
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


NOT JUST A MOMENT



[image: ]




Where Love Grows (Book 1)

Ivy Wilson

––––––––

[image: ]


Published by Kend Dios Publishing, 2025

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

––––––––

[image: ]


Not Just A Moment © Kend Dios Publishing 2025

ISBN 978-1-0492-5012-0

––––––––

[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use quotations in a book review

––––––––

[image: ]


First edition April 2025

––––––––

[image: ]


Cover design by Amy Jordaan

Editing by J. Southgate

Sometimes, love isn’t about getting it right the first time. It’s about finding your way back to the person who was worth the risk all along.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1

Quinn
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Quinn Foster had been on more than her fair share of bad dates. 

There was the guy who claimed to be a “spiritual healer” and tried to charge her for a tarot reading over appetizers. The one who kept calling her Quinnifer no matter how many times she corrected him. And then, there was the man who had shown up wearing his ex-girlfriend’s initials on a gold chain and casually mentioned that they were still living together for ‘financial reasons’.

But tonight? Well, tonight was something else.

Across the table, Ben—or was it Brent?— It didn’t really matter—was enthusiastically explaining, in detail, his "grand" investment strategy. He had a flair for making the most boring things sound like life-or-death decisions. She had been trying to smile through it all, hoping the food would arrive soon so she could at least pretend to be distracted by something else.

“So, Quinn,” he said, leaning forward across the table, staring at her with so much intensity, “You really need to think about compound interest when planning your future. It’s not just a financial tool, it’s the key to generational wealth.”

She nodded slowly, wondering if she could possibly get away with excusing herself to the bathroom and just never coming back.

"Right, right, compound interest," she repeated, but inside, she was screaming. You’re a coffee shop owner, Quinn. Not an economist. Why did you agree to this?

Oh, right. Desperation.

“And I think a lot of people don’t get how much money is really left on the table when they don’t invest early enough.” His voice had that tone that made her spine stiffen—condescension, like he was absolutely certain, she would have no clue what he was talking about.

She took a deep breath, the frustration building inside her. Her gaze wandered around the restaurant as she prayed for an escape route. The room was warm and cosy, but she felt like she was in an interrogation room, surrounded by the smell of burnt garlic bread and the oppressive weight of his wisdom.

“So, do you, uh...” she tried to interject, grasping for anything that might derail this conversation, “Do you have any other interest besides investing. Like do you have any hobbies.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Hobbies? Like, pottery or something? Sure, but that’s not how you build wealth, you know. You need to focus on things that will appreciate, like real estate, stocks, bonds...” He trailed off as if he was certain she was too far gone to understand.

She managed a tight smile, trying her hardest not to punch him in the arm. “I actually own a coffee shop.”

He blinked at her, clearly surprised. “Oh. Well, I guess that’s something. But a coffee shop? That’s not really the same thing as real investing. It’s just a small-time gig.”

It felt like the room had suddenly gotten colder. The words hung in the air like lead, and her eyes narrowed slightly.

Her coffee shop wasn’t just a small-time gig, it was her dream. It had taken years of work—late nights, early mornings, endless cups of coffee, and a heart full of hope to make it succeed. And now this guy—this guy—was dismissing it like it was some after-school project.

“Actually,” she said, her voice sharp, “running a small business is an investment. It takes time, money, and effort to build it up, and the return on that investment comes in the form of not just profit, but passion and community.”

He stared at her, his expression blank for a moment, and then chuckled like she had just told the world’s most awkward joke. “Passion and community? Cute. But you won’t get rich off that.”

She bit her lip, trying to hold her tongue. She glanced at the waiter who was taking forever to bring their food. She could feel herself losing patience by the second.

“You can’t just throw money into a passion project,” he continued, oblivious to how she was seething. “I mean, I’m talking about real wealth here. Like actually thinking about your future, your retirement plan, you know?”

Oh, for the love of coffee beans, he did not just bring up retirement in the middle of their first date.

She took a deep, steadying breath. The waiter finally brought the appetizers, and as he placed the plates in front of them, she was so ready to get the evening over with.

“You know what?” she said, her voice more clipped than usual. “I think you’re right. You’re definitely great at planning ahead.”

He beamed, clearly thinking she was finally getting it.

“Thank you,” he said, grinning. “I try to think about long-term goals.”

She forced herself to smile. “And I try to think about short-term survival.”

He stared at her. “What do you mean?”

She looked down at her salad, stirring it absentmindedly. “I mean, I didn’t exactly plan on spending my night listening to you lecture me on how to get rich.”

There was a long, awkward silence. Then the waiter came back with their main courses.

“I think I’ll just—”

She didn’t even bother finishing her sentence. She stood up, grabbed her purse, and left a generous tip on the table before turning on her heel and marching toward the door.

“Quinn, wait!” His voice followed her.

But she didn’t stop. She was done. Done with people who thought the world revolved around money. Done with people who thought they could lecture her about something they knew nothing about. And done with this night.

——-
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Back at her apartment, she collapsed onto her couch, kicking off her shoes and groaning into a throw pillow. The date had been a disaster, the kind that made her want to crawl into a hole and never come out.

From the kitchen, Nina’s voice called out, “That bad?”

“The Titanic sank more gracefully than that date,” she muttered.

She rolled her head to the side, glancing over at her best friend, who was rummaging through the fridge. “Do you ever sit through a date and wonder if maybe—just maybe—you’re cursed?”

“All the time,” Nina said, strolling into the living room with a bottle of wine and two glasses. “Which is why I don’t date finance bros. Tell me everything.”

“He spent the whole night lecturing me about stocks and bonds and ‘how to secure your future’,” she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Like, I didn’t know how to manage my finances because, clearly, owning a small business isn’t real investing.”

She continued, barely holding back a sad laugh. “And when I actually told him I own a coffee shop—an actual business that makes money, you know, like real investments—he literally laughed at me.”

Nina’s face was a mixture of horror and anger. “He laughed at your coffee shop? Your shop is literally a small empire.”

“I know, right. But no, apparently, I’m just playing at being a ‘small business owner’.” She mimicked his tone, her voice dripping with condescension. “He told me that my business was cute and that I should, and I quote ‘think bigger’.”

Nina gasped dramatically. “He actually said that? If I were there, I probably would’ve thrown my wine in his face.”

She chuckled at the thought. “He might’ve learned more in that moment than any stock tip could’ve taught him.”

Nina plopped onto the couch beside her. “Okay, but seriously—how do you keep finding these guys? What app are you using?”

She leaned back on the couch, letting out a dramatic sigh. “I don’t know. Maybe I just have bad taste.” She fiddled with the hem of her shirt, looking up at the ceiling. “I think I need some sort of a checklist.”

Nina perked up. “Yes! A Love List.”

She blinked. “A what now?”

“You know, a list of qualities you would want in the perfect partner,” Nina said, bouncing a little in her seat as if she were brainstorming something revolutionary. “You know, so you’re not wasting your time on anyone who doesn’t meet the criteria.”

She raised an eyebrow. “So, like, a list of all the ideal characteristics, and if they don’t match, I run the other way?”

“Exactly!” Nina leaned forward, her excitement palpable. “Think about it. You’d have your perfect guy in no time. No more bad dates. No more guesswork. Just, the list.”

She was quiet for a moment, considering it. “Hmm.” She bit her lip. “You know what. Yeah! Let’s do it.”

“Let’s make one now,” Nina urged, grabbing a pen from the coffee table and the notebook she kept nearby. Flipping it open to a blank page, Nina tapped her pen against the paper eagerly. “So, what do we want from this man of yours?”

She laughed lightly. “Okay, first of all, he has to know how I take my coffee. I’m not wasting my time on a guy who couldn’t even bother learning something so small about me.”

Nina grinned and jotted it down. “Knows how I take my coffee—basic, but essential.”

She paused, thinking. “He has to make me laugh. Like, genuinely laugh. Not just some canned one-liners.”

“Totally.” Nina scribbled it down. “Makes me laugh—Okay, what else?”

“Hmm... he has to be hot, but not in an obnoxious way,” she said, tapping a finger on her chin thoughtfully. “You know, not the type who knows he’s good-looking and acts like the world revolves around him.”

Nina’s grin widened. “Right, because the ones who know are unbearable.

” She wrote it down. “Hot, but not a jerk about it.”

Nina sighed, leaning back again. “Okay, what else?”

“I’m thinking about the long-term,” She said thoughtfully. “He has to be a good communicator. Not someone who bottles everything up or expects me to read his mind. I want someone who can express himself, and who’s not afraid to talk things out.”

“Definitely,” Nina said, scribbling it down. 

“And...he has to be supportive.” She continued. “Like, if I want to do something crazy—like start a new project or change my career—he’s in my corner, not trying to talk me out of it because it’s inconvenient for him.”

Nina nodded. “I love that. Supportive of my dreams.”

She smiled. “So, what do you think?”

“I think you’ve got a whole man here, Quinn,” Nina said, flipping through the list and raising an eyebrow. “Now, you just need to find him.”

She stared at the list, a little smile tugging at her lips. “Yeah, right. I’m going to be waiting a while, huh?”

Nina smirked. “Maybe you should send it to someone.”

She snorted. “Right, let me just text it to my soulmate real quick.”

She picked up her phone and typed out a dramatic message:

“I swear, if the universe doesn’t send me one decent guy soon, I’m becoming a hermit and adopting twelve dogs. Message me if you qualify.”

She attached a photo of the notebook and hit send. She tossed her phone onto the couch, and drained the rest of her wine.

Nina stared at her in disbelief. “You actually did it?”

“No, I sent it to you.” She laughed and yawned. “Anyway. I’m beat, I woke up at like five this morning.”

With that, she padded into her bedroom, already half-asleep.

——-
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It wasn’t until two hours later that she woke up to the sound of her phone buzzing from across the room.

She groaned, rolling over and grabbing it blindly. 1 New Message.

New Message from Oliver Hayes.

Her stomach dropped.

She stared at the name. Her heart pounded as she opened the text.

Oliver: “Well, that’s a weird way to say you miss me.”

Her stomach flipped.

No. No no no.
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Chapter 2

Quinn
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——-
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She had one rule when it came to ex-boyfriends: Once they were gone, they stayed gone.

Which was why, as she stared at the name on her phone screen, her entire body went into full panic mode.

New Message from Oliver Hayes.

Oliver. Freaking. Hayes.

She hadn't seen his name in a year—not in texts, not on social media (because she may or may not have muted him), and certainly not on her phone at midnight after a glass (okay, two) of wine.

And yet, there it was. Taunting her.

She stared unblinking. Maybe she was hallucinating. That was possible, right? Maybe she has had one sip too many of the wine and was imagining this entire thing.

But then, her phone buzzed again.

Oliver: So. Just to be clear—this “Love List” of yours...

Oliver: It’s about me, isn’t it?

Her soul left her body.

Panic rose in her throat. What do you even say to this?

Quinn: Haha, totally meant to send that to someone else!

Quinn:.Ignore!

Quinn: Also, who is this? New phone!

No. No. That was insane.

She needed something casual. Something normal. 

She started typing.

Quinn: Not everything is about you, Hayes.

Okay. That was good. Cool. Collected. Completely unbothered.

His response came almost immediately.

Oliver: Uh-huh. So you’re saying it’s just a coincidence that this list basically describes me?

Her stomach flipped.

Quinn: Wow, someone’s full of himself.

Oliver: I mean, look at number three.

She scowled and scrolled back up to the list photo she had sent.

3. Hot, but not a jerk about it.

Her cheeks burned.

Quinn: I said “not a jerk about it.”

Oliver: I’m not a jerk.

Quinn: Debatable.

Oliver: If you say so, Foster. Let’s break it down though. Number two: “Makes me laugh.”

Her heart skipped.

Oliver: Pretty sure I’ve made you laugh more than anyone.

Quinn: Please, I barely cracked a smile when we were together.

Oliver: Lies.

Oliver: Number five: “Has good taste in music.”

Oliver: Reminder: I introduced you to Léon.

Quinn: You also subjected me to an entire road trip of 90s boy bands.

Oliver: Excuse you, Westlife is timeless.

And just like that, it was like no time had passed at all.

But time had passed.

Five hundred days of it. More than a year where she had worked her butt off to build her business, to move forward and forget about Oliver Hayes.

So why did it feel like one dumb text had rewound the clock?

She groaned and shoved her phone under her pillow, determined to ignore him.

——-
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She had barely slept, tossing and turning, her mind restless over her own stupidity. It was a miracle she had managed to get out of bed, shower, and drag herself to her coffee shop, Bean There Brewed That before dawn.

Now, standing behind the counter, she focused on getting through the morning rush without having a meltdown.

She grabbed a bag of coffee beans and poured them into the grinder. Hoping that by drowning herself in work she wouldn’t have to think about him.

It didn’t.

Every time she tried to focus—on the espresso machine, on restocking the deserts, on not murdering the delivery guy who was two hours late—her brain kept circling back to Oliver.

She hadn’t seen him in over a year. And yet, the second she saw his name on her screen, her entire body lit up, remembering what it was like to be with him.

The way he used to steal sips of her coffee, claiming it tasted better after she’d drank it first. 

The way he would send her ridiculous postcards from his photography trips. The way he had looked at her when he told her he was leaving town.

And then, as if the universe was personally conspiring against her, the bell over the front door jingled.

She barely looked up- expecting a customer, already calling, “Welcome to Bean There Brewed That! What can I get for you?”

Silence. 

And then.

“Morning, Quinn.”

Her whole body locked up at the sound of that voice.

She knew that voice. It was etched into her brain, woven into memories she had spent the last year trying to forget.

She slowly lifted her gaze from the register.

And there he was.

Oliver Hayes.

For a second, she was convinced she was seeing things. That the stress of the morning had finally broken her, and she was imagining things.

But no. He was very real.

Standing in her coffee shop. Watching her. 

Her heart did that stupid, flip thing in her chest.

Of course he still looked annoyingly good.

His dark brown hair was a little longer going past his ears, curling at the ends in a way that made him look like he had just rolled out of bed and somehow he still looked perfect. His scruff was thicker, giving him a rougher edge than the clean-shaven look he used to have.

And then there were his eyes.

The same deep green, that held an infuriating glint, like he was always in on some inside joke she wasn’t a part of.

Her stomach flipped, and she hated herself for it.

Oliver stood just inside the entrance, taking in the coffee shop like he was seeing it for the first time.

The last time he had been here, it had been smaller, with fewer tables and an espresso machine that barely functioned. Now the space was bigger, the walls were lined with bookshelves, the chalkboard menu was twice as big, and there was a steady stream of customers placing their morning orders.

She set down the cup in her hands and folded her arms. “What are you doing here?”

His mouth curved into a lazy smirk. “Good to see you, too.”

Oh, for the love of—

Her fists clenched at her sides. She had spent a long time preparing for this moment, convincing herself that if she ever saw Oliver again, she would be cool, collected, completely unbothered. Instead, she had blurted out the most aggressive greeting possible.

Awesome.

She exhaled sharply, trying again. “Seriously. Why are you here?”

He leaned against the counter, looking frustratingly at home. “I’m in town for my sister’s wedding.”

She blinked. “Emma’s getting married?”

“In two weeks,” Oliver said. “I figured I’d stick around for a bit.”

“So,” he said, not giving her a chance to respond. “What’s good here these days?”

She stared at him.

Was he seriously ordering coffee right now?

He had some nerve strolling in here, acting like nothing had happened between them, acting like he had never left.

She was not about to give him the satisfaction of seeing her flustered.

Slapping on her best customer service smile and gestured toward the chalkboard menu. “The menu’s up there. Read it like everyone else.”

Oliver grinned, like he could see right through her.

But he finally turned and studied the menu.

She took the opportunity to compose herself.

Maybe if she got his order done quickly, he would take his coffee and get out of her shop.

Just as she was beginning to relax, the front door burst open again.

And Emma, Oliver’s sister stormed in.

“There you are!” She smacked Oliver’s arm. “I told you to let me know when you got here.”

“Got distracted,” Oliver said, glancing at Quinn.

She scowled.

Emma, completely oblivious, turned to her. “Anyway, I came to ask you a favour.”

She braced herself. Emma’s “favours” had a tendency to be large and inconvenient.

“I need a last-minute wedding venue,” Emma said. “And your coffee shop is perfect.”

She blinked. “Excuse me?”

Emma clasped her hands together. “Come on, Quinn. My original venue fell through, and your coffee shop is gorgeous. Just for the reception. We’ll keep it simple. Nothing crazy. Just, you know—tables, decorations, a live band—”

“That is the opposite of simple,” she said flatly.

“I’ll pay you a ridiculous amount of money.”

She hesitated. The shop could use the extra cash. A new espresso machine wasn’t cheap, and she had been eyeing a fancier model for months.

Emma pounced on her hesitation. “Please? It’s one night. Ollie will help.”

She snapped her gaze back to Oliver.

He grinned. “Happy to assist.”

She did not want to spend two weeks planning a wedding reception with Oliver Freaking Hayes.

But the money...

She exhaled sharply. “Fine.”

Emma cheered and she already regretted everything. Because one thing was very, very clear. Oliver was back. And there was no avoiding him this time.
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Chapter 3

Quinn
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——-
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Agreeing to work with Oliver Hayes for the next two weeks?

Absolutely reckless.

Standing in the middle of the coffee shop, she watched him sip the latte she had begrudgingly made for him, like he wasn’t the most annoying person to ever exist. She resisted the urge to throw a croissant at his smug face.

“I still don’t know how I got stuck with you as my assistant,” she grumbled, flipping through her planner.

“You say that like, this wasn’t your idea,” Oliver said, casually taking another sip.

She froze mid-step and turned to glare at him. “This was not my idea.”

“You said yes.”

“You were supposed to say no.”

He grinned. “Come on, Quinnabelle, when have I ever done what I was supposed to?”

Her eye twitched.

Emma, who had been observing the entire exchange with poorly hidden amusement, clapped her hands. “Okay, lovebirds, let’s focus.”

She groaned. “We are not—”

“—Lovebirds, got it,” Oliver interrupted smoothly, flashing a grin at Emma. “But please, continue.”

The look she sent him could have killed a lesser man. 

Crossing her arms, she turned to Emma, who was positively glowing with excitement.

“Okay,” she said, trying to sound calm, reasonable, not like she was internally screaming. “If we’re doing this, I need details. What exactly are we talking about here?”

Emma clapped her hands together, already in full wedding planner mode. “Right. So, since the original venue fell through, we need to redo everything—fast. That means decorations, seating, dance floor—”

She held up a hand. “Hold on. A dance floor?”

Emma nodded. “It’s a wedding reception, Quinn. People are going to want to dance.”

She narrowed her eyes, looking around her shop. “Where, exactly, do you expect me to put a dance floor?” 

“We’ll move the tables around,” Emma said breezily, as if rearranging an entire business was no big deal.

She groaned. “This is not what I agreed to.”

Emma beamed. “Too late. You already said yes.”

She shot a glare at Oliver, who was still sipping on his coffee.

“You’re being awfully quiet,” she said. “Considering you’re supposed to be ‘helping’.”

Oliver raised an eyebrow. “I’m letting you process. Wouldn’t want you to go into full meltdown mode.”

She scowled. “I don’t meltdown.”

Oliver grinned. “Sure, Foster.”

Oh, he was just insufferable.

Emma ignored the tension between them and pulled out her phone. “Okay, so here’s the timeline. The wedding is next Saturday. That gives us two weeks to transform this place into the perfect reception venue.”

two weeks.

Fourteen days.

Three hundred and thirty-six hours.

Her stomach twisted. She was going to die.

——-
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The coffee shop was closed for the day, but instead of relaxing, she found herself standing in the middle of the room, watching Oliver sketch out a floor plan on a napkin.

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered.

Oliver didn’t even look up. “You’re ridiculous.”

She gasped. “Excuse me?”

“You’ve been complaining since we started.”

“Because this is a disaster,” she shot back. “We don’t have enough space for all these tables. And a dance floor? How are we supposed to fit a dance floor in here?”

Oliver twirled the pen between his fingers. “Easy. We move these tables—” He gestured to the left side of the shop. “—over here, and push the coffee bar against the wall. That clears up space for the dance floor.”

She glared at him. “You can’t just push an entire coffee bar.”

Oliver shrugged. “Sure we can.”

She scoffed. “Oh, right. Because you suddenly became an expert in coffee shop architecture.”

He grinned. “I’m an expert in problem-solving.”

She folded her arms. “Oh, really? Is that why you ran away to Europe instead of dealing with your problems?”

The words were out before she could stop them.

Silence.

Oliver’s jaw tightened, his easy-going demeanor shifting in an instant.

For a second, she regretted saying it.

Then she remembered who she was talking to, and she squared her shoulders, refusing to back down.

Oliver set the pen down on the counter, looking at her with that unreadable expression she hated.

“I didn’t run away,” he said, voice lower than before.

She held his gaze. “Felt like it.”

Another stretch of silence.

Then Oliver sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “Look, do you want my help or not?”

She exhaled sharply. She wanted to say no, to kick him out of her shop and never deal with him again.

But she also knew that, for better or worse, she needed his help.

“Fine,” she muttered. “But if you break anything, you’re paying for it.”

“I won’t.”

She crossed her arms. “And if you do?”

Oliver leaned forward, holding her gaze. “Then I’ll owe you.”

She froze.

For a second, she forgot how to breathe. Why did that sound so sensual?

She swallowed hard. “Fine.”

Oliver grinned. 

——-
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“If you keep standing there doing nothing, I will throw this chair at you,” she snapped, shoving a stool into his hands.

Oliver smirked. “Violence already? We’ve barely started.”

She just glared at him. “Just start working, Hayes.”

And he did. They worked in mostly silence, the occasional insult thrown back and forth like old times. Except it wasn’t like old times, because back then, there had been laughter behind their teasing, nothing serious.

Now, every interaction between them felt like walking across a tightrope over a pit of unresolved history.

“Careful, Quinnabelle,” Oliver said, wiping sweat off his brow after finally actually doing some work. “You keep looking at me like that, and I’m going to start thinking you actually missed me.”

She scoffed, arms crossed. “I would rather drown in a vat of espresso.”

He grinned. “See, the fact that you specified espresso makes me think you’ve considered it.”

She groaned. “I hate you.”

“Mm.” He took a slow sip of his coffee. “You sure about that?”

She inhaled sharply, two seconds away from launching the nearest object at his head. 

——-
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Moving furniture around the shop should have been easy. But it wasn’t.

Mostly because Oliver, despite looking like someone who had zero issues lifting heavy things, was the absolute worst at it.

She stood off to the side, watching as he struggled to move a particularly stubborn table.

“This is embarrassing,” she said leaning against the counter, watching his struggle with a smirk.

“I’ve got it.” Oliver gritted out.

She made a small tsk sound, tapping her fingers against the counter. “I thought you played football?”

He scowled. “I do.”

“Then why do you have the upper body strength of a twelve-year old?”

Oliver shot her a look. “You’re enjoying this way too much.”

“Obviously.”

He straightened glaring. “Are you going to help, or are you just here to mock me?”

She tapped her chin. “I was leaning toward mockery, but...”

Oliver rolled his eyes and gave the table one final shove.

Nothing.

She let out a low whistle. “Wow. That’s actually painful to watch.”

“You know what else is painful?” He huffed. “Listening to you talk.”

She gasped in mock offense. “Oh no. How will I recover from such a devastating insult?”

He rolled his eyes, but he was grinning.

She sighed dramatically. “Fine. Move.” She stepped forward, gripping the opposite side of the table. 

And then, because the universe hated her, Oliver’s fingers brushed against hers. It was barely anything—a fraction of a second— But it was enough.

Enough for something sharp to jolt through her chest, for her brain to remember how things used to be between them—like the way she would slip her hands into the sleeves of his jacket when she was cold, or the way she used to nudge her knee against his under the table when they were studying together at the library.

Oliver didn’t even flinch. Didn’t acknowledge it at all, like he hadn’t even noticed. And maybe he hadn’t. Which somehow made it worse, because that meant he wasn’t struggling with this like she was.

They lifted the table together, adjusting it to the new setup.

Oliver looked at her. “Happy now?”

She surveyed the space. It was decent. Not perfect, but workable.

“...It’ll do.”

Oliver smirked. “I’ll take that as high praise.”

She rolled her eyes. “Don’t push it.”

He grinned, leaning back against the counter. 

——-
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By the time they finished rearranging the shop, her entire body ached.

She hadn’t realized how much work it would take to shift everything around. Every chair, every table—it had all been moved, adjusted, second-guessed, moved again, and at one point, nearly thrown across the room when she and Oliver got into a heated debate about “flow” and “functionality.”

She sighed, locking the front door for the night, her fingers stiff from the long evening. “Well, that was exhausting.”

Oliver, the human embodiment of an inconvenience, was still leaning against the counter, sipping a fresh cup of coffee he had no right to make himself.

“We did good, Foster,” he said, sounding far too smug.

She spun around, glaring. “What did I say about calling me that?”

He smirked. “Fine. Quinnabelle.”

Her eye twitched.

“I swear—” She lunged for his coffee, but Oliver was faster, pulling it out of reach with an infuriating chuckle.

She exhaled sharply, rubbing her temples. “Why are you still here? You were supposed to leave fifteen minutes ago.”

Oliver took another sip, completely unbothered. “I’m enjoying my coffee.”

She folded her arms. “You didn’t even pay for that.”

His lips curled into a grin. “Call it a reward for my hard labour.”

She let out a disbelieving laugh. “Hard labour? You spent half the time arguing with me and the other half pretending you could lift tables.”

Oliver feigned offense, pressing a hand to his chest. “Wow. Not even a thank you?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I’ll thank you when you actually leave.”

Oliver didn’t move.

Instead, he just watched her, something dangerously close to nostalgia.

She hated it.

She turned away, moving behind the counter, pretending to busy herself with wiping down an already-clean surface.

Silence stretched between them, but it wasn’t uncomfortable—not exactly.

She could still feel Oliver’s presence, though. It was irritating, the way he just... existed so effortlessly in her space.

Finally, he set his coffee down, stretching. “Well. I guess I should head out.”

She let out a huge, exaggerated sigh of relief. “Finally.”

He snapped his fingers, as if just remembering something. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She froze.

Her head snapped up. “Wait—You’re actually gonna come back?”

Oliver grinned, already heading for the door. “Yep.”

She stared at him, horrified.

He threw her a wink. “And everyday for the next two weeks.”

She clenched her fists, resisting the urge to hurl something at him as he stepped outside, disappearing into the cool night air.

She exhaled sharply, pressing her fingers against her temples.
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Chapter 4

Quinn
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She needed to think.

It had been a long day. Today had been... a lot.

Between the never-ending battle of wits with Oliver and the exhausting effort of rearranging her shop, she was mentally fried.

She had to deal with this for two weeks. Two weeks of Oliver being around, watching her, smirking at her and annoying her at every opportunity.

She could tell he was enjoying himself. And it was infuriating. Absolutely annoying.

The sun had set and the soft glow of streetlights began to illuminate the sidewalks. She needed a walk, a long, uninterrupted walk, without anyone telling her what to do or how to do it. 

The cool evening air hit her as soon as she stepped outside, and she felt the tension in her shoulders ease just a little. The streets were quiet, bathed in the soft golden glow of streetlights, and for a moment, she let herself breathe.

The walk from her shop to her apartment was about ten minutes. Long enough to clear her mind.

She had just started walking when she heard footsteps behind her. 

Her stomach tensed.

“Hey, Quinn.”

She stopped walking.

Because of course it was him.

“Really?” she muttered under her breath.

She sighed, rolling her eyes before turning slightly to glance over her shoulder. 

She raised a brow. “Are you following me?”

He smirked. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

She turned to him, hands on her hips. “Then what do you want?”

He nodded toward the street. “Saw you walking. Figured I’d offer you a ride.” He said nonchalantly.

She blinked.

Then laughed.

Oliver’s brows furrowed. “What?”

She shook her head. “That’s cute. You think I’d willingly get in a car with you.”

Oliver sighed, dramatically placing a hand over his heart. “Wow. That hurts.”

His expression softened. “Come on, it’s late. Let me give you a ride.”

She started walking again. “I’m good, thanks.”

He gave her a look, the same stubborn, exasperated look he always used to give her when they dated. “You do realize it’s, like, a twenty-minute walk, right?”

She shook her head. “I know.”

He frowned. “Seriously?”

She could feel her annoyance rising at the fact that he couldn’t take a hint. “I don’t need a ride, and I don’t need you following me either.”

“Alright, fine.” Oliver said, holding up his hands in surrender. “At least tell me why.”

She glanced at him. 

Because of you. Because you’re back again, slipping into my world as if you never left. Because I don’t trust the way my heart reacts whenever you’re near.

But she wasn’t about to say any of that.

Instead she ignored him and just kept walking, her steps purposeful, her focus on getting home and putting as much distance between herself and Oliver as possible. 

——-
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By the time she reached her apartment, the weight of everything had settled heavily on her. She locked the door behind her and dropped her bag on the couch, kicking off her shoes. She needed to talk to someone.

And there was only one person who would understand exactly what she was going through. Looking around the apartment she could see that Nina wasn’t home.  She grabbed her phone, not caring about how late it was. If Nina was busy, she would deal with it. But she knew her friend would always answer.

The phone rang twice before Nina picked up. “Quinn?” she answered, out of breath. “Is everything okay?”

“Do you have a minute?” She asked, her frustration seeping through her voice. “I need to talk.”

“Yeah, just give me a moment to catch my breath, I’m at the gym. Everything okay?” Nina’s tone shifted instantly to one of concern.

She sighed, sinking onto the couch, her mind swirling as she began to speak. She told Nina everything—her accidental message, Oliver’s return and the awkward, lingering tension between them.

“I can’t even be in the same room with him without feeling like I’m going to lose my mind,” She said, throwing her hands up. “And now he’s back, doing the whole helping out with the wedding thing, like everything is perfectly normal between us, and I just—ugh, I don’t know what to do with any of this!”

And then, she told her about what happened outside her shop.

Nina listened patiently with an occasional hum or quiet laugh signalling that she was following along. When she finally ran out of steam, Nina let the silence stretch for a beat before sighing dramatically.

“Wow,” Nina said. “You’re really losing it, huh?”

She narrowed her eyes. “I am not losing it.”

“Okay, so let me get this straight,” Nina said finally. “You’ve got a guy who you’ve avoided for a year—”

“Four months and fifteen days,” she interjected. “Not that I’m counting or anything.”

“Right, of course,” Nina said with a soft chuckle. “So, you’ve avoided him for over a year, and now he’s back, forcing himself into your life again.”

“Yeah,” she muttered, leaning back on the couch, a frustrated sigh escaping her lips. “And it’s driving me insane.”

Nina was quiet for a moment, clearly thinking, before she spoke again. “You need to stop freaking out for a second, Quinn. I know this is a lot to deal with, but you have two weeks left of this, so you could either make yourself miserable or—”

She groaned. “I already hate where this is going.”

Nina smirked. “You could have some fun with it.”

She squinted her eyes suspiciously. “Define fun.”

Nina spoke conspiratorially. “You know him better than anyone. You know exactly how to get under his skin. So why not... return the favour?”

She sat up straighter, the wheels in her brain slowly starting to turn. "You want me to mess with him?"

Nina's voice was laced with mischief. “Yeah. If you can’t ignore him, why not have a little fun at his expense?”

Then, slowly, a devious smile stretched across her face.

She was seriously considering this. It was... tempting.

Very tempting.

“Besides, if you annoy him enough, maybe he’ll leave.” Nina added nonchalantly.

She perked up. “That’s a great point.”

Nina grinned. “I know.”

She smirked, sitting back in her chair. “Okay. You’ve convinced me.”

Nina laughed. “I love when I do that.”
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Chapter 5

Quinn
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The moment she hung up with Nina, she could feel her heart pounding in her chest, her fingers tingling with the excitement of what was to come. The adrenaline rush was unlike anything she’d experienced in a while. 

They had made the perfect plan. She was going to have so much fun messing with Oliver. 

The plan was simple. She wasn’t going to be mean. Just tiny little comments to let him know she wasn’t impressed by him anymore. Nothing outright cruel, just enough to make him second-guess himself, to question his every move. 

——-
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She was still buzzing with excitement the next morning when she got to her shop. She grabbed her coffee, a strong one from her shop, and sipped it slowly, savouring the bitterness as she mentally prepared herself for the day ahead.

Her usual routine of setting things up turning into something more calculated knowing that Oliver would be in at any moment. 

She was in the middle of setting up the coffee shop when the bell over the door jingled. She looked up, seeing Oliver step into the shop, his trademark smirk firmly in place. She felt the familiar pang of longing settle in her chest, but she didn’t let it bother her. 

She took her time adjusting a display of coffee mugs on the counter, letting him wait just a little longer than necessary before finally turning.

"Morning," he greeted, walking towards the coffee bar.

She took a moment to look him up and down, making sure her gaze lingered just a bit longer than necessary.

Wiping her hands on a dish towel, she flashed him a polite but empty smile. "Morning," she echoed, keeping her tone breezy.

Oliver’s eyes flicked to the furniture she had been rearranging, taking in the setup. “How’s the reception planning going?”

She hummed, tilting her head like she was deep in thought. "Better," she mused. "Actually, I think it's coming together much more now that I’ve got it all under control."

He raised an eyebrow, glancing around the shop. 

He was clearly trying to size her up. He hadn’t missed her tone, but she knew she couldn’t afford to give him too much.

“Yeah? Because I thought you said you needed some help yesterday,” he said, leaning in a little, getting in her space.

She let the moment stretch between them, keeping her expression neutral. She tapped a finger idly against the counter before finally replying.

“Actually Emma did,” she said airily, turning her back to him as she busied herself with the espresso machine. “But I’m good.” She shot him a sideways glance and added, just a little too sweetly, “It’s not like you have the experience to do much more than hold a camera, right?”

She watched as Oliver’s expression briefly faltered. The surprise in his eyes was fleeting, but it was enough for her to feel a sense of satisfaction. A perfect jab—light, teasing, but just enough to poke at his pride.

Oliver’s brows lifted, and for the briefest second, she saw something in his face—amusement? Annoyance? Confusion? —before he shook it off and smirked. “That’s funny.”

She shrugged. “I try.”

His smirk didn’t fade, but it tightened, as he tried to read her.

“You sure you’re not trying to get me to stick around?” His voice was light, but there was an edge to it, like he was testing her.

She met his gaze, tilting her chin slightly. "I’m sure. I don’t like guys who abandon me. " She handed him a coffee, keeping her expression blank.

The reaction was immediate.

Oliver’s body tensed, his smirk faltered—just for a second, like he was still deciding whether or not she meant it. He blinked, recovering quickly, but she had seen it. Felt it. She had hurt him.

He hesitated before responding, forcing a laugh. "Right," he said, voice smooth, "Good to know."

"Guess I'll leave you to it, then." His voice was still casual, but his posture was different, less confident.

For the first time, she felt the tiniest crack in her own resolve.

Oliver covered it quickly, rolling his shoulders back, shoving his hands in his pockets, like the words hadn’t touched him. 

And then—he left.

Just like that.

No smug remark. No last word. Just gone.

She just stood there, gripping the countertop, heart pounding for reasons she couldn’t quite understand.

Her stomach twisted in a way she hadn’t expected.

What just happened?

She was supposed to feel victorious. This was the plan. This was the game.

So why was there a tightness in her chest?

She shakenly grabbed the espresso machine handle, the confidence she had felt moments ago cracking just a little.

She hadn’t meant to—

She had meant to rattle him. Make him squirm, push his buttons, the way he had always pushed hers. Instead she had hurt him, judging by the way he looked at her when he left.

She shook it off and turned back to her work, ignoring the strange weight settling in her stomach.

——-
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That evening, she spoke with Nina, needing to reaffirm the plan.

"So? How did it go?" Nina leaned forward, all excitement, like a conspirator in a heist movie.

"It’s working," she said, stirring her drink absently. "He’s thrown off. I can tell."

Nina grinned. "I knew it. And you’re enjoying it, aren’t you?"

She hesitated.

She should be. She wanted to be.

Instead, she found herself replaying that moment in the shop when she had hurt him.

She swallowed, forcing a smile. "Yeah, it’s fun."

"Uh-huh." Nina eyed her. "You don’t sound convinced."

"I just didn’t think I’d..." She trailed off.

Nina raised an eyebrow. "Didn’t think you’d what?"

She sighed, running a hand through her hair. "I don’t know. I guess I didn’t expect to feel... bad about it?"

She stared down at her coffee, her stomach twisting.

She had spent so much time building herself back up, making sure she was untouchable. But now? Now she wasn’t so sure if she was playing a game or picking at an old wound.

It felt like a mistake.

——-
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The next day, she was already at the counter when Oliver walked in. She had told herself she was ready, that she’d shaken off whatever weird guilt had crept into her last night.

But the second he stepped through the door, she felt that same uneasy feeling twist in her stomach.

He was the same as always—casual, confident. But there was a guarded look in his eyes, a subtle stiffness in his shoulders.

And it threw her off balance.

"Hey," he greeted, his voice soft and unsure.

"Hey," she echoed, keeping her tone light, like nothing had changed.

For a few seconds, neither of them spoke. It wasn’t an awkward silence, but it wasn’t comfortable either. It was like they were both waiting—testing the air between them, trying to figure out where the lines had been redrawn.

She had planned to keep playing the game. To keep up the teasing, the subtle barbs. But now looking at him, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to poke at him anymore. 

She always did have a soft spot for him in her heart, always hated hurting him. Guess that was still true even a year later.

Oliver shifted on his feet, slipping his hands into his pockets. His gaze flickered toward the counter, then back to her. "Shop’s looking good," he said, his voice casual, but there was a hesitation there—like he was feeling out her mood before deciding how to act.

She almost smiled at that. So, he had noticed.

"Yeah," she said, turning slightly to adjust a stack of napkins. "I’ve been putting in a lot of work."

"I can tell."

She just nodded, busying herself with the espresso machine.

Avoiding.

She felt Oliver’s gaze on her, weighing her reaction, and for the first time in days, she wondered what he was thinking. 

"Need anything?" he asked after a moment, his voice unsure.

She forced a smile. "I think I’ve got it, thanks."

He gave her a long look, then nodded slowly. "Alright. Just let me know."

As he walked away, she found herself watching him go.

She had been so sure that getting under his skin would feel good. That watching him squirm would make up for everything. 

She exhaled, pressing her hands against the counter, she never expected to feel so off-balance.

This wasn’t working how she thought it would. This wasn’t the plan. And now, she wasn’t sure what she wanted anymore. 
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Chapter 6

Oliver
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He hadn’t slept much.

He’d spent most of the night staring at the ceiling, the dim glow of his bedside clock ticking away as his mind ran in circles, unable to shake the last couple of days from his mind. It wasn’t like him to dwell. He was the kind of man who made decisions, took action, and moved on. But the last couple of days had unravelled him. 

Quinn had always been a fighter. She met conflict head-on, armed with a sharp tongue and an even sharper glare. He had expected resistance from her—maybe a few cutting remarks, a cold shoulder, an eyeroll or two. Hell, he would’ve welcomed a full-blown argument. At least then, he’d know she cared enough to fight.

But what he got instead?

Distance. Silence. Detachment.

And that? That was worse than anything he had prepared for.

She wasn’t just pushing him away—she was avoiding him entirely. Whenever he walked into a room, she was already halfway out of it. When she had no choice but to speak to him, her responses were clipped, impersonal, like he was just some stranger passing through town instead of someone who had once been... more.

And the worst part?

She didn’t even look angry. She looked done.

Like he was nothing to her.

And that stung more than he wanted to admit.

He could still hear her words from days before.

It shouldn’t have bothered him. He had heard worse. He had survived worse. But the way she had spoken to him—so dismissive, so final—made something tighten in his chest.

Maybe he had underestimated just how much damage he had done.

Maybe she had actually, truly moved on.

And maybe... he wasn’t as okay with that as he thought he’d be.

That thought alone had kept him wide awake long after the town outside his window had gone to sleep. He had tossed and turned, restless and agitated, trying to figure out what the hell had changed.

Had she really let go of them that easily? Or was she pretending, hiding behind all that distance she put between them, hoping he’d believe she no longer cared?

Because if that was the case...

Then she was in for a rude awakening.

Quinn Foster didn’t get to just shut him out. She didn’t get to decide he was insignificant, that their past was something she could erase like it had never mattered.

It mattered.

And he was going to make damn sure she remembered that.

So when morning rolled around, he found himself making his way to her coffee shop far earlier than planned, even though a very rational part of his brain told him that annoying Quinn before she’d had her first cup of coffee was basically asking for a death sentence.

He ignored that part.

The bell above the door chimed as he stepped inside. The place smelled like roasted espresso and freshly baked bread, but it was still empty—just Quinn behind the counter, her dark hair pulled into a messy bun, strands of it slipping loose around her face, sleeves rolled up like she’d been working for hours already.

She looked up the second the bell chimed above the door.

And just like that, her entire body tensed.

“Are you serious?” she muttered, rubbing her temples. “It’s six in the morning, Oliver.”

He smirked. “What can I say? I missed you, Foster.”

Quinn groaned, muttering under her breath before focusing on the espresso machine. Her glare could have curdled milk. But she didn’t kick him out.

Which, in his book, was basically an invitation to stay.

He strolled up to the counter, leaning against it like he had all the time in the world.

Quinn exhaled sharply, turning her attention back to the espresso machine. Ignoring him, grinding fresh coffee beans with a little more force than necessary.

He leaned against the counter, watching her work. “You always this pleasant in the morning, or am I just special?”

Quinn exhaled sharply, turning to him with an exasperated look. “Do you ever stop talking?”

“Not when I’m having this much fun.”

She rolled her eyes, grabbing a cup and expertly pouring a shot of espresso.

“So,” he continued, undeterred. “Are we gonna talk about what happened these last couple of days, or are you just gonna keep pretending I don’t exist?”

Her movements faltered.

Then, just as quickly, she recovered, pouring a shot of espresso into a ceramic cup.

“No idea what you’re talking about,” she said flatly.

He raised an eyebrow. “Right. Because your behaviour lately has been completely normal. You never run away from conflict.”

Quinn’s jaw tightened. “I wasn’t running from anything.”

“Could’ve fooled me.”

She turned, glare sharp enough to cut glass. “I just had a long couple of days. That’s it. No hidden meaning, no dramatic revelations.”

He studied her, trying to figure out if she actually believed that.

Because he didn’t. Not for a second.

Before he could push further, the front door swung open, and Emma walked in, way too energized for this time of the morning.

“Quinn! Oliver! Perfect, you’re both here.”

Quinn groaned. Emma ignored her, dropping a stack of papers onto the counter. “Okay, so we have a slight change of plans.”

He glanced at the papers, then back at Emma. “Define ‘slight.’”

Emma beamed. “The guest list got bigger.”

Quinn’s expression immediately soured. “How much bigger?”

Emma hesitated.

Then, as if sensing she was about to get murdered, she quickly said, “Only by, like, twenty people.”

She blinked. “Twenty!?”

Emma grimaced. “Maybe... twenty-five?”

Quinn set her coffee down very carefully, then pinched the bridge of her nose. “Emma.”

“I know, I know!” Emma held up her hands in surrender. “But we can totally make it work! We just need to shift a few things around, maybe open up more space near the—”

Quinn muttered something that sounded a lot like I’m going to throw myself into traffic.

He was enjoying every second of this and thinking that this was the perfect time to mess with her.

Grinning, he glancing between Emma and Quinn. “So what I’m hearing—is that this is completely doable and Quinn is just overreacting?”

Emma laughed, amused by his antics. “Exactly.”

She could strangle him. “Why are you like this?”

——-
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“Alright, Foster,” he said, clapping his hands together. “Let’s get to work.”

Quinn scowled. “I hate that you’re enjoying this.”

“I really am.”

They spent the next two hours shifting tables, rearranging chairs, and trying to figure out how to cram an extra twenty-five people into a space that was already struggling to fit the original number.

It wasn’t going well.

“This is impossible,” Quinn muttered, adjusting a chair for the tenth time.

He leaned against a table. “That’s quitter talk.”

She shot him a glare. “I will stab you with a fork.”

“Wow. Is that how you treat all your business partners?”

Quinn exhaled sharply, as if restraining herself from throwing something at his head.

Emma, oblivious to the growing tension, clapped her hands together. “Oh, come on. You guys are doing great! Teamwork makes the dream work, right?”

Quinn made a strangled noise in the back of her throat.

He just laughed.

By the time they finally had a somewhat functional setup, Quinn was exhausted.

She wiped her hands on her apron, exhaling sharply. “Okay. That’s as good as it’s gonna get.”

Oliver surveyed the space, tilting his head. “Not bad.”

She rolled her eyes. “You don’t get to compliment it. You barely did anything.”

He smirked. “Oh, I’m sorry, were you the one who came up with the brilliant idea to push the tables closer together?”

She stared at him. “Yes. That was me.”

“Right.”

Silence stretched between them.

Then, against her will, Quinn let out a small, tired laugh.

It wasn’t much.  But he caught it.

And for the first time all day, she looked at him like he wasn’t just a thorn in her side, irritating her.

He grinned at her. “See? You do like having me around.”

Quinn groaned, immediately turning away. “I take it back.”

He grinned.

Because, for the first time since he returned, it didn’t feel like she was trying to push him away.

Not completely, at least. Making him feel like he still had the tiniest chance of winning her back.
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Chapter 7

Quinn
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She wasn’t sure who she was trying to fool.

Was she really going on dates to prove to herself that she was over Oliver? Or was it because she was just genuinely fed up with the way he kept showing up at her coffee shop even though she’s made it very clear that she didn’t want to see him.

She couldn’t quite admit it, but the truth was, she was trying to prove that she could be just like him. Carefree. Detached.

It didn’t help that he was everywhere.

Every time she ran into him, her pulse quickened. Every conversation left her more frustrated. She hated how easily they fell back into old rhythms, how effortlessly he slipped under her skin. And she hated that right after he leaves, she can’t wait to see him again.

He was so ingrained in her that she was beginning to wonder if she'd ever be able to untangle herself from him.
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