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Chapter One: The First Stir
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The community center kitchen always smelled like vanilla on Saturday mornings.

Emma stood alone in the quiet room, smoothing her hand over the tiny aprons hanging from their hooks. This part — the stillness before the chaos — always hit her hardest. It reminded her why she’d started this program in the first place.

Cooking had been the one steady thing in her childhood, the one place where the world felt warm and predictable. A bowl, a whisk, a recipe — steps she could follow when everything else felt impossible. If she could give even a piece of that comfort to these kids, if she could make this kitchen feel like a safe little world for them... it was worth every early morning and every flutter of nerves.

Especially on mornings like this, when she’d rushed over from her tiny apartment above the laundromat — the one with the temperamental heater and the single window that faced a brick wall. She’d worked a late shift at the diner the night before, wiping down tables until her feet ached, but this class was the part of her week that felt like hers. The part that made everything else make sense.

She exhaled, grounding herself, then checked the stations one last time: tiny mixing bowls, plastic whisks, pre-measured flour, blueberries, and the small electric griddles lined up like a parade. Everything was ready.

The door swung open, and the first wave of families spilled in — toddlers tugging at sleeves, parents juggling bags and coffee cups, the usual chorus of “Don’t touch that yet” and “We’ll wash hands first.”

Emma smiled, greeting each child by name. 

“Hi, Mia. Love your sparkly shoes.”

“Good morning, Noah. Ready to make pancakes?”

She softened as a shy toddler peeked from behind her mother’s leg. “Hi, sweet girl.”

And then—

“Emma!”

A small blur launched across the room.

Emma barely had time to brace before Alexis Hale collided with her legs, arms wrapping tight around her knees. The little girl’s curls bounced wildly, her grin wide enough to split her face.

“Well, hello, Chef Alexis,” Emma laughed, crouching to hug her back. “I missed you, too.”

Alexis pulled away just enough to thrust a crumpled piece of paper into her hands. “Look, Emma! I made this for you!”

Emma smoothed it out. A drawing — stick figures, a giant pancake, and what she assumed was her, given the bright yellow scribble of hair.

“It’s beautiful,” she said softly. “I’m hanging this on the wall.”

Alexis beamed.

Behind her, a man’s voice came out on a breath. “Sorry — we’re late. Again.”

Emma stood.

And there he was.

Mark Hale looked like he’d sprinted from the parking lot. His dark hair was slightly mussed, his shirt sleeves rolled up, a coffee stain blooming near his elbow. He held a backpack in one hand and a half-finished latte in the other, and he looked... tired. The kind of tired that lived in the bones.

Not the kind that came from one bad night. The kind that came from doing everything alone.

There was no ring on his finger, but that didn’t mean anything. Still, something about him — the way he hovered protectively near Alexis, the way he seemed startled by even the smallest kindness — made her think he hadn’t let anyone close in a long time.

“Morning,” he said, clearing his throat. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

“You didn’t,” Emma said, smiling before she could stop herself. “We’re just getting started.”

Mark nodded, shifting awkwardly, as if unsure where to put himself. Alexis solved that by grabbing his hand and dragging him toward their station.

“Daddy! We’re making pancakes! And I get to put blueberries!”

“I’m sure you do,” he murmured, shooting Emma a look that was half amusement, half apology.

He looked like a man who didn’t have anyone to hand Alexis off to. A man whose parents lived too far away to help. A man who held his daughter like he’d almost lost her once.

The class began in its usual whirlwind — flour clouds, spilled milk, the occasional shriek of triumph or frustration. Emma moved through the room with practiced ease, helping kids whisk batter, adjusting griddle temperatures, and offering encouragement.

But she was aware of Mark in a way she hadn’t been before.

The way he crouched beside Alexis, patient even when she dumped half the flour on the table. The way he listened when Emma explained a technique. The way he smiled — small, tired, real — when Alexis proudly held up her lumpy pancake.

And then it happened.

Mark tried whisking the batter a little too enthusiastically, sending a splatter across his shirt.

“Wow,” he muttered. “That’s... great.”

Emma stepped beside him before she could think better of it.

“Here,” she said gently, taking his wrist. “Slow circles. Like this.”

She guided his hand, her fingers warm against his skin.

He went still.

Too still.

Emma felt the awareness hit her like a soft, unwelcome jolt — the closeness, the warmth, the way his breath caught just slightly.

She stepped back quickly, cheeks warming. “Sorry. Habit.”

“It’s fine,” he said, but his voice was lower now, rougher. “Thanks.”

“Emma, look!” Alexis called, tugging on her apron. “Mine’s a heart!”

Emma knelt, grateful for the distraction. “It’s perfect,” she said, and meant it.

When she looked up again, Mark was watching her.

Not in a way that made her uncomfortable. In a way that made her feel seen.

And that was worse.

Because she knew better. He was older. He was a parent in her class. He was off-limits in every possible way.

And for all she knew, there could be a woman in his life — someone he hadn’t listed on the paperwork, someone who wasn’t Alexis’s mother but was still there. Someone he went home to. Someone he was seeing. Someone who made the way he looked at her mean absolutely nothing.

She forced herself to focus on the kids, moving from station to station with practiced ease, but her mind kept drifting back to the way his eyes had lingered on her. Not hungry. Not inappropriate. Just... present. Aware in a way that made her pulse skip.

Which was ridiculous.

She didn’t know him. She didn’t know anything about his life outside this kitchen. And even if he was single, it didn’t matter.

He was older. He was a parent in her class. He was the kind of man who carried responsibility on his shoulders and exhaustion in his eyes — a man who didn’t need a twenty-something culinary instructor complicating his life.

Emma swallowed, adjusting a griddle temperature that didn’t need adjusting.

She’d worked too hard to build this program, to make this kitchen a safe place for kids who needed it — kids like she once was. She wasn’t about to risk all of that because a tired, kind-eyed father smiled at her like she was something warm in his day.

No. She wasn’t doing this. She wasn’t going there.

She straightened her apron, lifted her chin, and forced her attention back to the room.

“Who’s ready to flip their pancakes?”

The room erupted.

Emma moved through the chaos with practiced ease, guiding tiny hands, catching falling spatulas, laughing when a pancake folded itself in half like a defeated taco.

But every time she sensed him—his voice, his laugh, the way Alexis squealed “LOOK, DADDY!”—her pulse tripped.

She hated that she noticed. She hated even more that she liked noticing.

When class wrapped and parents began gathering backpacks and paper plates, she kept her eyes on her station, wiping down the counter like it required surgical precision.

She felt him before she saw him.

And then Alexis barreled into her side, waving her heart-shaped pancake like a medal. “Emma! Daddy, look! Emma said mine’s a heart!”

Emma smiled, warm and steady, even as something in her chest tugged.

Mark stepped up behind his daughter, offering Emma a soft, grateful look she pretended not to feel all the way down her spine.

“Say bye, bug,” he murmured.

Alexis grabbed his hand with one of hers and Emma’s apron with the other. “But I don’t wanna go.”

Emma crouched, smoothing a curl from her forehead. “You’ll see me soon. Go show your daddy how strong your pancake-flipping muscles are.”

That did it. Alexis lit up, dropped Emma’s apron, and tugged Mark toward the door, chattering the whole way.

Emma watched them go—father and daughter, hand in hand—and felt that quiet pull again, low and certain.

Ignoring this was going to be harder than she wanted it to be.

—
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MARK BUCKLED ALEXIS into her car seat, her curls bouncing as she kicked her feet and chattered nonstop about pancakes and blueberries and how “Emma said mine’s a heart!” She was still buzzing with excitement, her whole body vibrating with pride.

He loved seeing her like this. He lived for it.

But today, something else tugged at him too — something he didn’t want to look at too closely.

He shut the door gently and leaned against the side of the car, letting out a long breath. His shirt was still damp from the batter splatter. His shoulders ached. His eyes burned from another night of broken sleep.

And yet all he could think about was the way Emma’s hand had felt on his wrist.

Warm. Steady. Unexpected.

He shouldn’t have noticed. He definitely shouldn’t have felt that jolt — that quiet, startling awareness — when she guided his hand. He hadn’t felt anything like that in... God, he didn’t even know how long. Before Alexis. Before everything changed. Before he’d had to grow up overnight.

He scrubbed a hand over his face.

He didn’t have time for this. He didn’t have space for this. He didn’t even remember how to want something for himself anymore.

And Emma — she was young. Too young. Too bright. Too alive in a way he wasn’t sure he remembered how to be. She deserved someone who wasn’t held together by caffeine and obligation. Someone who didn’t carry exhaustion like a second skin. Someone who didn’t have a four-year-old depending on him for everything.

He opened the driver’s door, but paused, glancing back at the community center.

He could still see her in his mind — moving through the kitchen with that calm, warm energy, crouching to Alexis’s level, laughing when flour dusted her apron. She made the room feel lighter. She made him feel lighter, and that was dangerous.

He hadn’t dated in ages. He hadn’t even thought about dating in ages. Not since the day he’d found out Alexis existed — the day he’d gotten a phone call that shattered and rebuilt his life in the same breath. The day he’d almost lost his daughter before he ever knew her.

He didn’t get to want things. Not like that. Not anymore.

“Daddy?” Alexis called from the back seat. “Can we come back next week?”

His chest tightened.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “We’ll be here.”

He started the car, forcing his eyes forward, forcing his thoughts into the box where he kept everything he didn’t have time to feel.

But as he pulled out of the parking lot, he knew the truth he didn’t want to admit:

He’d be thinking about Emma all week. And he had no idea what to do about that.
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Chapter Two: Second Helpings
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Alexis spotted their house before he even turned into the driveway.

“There it is! Daddy, hurry!”

She practically vibrated with excitement as he parked. The second the car stopped, she unbuckled herself with the speed of a tiny escape artist and hopped out, backpack bouncing behind her as she sprinted toward the small house.

Their house.

The one with the tidy little front yard he mowed on Sunday evenings when he wasn’t too tired. The one with the porch light he’d replaced himself, and the shoe rack by the door that was always overflowing with tiny sneakers and rain boots. The one he’d made warm and safe, even if it still looked like a place held together by love, routine, and a man doing his best.

“Daddy! Come on! I gotta draw Emma another picture!”

Mark locked the car and followed her up the walkway. She was already on the porch, hopping from foot to foot like she might burst if she didn’t get inside fast enough.

He pushed open the front door — it stuck a little, not because it was falling apart, but because he still hadn’t gotten around to sanding the frame like he meant to — and Alexis barreled in ahead of him.

“Where are my crayons? Daddy, where’s the yellow one? Emma has yellow hair!”

Mark set her backpack down. “Shoes first.”

She kicked them off in the general direction of the mat. Close enough.

Then she scrambled onto the couch, grabbing her coloring book and a fistful of crayons.

“Daddy, look! I’m drawing Emma making pancakes!”

Mark leaned against the doorway, watching her.

She was so earnest. So bright. So full of love she didn’t know how to hold it all.

He swallowed hard.

He knew what it meant when a kid latched onto someone like that. He knew what it meant when Alexis found someone safe, someone warm, someone who made her feel seen.

She didn’t have many people like that. Neither did he.

“Daddy, can we go back tomorrow?” she asked, not looking up from her drawing.

“It’s only on Saturdays,” he reminded her gently.

She frowned, thinking. Then, “Okay. Then can we go on Saturday?”

His chest tightened.

“Yeah,” he said softly. “We’ll go.”

She beamed and went back to coloring.

Mark moved into the kitchen, starting a pot of coffee even though it was late. He needed something to keep him upright. He’d been running on fumes for months — years, really — ever since that phone call that had changed everything.

He glanced back at Alexis.

She was humming now, swinging her legs, completely absorbed in her drawing.

“Daddy,” she said suddenly, “do you think Emma likes me?”

Mark blinked. “Of course she likes you.”

“Do you think she likes you?”

He froze.

Alexis looked up at him with wide, innocent eyes, waiting.

He cleared his throat. “I... don’t know, bug.”

“She smiled at you,” Alexis said matter-of-factly. “A lot.”

Mark rubbed the back of his neck. “People smile, sweetheart.”

“Not like that,” she said, returning to her drawing with the confidence of someone who had absolutely no idea she’d just detonated a small emotional bomb.

Mark turned back to the coffee maker, gripping the counter.

He shouldn’t be thinking about Emma. He shouldn’t be wondering what she thought of him. He shouldn’t be replaying the moment her hand touched his.

But he was.

And that scared him more than he wanted to admit.

“Daddy?” Alexis called again.

“Yeah?”

“Can Emma come over?”

He nearly choked.

“No,” he said quickly. “No, bug. That’s... not how it works.”

“Why not?”

Because I don’t date. Because I don’t have time. Because I don’t know how anymore. Because wanting things is dangerous. Because she’s too young. Because she’s too good. Because I felt something I shouldn’t have.

He exhaled slowly.

“Because she’s your teacher,” he said gently. “And we don’t invite teachers over.”

Alexis considered this, then nodded. “Okay. But I can still draw her pictures.”

“Yeah,” he said softly. “You can do that.”

She smiled, satisfied.

Mark leaned against the counter, watching her swing her legs and hum and color Emma’s hair bright yellow.

He didn’t know what this was. He didn’t know what it meant. He didn’t know what to do with the warmth that had crept into his chest and refused to leave.

But he knew one thing with absolute certainty: he was in trouble.

Meanwhile, the kitchen felt too quiet after everyone left.

Emma wiped down the last counter, the smell of vanilla and warm batter still hanging in the air. The griddles were cooling, the tiny aprons were back on their hooks, and the room had settled into that soft, echoing stillness she usually loved.

But today, it felt... different.

She tried not to think about why.

She tossed a handful of used paper towels into the trash and straightened the stack of mixing bowls, but her mind kept drifting back to the moment she’d guided Mark’s hand. The warmth of his skin. The way he’d gone still. The way his voice had dipped when he said “Thanks.”

She shouldn’t have noticed. She shouldn’t still be thinking about it.

She grabbed her bag from the corner and flicked off the lights, locking the kitchen behind her. The hallway was dim and quiet, the hum of the vending machine the only sound.

She exhaled, trying to shake it off.

It was nothing. Just a moment. Just a tired dad who needed help whisking batter.

She pushed open the back door and stepped into the cool afternoon air. The sun was low, casting long shadows across the parking lot. Her breath puffed out in a small cloud as she pulled her jacket tighter around herself.

She should be thinking about the diner. About the double shift ahead of her. About the fact that she’d barely slept and her feet already hurt.

But instead—

She kept seeing Alexis’s face. Bright. Beaming. Proud.

“Look, Emma! I made this for you!”

Emma smiled despite herself. That kid... she was something special. So open. So, trusting. So full of joy she didn’t know how to contain it.

And Mark—

Emma stopped beside her car, keys in hand.

She didn’t know his story. She didn’t know why he looked so tired. She didn’t know why he carried himself like someone who’d been doing everything alone for a long time.

But she’d seen the way he looked at Alexis. The way he softened around her. The way he held her hand like it was the only thing keeping him upright.

And she’d seen the way he looked at her.

Not flirtatious. Not inappropriate. Just... aware.

Too aware.

She unlocked her car and slid into the driver’s seat, letting her head fall back against the headrest.

She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t start imagining things that weren’t there. She couldn’t let herself get pulled into something messy and complicated and completely off-limits.

She had a second job to get to. She had bills to pay. She had a life that didn’t have room for crushes on exhausted single dads with soft eyes and tired smiles.

She started the engine.

But as she pulled out of the parking lot, her gaze drifted — uninvited — to the passenger seat. To the crumpled drawing Alexis had given her, bright yellow hair and all.

She shouldn’t have kept it. She should’ve pinned it to the bulletin board like she always did.

But she hadn’t.

And that scared her more than she wanted to admit.

Across town, Mark’s house had finally quieted.

Alexis had drifted to sleep, her drawing of Emma taped proudly beside her bed. Mark stood in the doorway longer than he meant to, watching her tiny chest rise and fall, the soft rhythm that usually settled him.

Tonight, it didn’t.

He walked down the hall, rubbing a hand over his face as he stepped into the living room. The house was dim, lit only by the lamp he’d forgotten to turn off. Alexis’s crayons were still scattered across the coffee table, yellow worn down to a nub.

He picked up the drawing she’d made earlier — Emma with bright hair, a giant pancake, and a smile that took up half her face.

He shouldn’t be thinking about her. He shouldn’t be wondering what she was doing right now. He shouldn’t be replaying the way she’d looked at him — warm, steady, like she saw something in him he didn’t remember having.

He set the drawing down and exhaled.

He was in trouble.

While Mark settled in at home, Emma was busy waiting tables at the diner. The place was loud and bright and smelled faintly of burnt coffee, but Emma barely noticed. She wiped down the counter for the third time, even though it was already spotless, her mind drifting back to the community center.

Back to Alexis’s grin. Back to the drawing now tucked safely in her bag. Back to Mark’s eyes — tired, soft, unexpectedly gentle.

She shouldn’t be thinking about him. She shouldn’t be wondering what he was doing right now. She shouldn’t be replaying the moment her fingers brushed his wrist, the way he’d gone still, the way something warm had flickered between them.

She leaned against the counter, letting out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

This was ridiculous. He was older. He was a parent. He was off limits in every possible way.

And yet—

She couldn’t shake the sense that something had shifted today. Something small. Something dangerous.

She pressed a hand to her apron, grounding herself.

She was in trouble.

At that same moment, across town, Mark sat on the edge of his couch, staring at Alexis’s drawing.

Emma stood behind the diner counter, staring at the empty coffee pot.

Two different rooms. Two different lives. One identical thought:

This can’t happen. This shouldn’t happen. This is already happening.

And neither of them had the faintest idea how to stop it.



[image: A line art of a whisk and spoon

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Three: Unexpected Company
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Emma was working Wednesday evening and for some reason the dinner shift was dragging.

The diner lights buzzed overhead, too bright for how tired she felt, and the smell of burnt coffee clung to everything — her clothes, her hair, her mood. She wiped down the counter again, even though it didn’t need it, trying to keep her mind off Saturday.

Trying not to think about Mark’s eyes. Trying not to think about Alexis’s grin. Trying not to think about the way her chest had tightened when she’d driven home with that drawing in her passenger seat.

She was reaching for a stack of menus when the bell over the door jingled.

“Sit anywhere you like!” she called automatically.

Then she heard it.

“Emma! Emma, look!”

Her heart stuttered.

She turned.

Alexis was already halfway across the diner, curls bouncing, backpack thumping against her back. Mark followed behind her — not in the hoodie this time, but in his work clothes: a button-down rolled to the forearms, the top button undone, his tie shoved into his jacket pocket like he’d ripped it off the second he left the office. His sleeves were wrinkled, his hair slightly mussed, the whole look screaming long day, daycare pickup, no time to breathe.

And somehow that made him even more handsome.

Emma froze for half a second before forcing her smile into place.

“Hi, sweetheart,” she said as Alexis barreled into her legs. “What are you doing here?”

“We came to see you!” Alexis declared proudly.

Emma’s breath caught.

Mark rubbed the back of his neck, looking both apologetic and exhausted. “We were... in the area. I picked her up late and she recognized the sign.”

Alexis nodded vigorously. “I told Daddy we had to come in.”

Emma laughed softly. “Well, I’m glad you did.”

Mark’s eyes met hers.

Warm. Soft. Too much.

She looked away first.

“Let me get you two a booth,” she said, hoping her voice didn’t betray her.

Mark

He hadn’t meant to come here.

He’d been driving to the grocery store after daycare pickup, still in his work clothes — sleeves rolled, tie shoved into his jacket pocket, the kind of rumpled that only happened after a ten-hour day — when Alexis spotted the diner sign and shrieked, “Emma works there! Daddy, stop!”

And he’d been too tired — too worn down, too soft where she was concerned — to say no.

Now he was sitting in a booth, watching Emma pour them water, and he felt like he’d made a mistake.

A big one.

She looked different here. Not flour-dusted and bright. Not surrounded by tiny aprons and giggling kids.

Here, she looked... real. Tired. Human. Beautiful in a way that made something in his chest twist.

“Daddy, can Emma sit with us?” Alexis asked loudly.

Mark nearly choked. “Bug, she’s working.”

Emma laughed, the sound warm despite the fatigue in her eyes. “Maybe for a minute.”

She slid into the booth across from them, and Mark felt his pulse jump — partly because she was close, partly because he suddenly became hyper-aware of his rolled sleeves, his undone collar, the grocery bag he’d shoved under the table like evidence of how chaotic his evenings really were.

Alexis immediately shoved a drawing across the table.

“Look! I made you another one!”

Emma’s face softened. “It’s beautiful.”

Mark watched her tuck the drawing gently into her apron pocket.

Something in him tightened.

She didn’t have to keep it. She didn’t have to make Alexis feel important. She didn’t have to look at him like that — warm, careful, like she was trying not to cross a line she already felt.

And he definitely hadn’t meant to walk into this diner looking like a man who’d sprinted from work to daycare to the grocery store... and then straight into trouble.

He swallowed hard.

He was in trouble.

She shouldn’t have sat down. She knew she shouldn’t have.

But Alexis’s excitement was impossible to resist, and Mark’s tired smile — the one he tried to hide — tugged at something in her she didn’t want to name.

“Do you want the usual?” she asked him.

He blinked. “I’ve never been here before.”

“Oh.” She flushed. “Right. Sorry. I just meant—”

“It’s okay,” he said quietly. “Whatever you recommend.”

Their eyes held for a beat too long.

Alexis broke it by announcing, “Daddy likes pancakes!”

Emma laughed. “I’ll see what I can do.”

She stood, smoothing her apron, trying to steady her heartbeat.

As she walked back toward the kitchen, she felt it — that awareness again, warm and dangerous and impossible to ignore.

She didn’t look back.

But she didn’t have to.

She could feel his eyes on her.

He watched her walk away, watched the way she tucked Alexis’s drawing safely into her apron, watched the way she tried not to look back at him.

He shouldn’t be here. He shouldn’t be feeling this. He shouldn’t be letting Alexis get attached.

But he was.

And as Alexis swung her legs under the table and hummed happily, Mark knew with absolute clarity: He wasn’t getting out of this unscathed.

Emma stood behind the counter, pretending to read a ticket she’d already memorized.

Mark sat in the booth, pretending to study the menu, which he couldn’t focus on.

Two different corners of the same diner. Two different lives. One identical realization:

This is already more than it should be. And neither of them knows how to stop it.

She could feel Mark’s eyes on her as she moved behind the counter — warm, steady, too aware. She grabbed a coffee pot just to have something to hold, something to ground herself.

“Wow.”

Emma nearly jumped.

Talia — her coworker, part-time waitress, full-time menace — leaned against the soda machine with a grin that could only mean trouble.

“What?” Emma whispered, trying to sound casual.

Talia arched a brow. “You didn’t tell me the Saturday-morning-pancake-dad was hot.”

Emma’s face went up in flames. “He’s not— I mean, he’s— Talia.”

“Oh, he’s definitely a Talia,” she said, smirking. “Tall, tired, scruffy, single-dad energy? Honey, that man is a walking romance novel.”

Emma groaned. “Stop.”

“I will not,” Talia said cheerfully. “Especially not when he’s over there looking at you like you’re the first warm meal he’s had in months.”

Emma’s breath caught. “He’s not— he’s just being polite.”

“Mm-hmm.” Talia popped her gum. “And I’m the Queen of England.”

Emma risked a glance toward the booth.

Mark was helping Alexis unwrap a straw, his head bent close to hers, his expression soft in a way that made something in Emma’s chest tighten.

Talia followed her gaze and let out a low whistle. “Oh yeah. He’s gone.”

“He is not gone,” Emma hissed.

“Sweetheart,” Talia said, patting her shoulder, “if that man looked at me the way he just looked at you, I’d already be picking out wedding colors.”

Emma covered her face with her hands. “Please stop talking.”

“Fine,” Talia said, pushing off the counter. “But you’re taking their table. I want a front-row seat to this slow-burn disaster.”

“Talia!”

But she was already walking away, laughing.

Emma took a steadying breath, grabbed her order pad, and headed toward the booth — heart pounding, palms sweating, every nerve buzzing with the knowledge that her coworker was absolutely, infuriatingly right.

She took a steadying breath, grabbed her order pad, and walked toward their booth. Her heart was doing that annoying flutter thing again — the one she absolutely refused to acknowledge.

Alexis spotted her first.

“Emma! Daddy said we can get pancakes!”

Emma smiled. “We don’t have pancakes on the menu, sweetheart because it is dinnertime, but I can get you something close.”

Alexis nodded like this was a perfectly acceptable compromise.

Mark, however, looked like he was about to pass out.

He sat up straighter when she reached the table, clearing his throat like he was preparing for a job interview.

“Hi,” Emma said softly.

“Hi,” he echoed, voice cracking just slightly.

Oh no.

He was flustered.

And somehow that made her flustered.

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “So... what can I get you two?”

Mark opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.

He blinked. Tried again.

Still nothing.

Emma bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. “Mark?”

“Uh—” He cleared his throat. “Food.”

She blinked. “Okay... any particular kind?”

“Edible,” he said.

Alexis giggled. “Daddy, that’s not how you order!”

Emma couldn’t help it — she laughed. A soft, warm sound that made Mark’s ears turn pink.

“Right,” he muttered. “Sorry. Long day.”

“It’s okay,” she said gently. “Take your time.”

He nodded, staring very intently at the menu as if it were written in a foreign language.

Behind Emma, Talia was leaning against the counter, openly watching, openly smirking, openly mouthing oh my God.

Emma ignored her.

Mostly.

“Do you want a recommendation?” she asked.

Mark looked up at her.

Big mistake.

His breath caught. Hers did too.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “Whatever you think is good.”

Her pulse jumped.

“Okay,” she said, writing something down even though her hand was shaking. “I’ll take care of it.”

She turned to leave—

And that’s when Alexis delivered the killing blow.

“Daddy likes you.”

Emma froze.

Mark choked on absolutely nothing.

Talia dropped a fork behind the counter and cackled.

Emma turned back slowly. “Oh?”

Mark looked like he wanted to crawl under the table and die. “She—she doesn’t—she says things—she doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”

“I do know,” Alexis insisted. “You look at her like you look at pancakes.”

Emma’s face went nuclear.

Mark buried his face in his hands.

“Okay!” Emma squeaked. “I’m just gonna... go put your order in.”

She practically fled.

Mark

He wanted to disappear.

He wanted the earth to open up and swallow him whole.

He wanted to go back in time and teach his daughter the concept of privacy.

“Daddy,” Alexis whispered loudly, “why are you red?”

He groaned. “Because you said something you shouldn’t have.”

“But it’s true.”

He groaned louder.

Across the diner, Emma was leaning against the counter, face in her hands, while Talia fanned her dramatically like she was about to faint.

Mark dropped his head onto the table.

He was never coming back here again.

Except he absolutely was.

Because Alexis adored Emma.

Because he adored Alexis.

Because he was already in too deep.

Talia didn’t even wait for Emma to reach the counter before she pounced.

“Oh my GOD,” she whispered, grabbing Emma’s arm. “That child is my new hero.”

Emma covered her face. “Please don’t.”

“No, no, she EARNED something for that. That was art. That was performance. That was a public service.”

“Talia—”

But Talia was already grabbing a metal cup and tossing in ice cream.

Emma blinked. “What are you doing?”

“Making that kid a strawberry shake,” Talia said, like it was obvious. “She deserves it. She exposed a man’s deepest feelings in front of God and everyone. That’s worth at least a shake.”

Emma groaned. “You cannot give her that.”

“Oh, I absolutely can,” Talia said, blending it with dramatic flair. “And I’m bringing fries too. Because I support women.”

Emma dropped her head onto the counter. “I hate you.”

“You love me,” Talia said, sliding the shake into a tall glass and piling whipped cream on top like she was building a monument. “Now watch and learn.”

Emma  followed Talia back toward the booth, dread pooling in her stomach.

Mark looked up as they approached — still pink-eared, still mortified, still unfairly adorable in a way that made her pulse skip.

Talia set the strawberry shake in front of Alexis with a flourish.

“For you, tiny truth-teller.”

Alexis gasped. “For ME?”

“You earned it,” Talia said, winking.

Mark’s head snapped up. “Earned it how?”

Talia didn’t miss a beat. “By saying what everyone else was thinking.”

Emma nearly dropped the fries.

Mark choked on air again. “She—she didn’t—she wasn’t—”

Alexis took a giant sip of her shake, whipped cream smearing across her upper lip. “Daddy likes Emma,” she said proudly, as if repeating a scientific fact.

Emma made a strangled noise.

Talia beamed. “I agree.”

Mark buried his face in his hands. “I’m never leaving the house again.”

Emma set the fries down, trying desperately to regain control of her dignity. “Okay! So! Food. Here. Fries. Enjoy.”

Talia leaned in, stage-whispering to Emma, “He’s blushing so hard I can feel it from here.”

Emma elbowed her.

Talia elbowed back.

Alexis slurped her shake loudly, blissfully unaware of the emotional carnage she’d caused.

Mark finally lifted his head, eyes meeting Emma’s with a mixture of apology, embarrassment, and something warm she didn’t want to name.

“I’m... really sorry,” he said quietly.

Emma’s breath caught.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “Really.”

Talia snorted. Loudly.

Emma kicked her under the table.

Emma hovered awkwardly beside the booth as they gathered their things. Alexis was still buzzing from her shake, crumbs on her cheeks, backpack half-unzipped like always.

“Say thank you,” Mark murmured.

Alexis threw her arms around Emma’s waist instead. “Thank you for my shake and my fries and my pancakes picture and for being pretty.”

Emma made a noise that was definitely not human.

Mark groaned into his hands. “Bug. We talked about compliments.”

“But she is,” Alexis insisted, muffled against Emma’s apron.

Emma smoothed a hand over the little girl’s curls, her throat tightening. “You’re very sweet.”

Mark finally stood, shouldering the grocery bag he’d shoved under the table. He looked tired again — the real kind, the bone-deep kind — but there was something softer in his eyes now. Something unguarded.

“Sorry again,” he said quietly.

Emma shook her head. “Don’t be. She’s... she’s wonderful.”

His mouth twitched like he wanted to smile but didn’t trust himself to.

They walked toward the door together — Alexis skipping, Mark trailing behind her, Emma following because she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

At the threshold, Alexis turned and waved so hard her whole body wobbled. “Bye, Emma! See you Saturday!”

Emma’s heart did something traitorous.

Mark hesitated. Just for a second. Just long enough for her to feel it.

“Goodnight, Emma,” he said, voice low.

“Goodnight,” she whispered back.

The door closed behind them, the bell chiming once, and the diner felt too quiet.

Talia appeared at her elbow, smirking. “You’re screwed.”

Emma didn’t argue.

She just stared at the door and knew — painfully, undeniably — that she was.
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Chapter Four: Public Embarrassment, Served Hot
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Emma waited until the door chimed behind them before she let out the sound she’d been holding in.

It was somewhere between a groan, a squeak, and a dying accordion.

Talia pounced instantly.

“Oh my GOD,” she hissed, grabbing Emma by the shoulders. “You are in LOVE.”

“I am not,” Emma said, voice cracking like a teenager’s. “I am in cardiac arrest.”

“You’re in something,” Talia said, eyes gleaming. “And it’s not denial, because you’re terrible at that.”

Emma slapped a hand over her face. “His kid said he likes me. In public. Out loud. With witnesses.”

“Iconic witnesses,” Talia corrected. “I’m printing her a medal.”

Before Emma could respond, Old Man Harris — who’d been nursing the same cup of decaf for forty-five minutes — raised his hand like he was in homeroom.

“I heard it,” he announced proudly. “The little one said he looks at you like pancakes.”

Emma made a strangled noise. “Please stop repeating it.”

“I will not,” Harris said. “It was poetry.”

Talia pointed at him. “See? The people agree.”

Emma turned, desperate for escape, but the universe was not done humiliating her.

Because Mrs. Patel, from the corner booth, chimed in too.

“He did look at you like pancakes,” she said, nodding sagely. “Like the good kind. The fluffy ones.”

Emma dropped her head onto the counter. “I’m quitting. I’m moving. I’m changing my name.”

Talia patted her back. “Sweetheart, you can’t run from destiny.”
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