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The first time Cora met Miles, it was over the skeleton of a cat.

She was in a quiet corner of the university’s science library, textbooks on feline anatomy spread around her like the pages of a collapsed fan. She was tracing the delicate curve of a thoracic vertebra in a diagram, her brow furrowed in concentration, when a shadow fell over her page.

“That’s a remarkable structure,” a voice said, low and smooth. “Perfect balance of strength and flexibility.”

Cora looked up into eyes the color of a stormy sea. He was tall, with the kind of effortlessly handsome features that seemed more at home on a magazine cover than in the dusty stacks. He pointed a long, elegant finger at her textbook. “The cantilever of the spine, the way the ribs form a perfect barrel vault... it’s brilliant.”

Cora, used to people recoiling from her morbid study materials, was taken aback. “You’re the first person who hasn’t said ‘ew.’”

He smiled, a slow, captivating curve of his lips. “I’m an architecture student. My name’s Miles. I see beauty in structure, whether it’s a cathedral or... a cat.”

And that was the beginning. Their romance was a slow, deliberate construction, much like one of Miles’s architectural models. He was fascinated by her world of sinew and bone, of life and its intricate mechanics. She was captivated by his world of light and shadow, of creating spaces that could shape human experience.

Their first year together was a blur of coffee-fueled study dates, walks across the autumn-leaf-strewn campus, and discovering the quiet rhythms of each other’s lives. He would bring her coffee at the vet clinic where she volunteered, watching from a safe distance as she calmed a frightened dog or cleaned a wound with gentle, competent hands. She would visit his studio, mesmerized, as he brought buildings to life on paper, his pencil moving with a surgeon’s precision.

It was during their second year that the whispers began, not from others, but from a quiet, persistent place in Cora’s own mind.

“You have the most incredible eyes,” Miles would say, leaning across the table at their favorite pasta place, his gaze so intense it felt like a physical touch. “They’re the color of moss after it rains.”

Cora, who had just been passionately explaining a difficult diagnosis involving canine splenic torsion, felt her words evaporate. “Oh. Thanks.”

“And your hair,” he’d murmur, tucking a stray strand behind her ear as they walked home. “It catches the light like spun gold.”

The compliments were a constant, lovely hum in the background of their relationship. They were beautiful and sincere, and Cora treasured them. But they were always about the surface. The vessel. He praised the elegant line of her neck, the delicate shape of her wrists, the way a certain blue sweater made her skin glow.

He rarely, if ever, praised her mind.

When she aced her pharmacology midterm, a notoriously brutal exam that left half her class in tears, he kissed her forehead and said, “That’s great, babe. You look so cute when you’re all fired up and brilliant.” The compliment was there, but it felt like an afterthought, a lead-in to the more important observation about her appearance.

She tried to rationalize it. He’s an architect. He’s a visual person. He appreciates aesthetics. It’s just how he’s wired.

He loved taking photos of her, candid shots where she was reading in a sunbeam or laughing with her head thrown back. His social media was a curated gallery of her beauty. “My stunning girlfriend,” the captions would read. “How did I get so lucky?” There were no pictures of her with mud on her jeans after a difficult day at the large animal unit, or with exhaustion etched onto her face after a 24-hour study session. He was capturing the Cora he wanted to see: a beautiful object, perfectly lit.

She convinced herself it was a phase, an early stage of love. The physical attraction was the scaffold upon which they would build something deeper, more permanent. He would eventually see past the moss-green eyes and the golden hair to the complex, passionate, sometimes messy person behind them. He just needed time.

At the beginning of their senior year, on the two-year anniversary of their meeting in the library, Miles took her to a scenic overlook, the city lights twinkling below like a fallen constellation. He got down on one knee, presenting a box with a ring that was impossibly, perfectly designed—a single, elegant diamond on a band that twisted like an infinity symbol.

“You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, Cora,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I want to spend my life making sure the world you live in is as beautiful as you are. Please marry me.”

She said yes, of course she did. Her heart pounded with a mixture of pure joy and a tiny, treacherous sliver of unease. As beautiful as you are. Not because of who you are. But she pushed the thought away, dismissing it as pre-wedding jitters before they even had a wedding to be jittery about.

Wedding planning began immediately, a new, shared project. They decided on the summer after graduation.

“The venue has to have clean lines,” Miles declared, scrolling through websites of modern art galleries and minimalist event spaces. “Lots of natural light to catch your hair when you walk down the aisle.”

Cora had secretly pictured a rustic barn, filled with wildflowers and the happy chaos of their friends and family. “I was thinking maybe something a little more... cozy?” she suggested tentatively.

Miles frowned. “A barn? Cora, no. The acoustics would be terrible, and the lighting would be a nightmare for photos. You deserve a backdrop that complements you, that doesn’t swallow you up in... wood.”

She conceded. He was the architect, after all. He knew best.

The conversations followed a similar pattern. When they discussed catering, Miles was more concerned with the plating and presentation than the taste. For the invitations, he spent a week debating the merits of sans-serif fonts and the precise weight of the cardstock. Cora, who just wanted to make sure her great-aunt with failing eyesight could read the print, found her practical concerns brushed aside in the name of “a cohesive design aesthetic.”
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The breaking point, as small and silent as a hairline fracture, came on a rainy Tuesday in March. Miles was ecstatic. He’d just finished the initial concept sketches for their final thesis project: designing a dream home. Except, it wasn’t just for his thesis.

“It’s for us, Cora,” he said, his eyes shining as he unrolled the large sheet of vellum across their small apartment coffee table. “This is where we’ll live.”

It was breathtaking. The house was a marvel of glass and cedar, a low-slung modern masterpiece designed to blend seamlessly with a wooded landscape. It had floor-to-ceiling windows, an open-concept living space, and a studio for him with a perfect northern exposure.

Cora’s eyes scanned the blueprint, her heart sinking with every meticulously drawn line. She traced the layout with her finger. Kitchen, living room, master suite, his studio, a guest room.

“Miles,” she said slowly, her voice very quiet. “Where’s the mudroom?”

He looked at her, confused. “The what?”

“A mudroom. Or just a big utility sink near a back door. For when I come home from a farm call covered in... well, you know. Or for washing down a sick animal, or just hosing off muddy boots.”

He blinked. “Oh. Well, we can’t break up the clean entryway. You can just... take your boots off outside.”

She looked back at the plans. “And an office for me? Or a place for my books? I have... a lot of textbooks.”

“We’ll build beautiful, integrated bookshelves in the living room,” he said, waving a dismissive hand. “They’ll be part of the design. A feature wall.”

She saw it then, with a clarity that felt like a splash of cold water. He had designed a perfect house for a perfect woman. A woman who floated through life gracefully, never tracking in mud. A woman whose knowledge could be contained in a few artfully arranged books on a feature wall, rather than the overflowing, dog-eared stacks that currently threatened to take over their apartment. He had designed a home for the girl in his photographs, not for the woman who spent her days with her hands buried in the messy, beautiful, complicated reality of life and death.
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