for the gala presentation,” Chiara said without preamble. “Something is snagging on the inner corset. We cannot see it. We can hear it. It sounds like a zipper trying to confess.”

“Where are you?”

“Hotel Lucente. Suite level. Bring your kit. Wear neutral, no glitter. Clients are present.”

“I’m on my way.”

She threw on black trousers, the first clean top that did not look like she slept in it, and flats she trusted. She snapped her travel kit closed, glanced at the postcard once for courage, and ran.

The Lucente lobby had a piano that never slept and a floral arrangement that probably required a team. At the elevators, a man in a tuxedo shifted a stack of gift bags and gave her a weary smile. Upstairs, the suite hallway smelled like perfume, shoes, and ambition.

Chiara opened the door before Isabella could knock. “You look alive. Good. We are on a clock that refuses to wear numbers.”

Inside, two models stood like very expensive ghosts while a stylist rearranged disappointment. Madame Bianchi conferred with a client whose cheekbones had their own publicist. A tray of champagne flutes sweated quietly by the window.

“Here,” Chiara said. “The bodice. It catches when she turns. Listen.”

The model rotated. A delicate scrape. Isabella crouched and slipped her fingers under the inner lining. She felt along the boning channels. Smooth, smooth, then a kiss of metal where there should have been silk.

“Here,” she said. “A stitch missed. The wire is whispering because it wants attention.”

She threaded a needle, made three careful tacks, and added a tiny fabric guard, a soft shield against future arguments. The model turned again. No scrape. Only the faint whisper of beads remembering they were beautiful.

Madame Bianchi looked over, eyes like twin rulers. “Good,” she said. “Do not fall asleep from pride.”

“I would never,” Isabella said.

A woman in silver approached with the curious smile of someone who collects stories. “You saved the dress. We like you.”

“Thank you,” Isabella said. “I like the dress.”

“Who wouldn’t,” the woman said. “It looks like the evening invented it.”

Isabella took a step back to give the floor to money. As she did, laughter lifted from the doorway. She didn’t need to turn to know the shape of that sound.

Ethan.

He did not enter the suite. He leaned one shoulder against the frame, jacket open, tie loosened just enough to suggest he knew how to breathe. For a heartbeat she thought the night had decided to be kind.

Then she saw the angle of the phone in a stranger’s hand, the way heads tilted, the sudden focus. The room had shifted three degrees toward the spectacle.

Ethan’s eyes found her like they had done at the station and in Paris and near the café with terrible chairs. He did not wave. He straightened. The performance of calm settled over his features like a coat he had worn too often.

“Mr. Blackwell,” someone said, warm and sharp. “We were not expecting you.”

“I am not here,” he said, almost smiling. “I just got off the elevator at the wrong floor.”

The joke was thin and deliberate. He looked at Isabella once, an apology he could not speak here, then he stepped away and let the door swing shut.

She remembered to breathe. Chiara’s voice slid into her ear, soft and exact. “Do not look over there again. You are part of the clothing. Be fabric.”

“I am fabric,” Isabella said under her breath, and focused on the beadwork like it was a cliff she could hold.

The crisis passed, as crises do when people decide to earn their titles. By three, the suite emptied to a scumble of staff and exhaustion. Madame Bianchi dismissed them with a nod heavy enough to feel like a medal.

In the hallway, Isabella pressed her shoulder to the wall and closed her eyes for five seconds. When she opened them, he was there. Not looming. Waiting.

“I did not want to complicate your night,” Ethan said.

“You didn’t,” she said. “The world did.”

They took the service stairs down, walking side by side in the empty stairwell that smelled like clean floors and old echoes. At the landing, someone had taped a printed sign over a peeling patch of paint.

QUIET MAKES WORK FASTER.

Isabella smiled without meaning to. “Should we obey?”

“For one flight,” he said. “Then I want words.”

They descended in silence, one flight, two. On the third, she stopped.

“Why were you here,” she asked.

“I had a meeting in the building,” he said. “Investors. I heard Bianchi was previewing pieces upstairs. I wanted to make sure the air was kind to you.”

“You came to test the air.”

“I came to see if it tried to bite.”

“Did it.”

“It had teeth,” he said. “You were sharper.”

They stood there with the sign reminding them that quiet was useful. Neither moved toward it.

“Tell me something true,” she said again, because it had become a bridge they knew how to walk on.

He looked at the corner of the landing where the paint had grown tired years ago. “Three years ago, I was engaged,” he said. “She left a month before the wedding. I found out from a blog post that called me a lesson and a brand.”

Isabella blinked. She hadn’t expected the room to tilt like that.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“It was a long time ago,” he said. “But it taught me things I wish I did not learn. That attention is a currency, and some people spend it the way gamblers spend money they never earned. That leaving first feels like control.”

“You said you stopped obeying that rule.”

“I said I am trying.”

He lifted one shoulder, a bare acknowledgment of failure. “My instinct is to turn confessions into jokes and exit before the bill arrives. But I like you. I want to do this properly.”

“Properly is a big word,” she said. “It has many buttons.”

“Then let’s fasten one at a time.”

She exhaled. “Something true for something true,” she said. “My mother left when I was eight. She said she needed a life with more mirrors. I decided I would sew pockets into everything. For hands that needed holding and didn’t have one.”

He did not speak. He reached out, slow and visible, and touched her wrist. The pressure was light. The message was not.

“Your Nonna,” he said softly. “She sounds like a good home.”

“She is a whole neighborhood,” Isabella said.

“Invite me to the block party,” he said. “When I deserve it.”

They were closer than the sign would prefer. Careful non-quiet filled the space between them. He bent, slow enough for refusal, and pressed his mouth to her temple before finding her lips.

The kiss unfolded like something daylight could not design. Not urgent, not patient either. Honest. She leaned into it because the alternative was pretending it was nothing. His hand found the side of her face and stayed there, not to own, but to keep.

They broke because air is not optional.

“We are going to be seen,” she said, more thought than warning.

“We already are,” he said. “Let us not hide from what we already live.”

They left by a side exit that opened to a quiet street where a bakery was almost ready to pretend morning had already happened. The smell was impossible to hate.

“Do you sleep,” he asked.

“Badly,” she said. “When I try. Better when I sew first.”

“Come on,” he said. “I will buy you bread. We will split it on the curb like teenagers. Then you can sleep for three hours and still be a hero by nine.”

The baker slid two warm loaves into a bag like handing over a newborn. They sat on the low stone edge near a planter of rosemary, tore bread with their hands, and ate in silence that was easy. She brushed a crumb from his lip with her thumb and did not apologize for the reflex.

“My life feels like a dress I am making in the dark,” she said.

“Then I will hold the light,” he said.

They looked at each other, and for a moment the future tilted toward something simple.

Her phone buzzed. The sound was wrong. She didn’t need to read to know the difference between a reminder and a flare.

She read anyway.

CityWatch:

Arcade Kiss Mystery Woman Identified? Sources say designer from Roman atelier seen with Blackwell in Paris and Rome.

The photo was worse this time because it was clearer. The glass roof arced above them. Her hand was in his hair. His fingers had found her jaw. The world had been very far away. Now it wasn’t.

Another message arrived, from a number that used to only call for work.

Madame Bianchi:

Tomorrow. 7:00. We need to discuss your judgment.

Isabella felt the bread turn heavy in her mouth. She swallowed because dignity demanded it.

He saw her face and did not need the screen. “Show me,” he said.

She handed him the phone. He looked. He nodded. No dramatics. The absence of performance was its own performance.

“This is my fault,” he said.

“It is our kiss,” she said. “There are two names in it.”

“She will punish you,” he said. “Because it is easier than punishing me.”

“I can take it,” she said. “I know how to stitch around damage.”

“I do not want you to have to.”

She turned the phone face down on her palm. “This is the cost,” she said. “Of not hiding in alleys forever. We pay it together or not at all.”

He leaned forward until his forehead touched hers. “Together.”

They finished the bread because bread should never be wasted. He walked her to a corner where taxis learned to line up early. Before she got in, he pressed a palm over her pocket, warm and quick.

“Keep these full,” he said.

“With what.”

“Hands you can trust,” he said. “And receipts that prove it.”

Back in her apartment, the postcard tilted in the same way it always had. The figures were still a blur. She slid it flat, wrote a single word on the back in pencil, then propped it up again.

Arcade.

She set her alarm for five-thirty, sat on the edge of the bed, and allowed herself three minutes of fear. Then she folded it up like fabric that could be used for something later and put it away.

Sleep came in patches. Morning did not wait.
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​Chapter 8 – The Betrayal in New York
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The atelier had never been louder in its silence.

When Isabella walked in at seven sharp, every head turned just enough to see her without being obvious. Chiara handed her a clipboard with unnecessary precision. Madame Bianchi sat at her desk, glasses low on her nose, a newspaper folded like evidence.

On the front page: the arcade photo. Her hand in Ethan’s hair. His hand on her jaw. Paris looking like it had conspired with them.

“Sit,” Madame said.

Isabella sat.

“You are talented,” Madame began, her Italian accent clipping every syllable like a thread. “But talent is cheap when judgment is not present. I cannot have scandal stitched into my dresses.”

“It wasn’t—” Isabella started.

Madame lifted a hand. “Do not explain. Scandal does not care for explanations. It only eats. It eats reputations, it eats deadlines, and if I allow it, it will eat me. I do not like being eaten.”

Chiara cleared her throat. “The work last night was impeccable. She saved the bodice.”

Madame did not look away from Isabella. “So she can sew. Good. Many can sew. Few can disappear when they should.”

The words landed like pins in soft flesh. Isabella clenched her hands in her lap.

“I need to know,” Madame said, leaning forward, “are you a dressmaker, or are you a distraction?”

“I am a dressmaker,” Isabella whispered.

“We will see.” Madame closed the newspaper. “For now, you stay. But understand: one more photo, one more scandal, and you will not be in this atelier again. Chiara, give her work. Not visible work. Hidden seams.”

Chiara nodded, eyes flicking with apology. Isabella left the office with her chest tight and her throat raw. She wanted to cry. Instead, she threaded a needle.

❖ ❖ ❖

Her phone buzzed at lunch. Unknown number, but she knew.

She stepped into the stairwell. “Ethan.”

“You saw the article,” he said. Not a question. His voice was rough, tired.

“So did Madame. She thinks I’m reckless.”

“She’s wrong.”

“She’s not entirely wrong,” Isabella admitted.

Silence. Then, “I’m in New York tomorrow.”

Her stomach dropped. “New York?”

“Board meetings. Media. Trying to plug holes in a ship that isn’t even sinking.”

“Will it get worse?”

“Yes.”

“Then why do this?” she asked.

“Because I want to live in moments that are mine,” he said. “And you... you feel like one of them.”

The words nearly undid her. She pressed her palm against the cold wall. “That’s dangerous.”

“So are you,” he said softly. “Stay close anyway.”

The line clicked dead.

Nonna’s Wisdom

That night, Isabella called her grandmother.

“Nonna, what do you do when someone is both the problem and the solution?”

“You take aspirin,” Nonna said. “And you remind yourself that love is soup. Too much salt ruins it, but no salt makes it water. You must decide how much you can taste without choking.”

“Very helpful,” Isabella muttered.

“Also,” Nonna added, “never date men who don’t return shopping carts. Does he?”

Isabella laughed despite herself. “He probably owns the store.”

“Then make him return three carts,” Nonna said. “Test his soul.”

❖ ❖ ❖

Later, in her apartment, Isabella found a small package by her door. No note. Just brown paper and string.

Inside: a sketchbook. Thick paper. The first page was  already filled.

A quick charcoal sketch of her. Bent over fabric, needle in hand, hair falling loose. The lines were sharp and sure. The kind of drawing only someone who had watched her closely could make.

She touched the page. Her chest ached.

❖ ❖ ❖

The next morning, headlines followed Ethan across the ocean. Cameras caught him outside Blackwell Capital’s glass tower in Manhattan. His jaw was set, his stride ruthless, but Isabella saw the exhaustion in his eyes through the grainy photos.

She wasn’t there, but she felt the weight of his world pressing into hers.

She turned back to her station, stitched hidden seams, and wondered how long she could live between the needle and the news.
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​Chapter 9 – The Kiss That Cut Too Deep
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The email arrived before the sun.

Chiara:

Pack light. New York. Bianchi’s capsule show. Buyers, press, madness. We fly tonight. Do not faint.

Isabella stared at the phone for a full minute before her brain caught up. New York. Tonight. She texted Nonna and then stood in the doorway of her tiny closet like it held answers.

Black trousers. Two tops that didn’t wrinkle on sight. A little black dress she had made for herself and never worn in public because the neckline made her honest. A sketchbook. Needles and thread. Courage, if it fits.

On the train to the airport, Rome slid by like a memory she would pick up later. Chiara checked schedules like she was timing a symphony. Madame Bianchi did not travel in coach. She floated past at the gate with the kind of calm that made other people behave.

“New York will eat you if you let it,” Chiara said as they settled into their seats. “Chew carefully.”

“I’ll bring floss,” Isabella said.

“You joke now,” Chiara replied. “By tomorrow you will be chewing contracts.”

The plane rose into a sky that remembered Paris rain and the glass-roofed arcade. Isabella pressed her forehead to the window and watched clouds stack like folded muslin. Sleep came in narrow doses. In the bright, false morning of landing, Manhattan glinted, all steel and promises with fine print.

The hotel lobby in Midtown smelled like citrus and ambition. The elevators moved as if they were late. In the suite assigned to the atelier team, racks were already arriving. Assistants arranged garments with the patience of surgeons.

Bianchi swept in mid-briefing, all focus and cool fire. “We are ghosts,” she said. “We work, and we do not exist. Cameras will look for faces to add to their soup. Give them steam instead. It vanishes.”

Her gaze paused on Isabella the way a needle pauses before the first puncture. “Especially you.”

“Yes, Madame,” Isabella said.

“Do not be photographed,” Bianchi added. “If you can manage, do not breathe.”

“On it,” Isabella said, and kept the rest of the sentence in her pocket.

They worked until the clock forgot manners. Hem checks, steam passes, tags, and notes for the dressers who would be blamed first if anything went wrong. By mid-afternoon the room smelled like warm satin and adrenaline.

Screens on the wall cycled through news feeds on mute. Every so often Ethan’s face flashed by, the crawl below it sliding with words like scrutiny and board vote and denial. Isabella looked away each time, which of course meant she saw every one.

At four, she took the service elevator down to meet the courier who was late by a New York minute and therefore unforgivable. The doors opened on a concrete hallway that could have been anywhere. A man with a dolly glared at a door that refused to be helpful.

“Hi,” Isabella said. “We glower later. We load now.”

They did. When she signed the tablet with a stylus that did not believe in ink, her phone buzzed. No name. A location pin. A message.

Ethan:

Roof. Five minutes. If you want. If not, I’ll understand.

She closed her eyes. When she opened them, the hallway was still gray. Her pulse did not ask for permission.

“Two minutes,” she told the courier. “I return with better decisions.”

She did not tell Chiara. She did not tell herself not to go. She found the service stairs, climbed until the air thinned, and pushed through a metal door that complained loud enough to be honest.

The roof was a rectangle of gravel and vents with a ribbon of city around it. Manhattan hummed like a bass line under everything. The sky was a pale sheet waiting for ink.

He stood near the edge, jacket off, sleeves rolled, hair tamed and failing at the temples. When he turned, the city light caught his face and made it both more beautiful and more tired.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” she said.

For a second they did nothing. It felt like an agreement.

“I wanted to see you before the chaos,” he said. “If it gets loud after tonight, I didn’t want the last thing between us to be a headline.”

“You think it will get worse,” she asked.

“I’m pretty sure it will.” He offered a smile that tried and almost made it. “But sometimes the only way out is through.”

She stepped closer. The city dropped away. The noise did not. It just cared less.

“Tell me what you need,” she said.

“Honesty,” he said. “And fifteen seconds where I don’t feel like a press release.”

“Fifteen,” she said.

He took them. He put his hands on either side of her face, careful at first and then not careful at all, and kissed her like the world could hold it. It was not a kiss for photos. It was a kiss for breath. For all the things the last days had asked them to swallow. It was the first moment in days that he did not perform.

When he pulled back, he stayed close enough for easy mistakes. “I should not have done that,” he said.

“You absolutely should,” she said.

“Stay invisible today,” he murmured. “I don’t want them using you to hit me.”

“Madame has plans for me to haunt seams,” she said. “She will be thrilled.”

He touched his forehead to hers. “I will fix it.”

“You might not be able to,” she said.

“I know. I want to try.”

A rooftop door clanged somewhere behind them. A shout. The metallic stutter of a camera lens being woken up.

“Go,” he said, low and quick.

He turned his body between hers and the door. She slid sideways, two steps, then three, into the shadow of the ventilation stack. The door clanged again. A security guard’s voice. A beat reporter’s voice. Patter like rain.

“Mr. Blackwell, statement about Milan,” someone called. “Is that your girlfriend? Sir, are you using the atelier to launder your image?”

Ethan’s face shifted into that smooth, empty calm she knew now was armor. “No comment,” he said. He moved away from her line of sight by inches, drawing the camera with him. “This is a private area. Please leave.”

“Is she the woman from Paris,” the voice pressed. “Isabella Cruz? Isabella, are you using Mr. Blackwell to advance your career?”

The name shot like cold through her. He had promised no theater. The city did not care.

She did not answer. She moved. Down the stairs. Through the door. Into the hallway where the elevator waited like a relief she did not deserve.

Back upstairs the suite was louder in its silence than before. Chiara looked up, saw Isabella’s face, and made room for everything it contained.

“Answer me later,” she said. “For now, breathe here.”

They breathed. They stitched. They fixed a hook that wanted to be a star. The show call came like a verdict.

Backstage at the venue, models became moving sculptures. Dressers moved like a prayer you say with your hands. The music churned through the floorboards and lifted hairpins.

Isabella held a hem while a girl barely older than her tried not to shake. “You’re fine,” Isabella said softly. “The dress does most of the work. You just walk like you know how to keep a secret.”

The girl smiled with half her mouth. “I do.”

The first look hit the runway, a wave of light and fabric. The audience made the sound people make when beauty ambushes them. Isabella loved that sound greedily and then put it away. Her job was pins and timing.

Halfway through the lineup, a ripple went through the dressers’ queue. One of the buyers had stood. A camera lifted. Not the runway camera. A different lens. More hunting than celebrating.

“Eyes down,” Chiara said. “Take pride in your shoelaces.”

Isabella obeyed. Pride lived elsewhere tonight. In the last look, in the tiny stitches no one would see. In the fact that her hands had steadied a girl who could now walk through a wall of attention without flinching.

When it ended, applause pattered like hard rain on a tin roof. Bianchi took a brief bow and then vanished, refusing to let the moment make itself about a person when the clothes had already told the story.

Back in the suite, editors wanted quotes, buyers wanted numbers, assistants wanted sleep but Isabella wanted a dark room and five minutes where her pulse was not audible.

She found instead a corridor and a text.

Ethan:

Room 2304. Five minutes. If you want to say goodbye before I step into the cameras.

She should not go. She went. The elevator lifted her stomach and then forgot to put it back.

He opened the door on the second knock. Tie gone. Jacket on a chair. The city bent her reflection in the glass behind him.

“Hi,” he said.

“Hi,” she said.

They looked at each other and the air joined in.

“I have to make a public statement,” he said. “Board’s idea. PR’s idea. Survival, they say.”

“Meaning,” she said, already knowing.

“Meaning they want me to address Paris. The photos. Us.” He swallowed, a small and human motion. “They want distance. They want language that reads clean.”

“What does clean sound like,” she asked.

“‘We are friends.’ ‘Any speculation is false.’ ‘My focus is on the company.’” His mouth twisted around the words. “They want me to say there is nothing here.”

The room tilted. She reached for the back of a chair and missed by an inch.

“And what do you want to say,” she asked.

“That I am not a man who is good at pretending the important things don’t exist.” He stepped closer. “That I like you. That you make me laugh in a way I thought I had aged out of. That when I kissed you on a roof thirty floors above New York I remembered what honesty feels like.”

“Then say that,” she said.

“If I do, they will take the company apart to teach me about consequences.”

“And if you don’t,” she said, “you will take us apart to teach them about control.”

He closed his eyes. When he opened them, the answer was already there. “I don’t know how to do both.”

She wanted to be generous. She wanted to be brave. She wanted to be selfish and hear him say her name on television and choose her on purpose. She wanted so many things at once it made breathing work.

“Make your statement,” she said finally. Her voice surprised her by not breaking. “Tell the world what keeps you standing. Tell me the truth later.”

He looked at her like she had handed him a fragile gift and told him to run with it. “If you hate me after this,” he said, “hate me loudly so I can find you in a crowd.”

She stepped into him. She put her hands on his cheeks and kissed him like a seal on a letter she could not mail. It was not long. It was not soft. It was a mark.

When she pulled away, she said, “Go.”

He went.

In the suite upstairs, the team was herding garment bags as if they were cats. Isabella carried one armful, then another, then a third until her shoulders ached. She kept moving until the ache was useful.

Her phone buzzed. The live stream link glowed like a dare.

She did not click it. She clicked it.

The podium was tasteful. The logo was expensive. Ethan took his place with the steadiness she had seen at the regulator’s office and on the roof and in a thousand photos that did not show the seam where laughter waited.

“Thank you,” he said. “I’ll be brief.”

He spoke about Milan. About process, safeguards, the inconvenience of patience. He named the regulator with respect. He did not perform innocence. He presented it.

The questions came and tried to bite. He let the teeth skid over him without skin.

Then the inevitable.

“Paris,” a reporter called. “The arcade. The woman in Rome and New York. Are you in a relationship with the designer from the Bianchi atelier?”

For a fraction of a second, it was just him and a microphone and the horizon. She felt her own body lean toward the screen.

“My personal life is not a matter for this conference,” he said. “But I will say this. Speculation has been unfair to the people around me. There is no relationship to discuss.”

No relationship.

The words did what knives do. Clean, efficient, unarguable. They left no mess on the podium. They put it somewhere else.

She watched him finish. She watched him walk away. She watched herself in the black mirror of her phone screen not moving.

Chiara appeared beside her like a shadow that knew her name. “Breathe,” she said.

“I am,” Isabella said, and tried again until the lie gave up.

They loaded the last rack into the rolling closet. They rode the elevator like it had chosen this day to get philosophical. On the way to the suite, she let herself step into an empty stairwell. She pressed her forehead to the cool paint and counted to fifty the way Nonna had taught her for storms.

Her phone vibrated. A message from a number she did not know.

CityWatch:

We’d love a comment, Ms. Cruz. Is Blackwell lying to protect you or his shareholders?

She muted the number. Another message arrived anyway, different source, same hunger. She muted that too.

Back in her room, the blackout curtains failed at their only task. The city bled in at the edges, determined to be part of everything. Isabella put the phone on the dresser, face down, and then turned it face up again like a reflex she would train out of herself someday.

A note had been slid under her door. Hotel stationery. No name.

I said what I had to say. Not what I wanted. I will find a way to make both true. — E

She sat on the edge of the bed and read it three times. It did not change.

She took the little black dress from her bag and held it by the shoulders. It looked like a version of herself she had not met yet. She changed into it without ceremony. She combed her hair with her fingers until it obeyed. She put on flats because her ankles deserved kindness.

She walked out into the New York night.

The city met her with heat and sirens and the smell of street food that should not be called food and also could not be resisted. She crossed avenues like a person who had earned the right. She stopped at a corner store and bought a postcard with a skyline that tried to fit.

In a pocket of quiet under scaffolding, she wrote one sentence.

You said there is no relationship. My heart is not a press conference.

She did not mail it. She put it in the pocket she had sewn into the dress, right where her hand could find it, right where it would live for a while before becoming part of the lining.

When she reached the corner of his building, cameras rested on tripods that had learned patience. She stood across the street and watched the doors spill suits and decisions. He did not appear. A driver did, holding a door like a prayer. Then nothing.

She would not wait in a crowd for a man whose job was to vanish. She turned back toward the hotel, walked quickly, and counted streetlights to keep her eyes from manufacturing tears.

In the suite, the team was spread like cards thrown after a game. Chiara had her shoes off, a sin she saved for tragedies. Madame Bianchi stood by the window, watching the city practice its reflection.

“Good work,” Bianchi said without turning. “We sold. We’ll sell more tomorrow. We will pretend not to be happy.”

“Yes, Madame,” Isabella said.

Bianchi faced her. For once, the eyes were less steel and more human. “You are young,” she said. “The world will teach you to measure love by what it costs you. Do not let it make you cheap.”

Isabella nodded. “I won’t.”

“Go sleep,” Bianchi said. “Tomorrow we iron fate.”

In her room, Isabella set the postcard from the corner store on the windowsill beside the Paris one she had packed by mistake and brought without admitting it. Two skylines that did not ask permission. Two halves of a story that had no plot summary yet.

Her phone buzzed once more. She almost ignored it. She didn’t.

Ethan:

I’m sorry. Not for you. For the words. I’ll call tomorrow.

She typed, erased, typed again.

Isabella:

Tomorrow I have fittings. I will be busy being invisible.

She hit send. The bubbles blinked and then vanished. No reply.

She lay down without undressing, shoes on the floor because some lines do not need crossing. Sleep did not come. When it finally did, it felt like a short train moving through a long tunnel.

In the morning, the headline used a new phrase.

NO RELATIONSHIP, SAYS BLACKWELL. MYSTERY DESIGNER “NO ONE TO ME.”

No one to me.

She closed the app, closed her eyes, and felt the words settle, sharp and final as pins pressed into a cushion. She reached for the postcard. She did not tear it. She slid it under the mattress the way people used to put letters under pillows for dreams to finish writing.

She went to work. She threaded a needle. She told herself she knew what to do.

It was a kiss in Paris under glass and a kiss on a New York roof and a sentence at a podium in a room full of cameras. All three were true. Only one would be quoted.

By noon, she had stitched a hem so clean it might have been born that way. The line at the bottom of the dress did not show its history. The wearer would never know there had been trouble. Some seams do not speak.

Isabella did not either.

At two, she stepped into a staff restroom, locked the door, and let her body catch up. Tears arrived like guests who had been waiting outside politely. She gave them three minutes and then sent them home.

When she lifted her face, her eyes were red and her mouth was set.

“This is going to hurt,” she told the mirror. “And I am going to survive it.”

She cleaned up. She went back to the workroom. She made herself small enough to fit into the space between stitches and large enough to hold a future. She put her hand in her pocket and felt the unsent postcard. The paper was warm.

That night, when the suite finally exhaled and New York tried on its sequins again, she stood at the window and promised the skyline something it would not remember.

“You can keep your headlines,” she whispered. “I’ll keep my story.”

The city flickered. The room hummed. Somewhere in another tower, a man who had said a necessary thing sat alone with the wrong kind of quiet.

Isabella brushed her fingers over her mouth like she could take something back. She could not. She let her hand fall.

The kiss had been right. The statement had been clean. The cut went deep.

And it would scar like velvet.
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​Chapter 10 – Scars in the Spotlight
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The atelier smelled like scorched fabric and quiet judgment.

Every assistant avoided Isabella’s eyes, as though glancing at her might invite scandal onto their own heads. Chiara didn’t avoid her — Chiara handed her a stack of muslin and said, “You are making practice bodices until further notice. Invisible work.”

“I’m already invisible,” Isabella muttered.

“Not invisible enough,” Chiara replied. “Now sew.”

Headlines Everywhere

By noon, her phone was a war zone. She didn’t have to click links to see her name crawling across screens in the workroom.

BLACKWELL DENIES ROMANCE WITH DESIGNER.

MYSTERY WOMAN NAMED: APPRENTICE AT BIANCHI ATELIER.

LOVE AFFAIR OR PUBLICITY STUNT?

Her grandmother left three voice notes. Isabella listened to the first.

“Bella, headlines are soup. They look big, but they spill easily. Eat your vegetables.”

She couldn’t bring herself to play the other two.

Ethan’s World

On the other side of the ocean, Ethan walked into a boardroom lined with glass and men who wore money like skin.

“Damage control worked,” one said. “But the girl must disappear.”

“She’s not a girl,” Ethan snapped. His temper showed for the first time in days.

The room fell silent. Then another man cleared his throat. “We mean — for her sake as well as ours. No photos. No story. The more you see her, the more this bleeds.”

Ethan’s hand curled into a fist under the table. He thought of her kiss, of her laugh in the café with terrible chairs, of her needle flashing under lamplight.

“I’ll handle it,” he said.

They believed him. He didn’t believe himself.

Madame Bianchi’s Calculation

That evening, Madame called Isabella into her office. A copy of Vogue Italia sat on the desk, already opened to a spread about the scandal. Ethan’s name filled the bold headline. Isabella’s face blurred in the background of a paparazzi shot.

“This,” Madame said, tapping the page, “is trouble. It is also attention seeking. Buyers will pretend to scorn, but they will not cancel. They will buy twice as much to see if the scandal stitches into the seams.”

Isabella’s stomach turned. “You’re saying this helps us.”

“I am saying it helps me. The atelier. You? That is different. You are a risk now. One I may not afford.”

“So fire me,” Isabella said, chin high.

Madame studied her like a bolt of fabric she might keep or cut. Finally, she said, “Not yet. Scandal burns quickly. If you survive the flame, maybe you’re worth keeping.”

It was the closest thing to mercy Isabella had ever heard from her.

The Ex-Fiancée

The next morning, Isabella woke to another headline.

BLACKWELL’S PAST RETURNS: EX-FIANCÉE SPEAKS OUT.

The photo showed a woman with icy elegance and eyes that gave nothing away. The article quoted her:

“I left Ethan because he cannot love anyone more than his image. He uses women the way he uses investments — until the returns dry up.”

Isabella dropped the phone. The words echoed louder than they should have. She remembered his note: I said what I had to say. Not what I wanted.

Which version of him was true?

❖ ❖ ❖

Her phone rang close to midnight. She almost didn’t answer. She did.

“Isabella.” His voice was frayed, softer than she’d ever heard. “Don’t believe her.”

“I don’t know what to believe,” she said.

“I believe you,” he said. “That’s all I have right now.”

She wanted to scream. To demand the truth, clean and whole. Instead, she whispered, “Then prove it.”

“I will,” he said. “But not tonight.”

The line clicked dead.

Isabella sat in the dark, phone in hand, heart in pieces. The city outside kept breathing, uncaring.

And for the first time since this began, she wondered if love was just another fabric — beautiful, fragile, and destined to tear under too much weight.
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​Chapter 11 – The Secret Child of Midnight
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Rome decided to rain the way a secret decides to speak.

Not loudly. Just enough to change the air.

Isabella pressed her forehead to the bus window and watched water draw thin lines down the glass. The day had been pins and silence. She had stitched three bodices, hemmed two gowns, and kept her face calm while her name crawled across a small television near the steamer like a lizard that refused to be shooed away.

She got off two stops early. Her grandmother’s building smelled like tomatoes and history. The light in the stairwell buzzed with the persistence of a fly.

Nonna opened the door before Isabella knocked. “Soup,” she announced, as if that word alone could fix the world. “And bread. And no television.”

“I brought my appetite,” Isabella said.

“Bring your questions too,” Nonna replied, leading her into the kitchen. “I am old. I will either answer or fall asleep in the chair. Either way you win.”

They ate tomato soup that had been bullied into brilliance by garlic and patience. Bread tore cleanly in their hands. The rain turned the street outside into a little river that had forgotten it wasn’t a canal.

Isabella set her spoon down. “Did my mother ever work with fabric? In Milan?” The question surprised her by how ready it was.

Nonna’s eyes flicked up. Not shocked. Not confused. More like she had been waiting at a bus stop and the bus finally arrived.

“She did,” Nonna said after a beat. “Briefly. Years ago. A man from Milan came to Los Angeles to speak about fabrics that breathe like skin. Your mother helped with patterns. She was quick. She was also quick to leave.”

“Why didn’t I know this?” Isabella asked.

“Because she was here for a season and then gone again,” Nonna said. “I did not collect the seasons. I raised you and I paid the light bill. The rest I kept in a box. Should I get the box?”

The soup went warm-cold in Isabella’s chest. “Yes.”

Nonna left the room and returned with a tin that used to hold cookies but now held time. She set it on the table as if it had a heartbeat. “I tried to give it to you when you turned eighteen,” she said. “You said you wanted cash for thread.”

“I stand by that,” Isabella said, attempting a smile. “But I’ll take the box now.”

Inside lay a stack of folded papers, a small cloth pouch tied with blue ribbon, a photo of a young woman with Isabella’s mouth and a sharper chin, and an ID badge, cracked with age.

Isabella lifted the badge first. The photo was her mother, hair pulled back, eyes defiant. The badge read:

Laboratorio Mezzanotte

Visitor

Cruz, Alma

Milano

Her throat tightened. She’d never seen the name of the place before. Mezzanotte. Midnight.

She opened the cloth pouch. A fabric swatch slid into her palm. It was a whisper of silk the color of deep lake water. When she tilted it toward the lamp, it shifted into something almost blue, then almost black, then a strange green that was more feeling than color.

It felt alive.

She found a letter beneath the swatch, addressed in a handwriting that rushed like a person trying to leave a room.

Mi niña,

If you are reading this, the moon is probably out and I am probably not where I should be. You were born just after midnight. I called you my midnight child because you arrived when the day had to decide what it was.

I went to Milan once. I touched a fabric that changed in the light like the ocean. It made me think I could be more than I was. Sometimes the things we touch change us and sometimes they only show us where we are already broken.

If you ever want to find me, look for the places where night is a name, not a time.

— A.

Isabella read the letter twice. The words wobbled on the second pass.

“Why didn’t you tell me she wrote to me,” Isabella asked, voice softer than she expected.

“She left it the night she left,” Nonna said. No drama. Just the truth. “I was angry. Then I wasn’t. Then life kept going and I forgot how to stop it for a letter.”

Isabella held the swatch up again. It performed small miracles with the lamplight. The edges were pinked neatly, as if someone had been careful with it before they were careless with everything else.

There was one more paper in the tin, folded so many times it had learned the shape of itself. Isabella unfolded it carefully. A photocopy of a wire transfer. The sender read “Blackwell Seed Partners, LP.” The recipient: “Mezzanotte S.r.l.” The date was the year before Isabella was born.

Her stomach did a slow turn. She stared at the name until it felt unreal. Blackwell. The word sat on the page like a nail she could not pry up.

“Nonna,” Isabella said. “Did you know my mother worked with a company Ethan is—” She stopped. It felt wrong to say his name in this room with soup and the smell of clean laundry. “With a company connected to his world.”

“I knew she touched something fancy,” Nonna said. “I did not know the names. Names change like coats.”

“I think they called the lab Midnight,” Isabella murmured. “In Italian.”

“Then it’s a name that pretends to be romantic,” Nonna said. “Be careful.”

They sat with the tin open between them. The rain found a steadier rhythm. The lamp hummed. Isabella put the swatch back in the pouch and tied it, then untied it and touched the fabric once more. Ridiculous. Necessary.

“Keep the box,” Nonna said. “It belongs to the woman you are now, not to the girl you were.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” Isabella said.

“It means you will,” Nonna replied, standing to clear bowls. “Also you look tired in your soul. Sleep here if you like. I will turn the television to a channel where people cook and no one screams.”

Isabella kissed her grandmother’s cheek. “I’ll go home. I need my table and my lamp and my stubbornness.”

“Take the bread,” Nonna said, pressing a wrapped loaf into her hands. “And the umbrella. Your hair tells the truth too easily.”

Back in her apartment, Isabella spread the papers on her table. She took a photo of the badge and the wire copy and the swatch, then turned her phone over and did nothing for a full minute. When the minute ended, she texted Ethan.

Isabella:

What’s the actual name of the Milan lab?

The dots appeared, paused, disappeared, then returned.

Ethan:

Laboratorio Mezzanotte. Codename: Midnight Fiber.

She stared at the words. The room seemed to list gently to one side.

Isabella:

My mother went there. I found a badge. And a wire transfer with your fund’s name. Years ago.

This time the dots appeared and did not dance. They hovered like a held breath.

Ethan:

I didn’t know. Send nothing over text. Please. I’ll look into it on my side. Are you okay?

Was she? There were too many answers. She chose the one that fit in a small box.

Isabella:

Yes.

He called moments later. “I’m outside a car full of people who think I’m still inside,” he said. “I have five minutes before they get smarter.”

“You should be with your board,” she said.

“I should be a lot of things,” he replied. His voice was a rawer version of itself. “Tell me about the letter.”

The lamp cast a circle on the table. Papers glowed inside it like fish in a small pond.

“She called me her midnight child,” Isabella said. “Said if I ever wanted to find her, look for places where night is a name, not a time.”

“That sounds like her,” he said, softer. “I mean, it sounds like someone who would understand what Mezzanotte was trying to do. The lab was ahead of its time. They worked with chameleonic fiber. Changed under different light conditions. It was science and theater.”

“And money,” Isabella said.

“And money,” he agreed. “A lot of people wanted pieces of it. Some got them honestly. Some didn’t.”

“Did my mother,” Isabella asked, “get any pieces?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I want to find out without pulling you into a legal drain. But I need to ask a question and you can hang up on me if you hate it.”

“Ask,” she said.

“Do you know who your father is?”

She could have expected it. She didn’t. The question landed like a book on a quiet table.

“No,” she said, after a beat. “And I don’t want you to be the one who feels responsible for that answer.”

“I don’t,” he said. “I just need to know where the strings are.”

“There are strings everywhere,” she said. “In fabric. In people.”

“I’ll call you back when I have something,” he said.

“Tonight?” she asked.

“Too many eyes,” he said. “Midnight, if I can.”

Of course. Midnight.

They hung up. The room felt both bigger and smaller. Isabella took the swatch from its pouch and set it on her palm. It warmed under her skin as if the heat had been hiding in it all along.

She opened her laptop and searched the public registry for Mezzanotte S.r.l. Links led to a dry cliff of legal filings. She climbed anyway. Names flickered: founders, advisors, early investors. Blackwell Seed Partners was on the third page, line twelve. Another name tugged a thread in her brain.
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