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Chapter One: The Regular

The espresso machine hissed and gurgled like a temperamental dragon as Julie Simpson wiped down the counter for the third time that morning. Five-thirty AM openings were brutal, but the extra shift differential helped chip away at her student loan balance. Every little bit counted when you owed the equivalent of a small car.

"You're going to wear a hole in that counter," Mia called from the back room, emerging with a fresh bag of medium roast. "We've been open for exactly twelve minutes. Nobody's even coming in for another hour except—"

"I know, I know." Julie tossed the rag into the sanitizer bucket, checking her reflection in the stainless steel napkin dispenser. Her ponytail was already coming loose. She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear.

"Seven-fifteen on the dot," Mia continued, grinning as she loaded beans into the grinder. "Like clockwork. You'd think the man owned stock in caffeine."

Julie felt her cheeks warm. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Uh-huh. Sure. That's why you've suddenly started caring about your appearance at the ass-crack of dawn." Mia bumped her hip against Julie's. "It's okay to have a crush, you know. He's gorgeous for an older guy. Very George Clooney-meets-everyday-person."

"He's a customer," Julie said, arranging the pastry case even though everything was already perfectly aligned. "And he's probably married. Successful guys like that are always married."

"No ring. I checked."

"You didn't."

"I absolutely did. Last week when he came in, I made sure to look. Also Googled him."

Julie spun around. "You what?"

Mia held up her hands. "Public information! Jake Kinser, founder and CEO of Kinser Ventures. Tech investments, venture capital, all that boring money stuff. Divorced two years ago. No kids. Lives downtown in one of those fancy buildings that probably costs more per month than we make in a year."

"Oh my God, stop." Julie covered her face. "That's... that's stalking."

"It's due diligence. And you're welcome, because now you know he's single." Mia checked her phone. "Better get ready. It's seven-twelve."

Julie's stomach did a small flip. She hated how predictable she was. How predictable he was. Every weekday morning at exactly seven-fifteen, Jake Kinser walked through that door in his perfectly tailored suits, ordered his black coffee—no sugar, no cream, no nonsense—and occasionally added a blueberry scone. He'd smile at her with those gray-blue eyes that crinkled at the corners, hand her his credit card, and leave her a five-dollar tip on a four-dollar coffee.

She'd been making his coffee for three months now. Three months of memorizing everything about him. The way his salt-and-pepper hair was always perfectly styled. How he smelled like cedar and something expensive when he leaned close to the counter. The way his voice was deep and warm when he said "Good morning, Julie" after reading her name tag.

He probably didn't even remember her name without the tag.

The bell above the door chimed.

"Morning, ladies." Jake's voice filled the small shop, and Julie's hands went momentarily stupid.

"Morning, Mr. Kinser," Mia sang out, shooting Julie a meaningful look before disappearing into the back.

Traitor.

"Just Jake is fine." He approached the counter with that easy confidence that came from never having to worry about money or student loans or whether the bus would make you late to work. But his smile was genuine, reaching his eyes. "How are you today, Julie?"

He did remember. Without looking at the tag.

"Good! I'm good. Great. Coffee?" Smooth, Julie. Really smooth.

His smile widened, and was there amusement there? "Please. You know what I like."

Oh, I definitely know what you like. The thought came unbidden, and Julie felt her face heat as she turned to the coffee maker. "Black, no sugar. I've got it memorized."

"I'd be worried if you didn't by now. I'm not exactly your most unpredictable customer."

She glanced back at him as she filled his cup. He'd loosened his tie slightly—navy blue today, paired with a charcoal suit. "Predictable isn't bad. It's... reliable."

"Reliable. The sexiest adjective in the English language."

Was he... was he flirting? No. Probably not. Successful fifty-something businessmen didn't flirt with twenty-one-year-old baristas. That was ridiculous.

Julie grabbed a Sharpie, and before she could stop herself, drew a small heart on his cup. She'd been doing it for two weeks now. He'd never said anything about it, and she couldn't decide if that was good or mortifying.

"One blueberry scone today?" she asked, praying her voice sounded normal.

"You know, why not? You talked me into it."

"I didn't say anything."

"You gave me that look. The one that says the scones are really good today."

Julie laughed, actually laughed, as she plated the scone. "I don't have a scone look."

"You absolutely do. It's very persuasive." He handed her his card, and their fingers brushed. Julie jerked back like she'd been shocked, nearly dropping the card reader.

"Sorry! Sorry, static electricity."

Jake's expression was unreadable. "No problem."

She processed his payment with shaking hands, then watched as he added his usual tip. Five dollars. Again.

"You know you don't have to tip that much," Julie said, immediately regretting it. You weren't supposed to turn down money, especially money you desperately needed.

"I know." He picked up his coffee, examining the heart on the cup for a long moment. "But I want to. You make the best coffee in the city."

"It's just coffee."

"No," he said, his eyes meeting hers. "It's not."

The moment stretched. Julie forgot how to breathe. Then Jake cleared his throat, grabbing the scone plate.

"Have a good day, Julie."

"You too," she managed.

She watched him walk to his usual table by the window instead of leaving immediately. He set down his briefcase, pulled out a laptop, and took a sip of coffee. Worked for about ten minutes while eating his scone. Then, like always, he packed up and headed for the door.

Unlike always, he paused with his hand on the handle.

Turned back.

Their eyes met across the shop.

Julie's heart hammered against her ribs.

Then he smiled—not his usual polite customer smile, but something warmer, more personal—and left.

"Oh. My. God." Mia materialized at her elbow. "Did you see that? He totally likes you."

"He does not." Julie slumped against the counter, her legs suddenly weak. "He's just... nice. To everyone. Probably."

"He doesn't look at everyone the way he looks at you. Trust me, I've been watching. The man is smitten."

"With a coffee shop employee who can barely string two sentences together around him? Right." Julie grabbed the rag and started wiping the counter again, needing something to do with her hands.

"Hey." Mia's voice softened. "Stop selling yourself short. You're smart, you're beautiful, and you make a damn good cup of coffee. Any guy would be lucky to date you."

"Yeah, well, guys like Jake Kinser don't date girls like me. He's probably got supermodels lining up."

"Maybe he's tired of supermodels. Maybe he wants someone real."

Julie watched through the window as Jake climbed into a sleek black Tesla. Even his car was perfect. He glanced back at the shop one more time before pulling into traffic.

"It doesn't matter anyway," Julie said quietly. "Nothing's going to happen. He'll keep coming in, I'll keep making his coffee, and eventually he'll find a new regular spot and I'll never see him again. That's how these things work."

"Or," Mia said, "you could actually talk to him. Like, a real conversation."

"About what? 'Hey, successful businessman, want to hear about my crushing student debt and how I live with three roommates in an apartment where the heat doesn't work half the time?'"

"About anything. Books. Movies. The weather. Normal stuff. You're so busy assuming you're not good enough that you don't even try."

Julie knew Mia was right. She'd been doing this her whole life—writing herself out of opportunities before they even started. But Jake Kinser wasn't an opportunity. He was a fantasy. A gorgeous, unattainable, way-out-of-her-league fantasy who happened to like his coffee black.

The bell chimed as a group of nurses from the hospital down the street rushed in, already calling out their complicated orders.

Julie pushed thoughts of Jake aside and got back to work. Real life didn't have room for fairy tales about billionaire princes falling for pauper baristas. Real life was student loans and early morning shifts and scraping by until you could maybe, possibly, someday open your own bakery.

But that night, lying in bed, Julie pulled out her phone and—feeling absolutely ridiculous—Googled "Jake Kinser."

Mia hadn't been lying. CEO and founder of Kinser Ventures. A string of successful investments in tech startups. Divorced. Fifty-five years old.

Thirty-four years older than her.

Julie closed the browser and stared at her ceiling.

It didn't matter how many times he smiled at her or how her heart raced when he walked in. Some gaps were too wide to cross. Some people existed in completely different worlds.

And yet.

She fell asleep thinking about gray-blue eyes and the way he'd looked at the heart on his coffee cup.

Like it meant something.


Chapter Two: The Question

Two weeks later, Julie had fallen into a dangerous routine.

Every morning, she'd draw a little heart on Jake's cup. Sometimes she added a smiley face. Once, feeling particularly bold, she'd written "Have a great day!" in her neatest handwriting. He never mentioned it, but she'd caught him studying the cups more than once, that unreadable expression on his face.

"You're going to give yourself away," Mia warned on Friday morning, watching Julie add an especially elaborate heart to Jake's usual order. "At this point, you might as well just write 'I have a massive crush on you' on the cup."

"It's just friendly customer service," Julie said, though her hands trembled slightly as she capped the Sharpie.

"Uh-huh. And I'm just the Queen of England."

The morning had started with rain—not a gentle drizzle but a full downpour that hammered against the shop windows. It was the kind of weather that kept most people home, and the shop had been eerily quiet. Even the usual hospital crowd had thinned.

At 7:14, Julie checked the door for the fifteenth time.

"He'll come," Mia said. "Man's more reliable than the sunrise."

"I wasn't—"

The bell chimed.

Jake stepped in, shaking rain from his dark umbrella. His hair was slightly damp despite his efforts, and droplets clung to his navy overcoat. He looked... softer somehow. Less boardroom, more human.

"Good morning, Julie." He smiled, and she noticed he'd said her name first this time. Before she'd said anything.

"Morning, Jake." She'd started using his first name last week after he'd specifically asked her to stop calling him Mr. Kinser. "Rough weather out there."

"Biblical." He approached the counter, and she caught that cedar scent again, mixed now with rain and something else. Coffee, probably, from some earlier meeting. "I almost stayed home, but then I thought—"

He stopped.

"Thought what?" Julie asked, surprised at her own boldness.

His eyes met hers. "Thought I'd miss the best coffee in the city."

There it was again. That thing he did where simple words felt weighted with meaning she couldn't quite interpret.

"The usual?" Her voice came out steadier than she felt.

"Please."

Julie turned to make his coffee, hyperaware of his presence behind her. Usually, the shop had at least a few other customers providing a buffer. Today, it was just them. Just Jake watching her, and Mia conspicuously reorganizing the storage room.

"So," Jake said as she poured, "how long have you worked here?"

Small talk. They were making actual small talk. "About two years. Started during college, kept the job after I graduated."

"What did you study?"

"Business, with a minor in culinary arts." Julie handed him the cup, making sure their fingers didn't touch this time. She didn't trust herself. "Exciting stuff."

"Sounds like you have plans."

"Maybe. Someday." She grabbed a cloth and started wiping down the already-clean espresso machine, needing something to do. "I want to open my own bakery. Nothing huge, just a little neighborhood place. Good bread, good pastries, the kind of spot where people feel at home."

When she glanced back, Jake was studying her with an intensity that made her skin tingle.

"That's a wonderful dream," he said quietly. "Are you working toward it?"

Julie laughed, a short, sharp sound. "Working toward crushing student debt and rent, mostly. The bakery's more of a... maybe-in-ten-years kind of thing."

"Why ten years?"

"Because that's how long it'll take to save enough money, get enough experience, not completely fail?" She hadn't meant to sound so bitter.

"Fair enough." Jake picked up his coffee, examining the heart on the cup. "Though for what it's worth, I think you could do it sooner than you think. If you wanted to."

"You don't even know if I can bake."

"I've had your blueberry scones three times a week for three months. You can bake."

"I don't make those. They come from a supplier."

"Oh." He looked genuinely disappointed. "Well, still. I'm sure you're talented."

"You can't possibly know that."

"Call it instinct. I've made a career out of recognizing potential."

Julie's heart was doing complicated things in her chest. "Is that what you do? Recognize potential?"

"Among other things. I invest in tech startups, mostly. Find promising companies, help them grow." He took a sip of coffee, his eyes never leaving hers. "I'm good at seeing value that others miss."

The air between them felt charged, electric. Julie gripped the edge of the counter.

"That must be... interesting work," she managed.

"It can be. Also lonely." The words came out before he seemed to catch them. He cleared his throat. "I mean, a lot of travel. Long hours."

"Is that why—" Julie stopped herself. Don't ask about his divorce, don't ask about his divorce.

"Why my marriage ended?" Jake's smile was rueful. "Partially. That and the fact that my ex-wife and I wanted completely different things. She wanted the society circuit, charity galas, summer in the Hamptons. I wanted..." He trailed off, looking out at the rain. "Something more real, I suppose."

"Did you find it?"

"I'm looking." His gaze returned to her, and the weight of it made her breath catch. "What about you? Are you seeing anyone?"

The question hung in the air between them.

"No," Julie said. "No time, mostly. Between work and, you know, trying to have some kind of life..."

"I understand that." He was still holding his coffee, making no move to leave. Outside, the rain intensified, sheeting against the windows. "This weather's not letting up."

"Doesn't look like it."

"I don't suppose you have plans tonight? Friday night, you must have—"

"I'm working," Julie blurted out. "Saturday too. Night shift Saturday, actually. We're open until nine on weekends."

Why had she told him that? What was wrong with her?

"Night shift on Saturday," Jake repeated slowly. A muscle worked in his jaw. "That's a long day."

"Yeah, but the tips are better at night. People coming in after dinner, meeting friends. Less rushed."

He nodded, set down his coffee cup. Picked it up again. Set it down.

Jake Kinser, CEO and venture capitalist, looked nervous.

"Julie," he said, and her name in his voice did things to her she didn't want to examine. "This is probably completely inappropriate. You're working, I'm a customer, and I'm old enough to be your—"

"Don't," she interrupted. "Don't say it. Please."

Their eyes locked.

"I'd really like to take you to dinner," Jake said in a rush. "Tomorrow night, after your shift. If you're interested. Which you're probably not, and I've completely misread this situation, and I apologize if I've made you uncomfortable—"

"Yes."

He blinked. "Yes?"

"Yes, I'd like to have dinner with you." Julie's heart was hammering so hard she was sure he could hear it. "Tomorrow night. After my shift."

The smile that spread across Jake's face transformed him. He looked younger, lighter, almost boyish.

"Really?"

"Really." She couldn't help but smile back. "Unless you've changed your mind in the last thirty seconds."

"No. God, no." He ran a hand through his damp hair, laughing. "I've been trying to work up the courage to ask you for two weeks."

"You have?"

"Julie, I come here every single morning at seven-fifteen for coffee I could make at home. What did you think I was doing?"

"I thought... I don't know. I thought maybe you just really liked our coffee."

"I do," he said softly. "But that's not why I come."

The moment stretched between them, fragile and perfect. Then Mia dropped something in the back room with a crash, and they both jumped.

"I should—" Jake gestured to the door. "I have a meeting at eight. But tomorrow? I'll pick you up at nine?"

"Nine-thirty? I need time to change and not smell like coffee beans."

"Nine-thirty. Perfect." He grabbed his briefcase, then paused. "I don't have your number."

Julie's hands shook as she took his phone and entered her contact information. When she handed it back, their fingers brushed, and this time neither of them pulled away.

"I'll text you," Jake said. "So you have mine. In case you... in case you need to change your mind."

"I won't."

"Okay." He backed toward the door, nearly walking into a chair. "Okay. Tomorrow."

"Tomorrow."

He left, walking into the rain without opening his umbrella, and Julie watched through the window as he seemed to realize this halfway to his car. He looked back at the shop, saw her watching, and grinned like a teenager.

The moment he was out of sight, Julie's knees gave out. She sank onto the stool behind the counter, her whole body shaking.

"OH MY GOD!" Mia burst out of the back room. "Did that just happen? Did Jake Kinser just ask you out?"

"I think so?" Julie's voice came out as a squeak. "Oh my God. Oh my God, Mia, what did I just do?"

"You said yes to a date with a gorgeous, successful man who clearly adores you. You did the right thing!"

"He's thirty-four years older than me!"

"So? You're both adults."

"What if he just wants—" Julie couldn't finish the sentence. "What if this is just some mid-life crisis thing? Young woman, ego boost, whatever?"

Mia crouched down, taking Julie's hands. "Hey. Look at me. That man has been coming in here for three months. Three months of just coffee and small talk. If all he wanted was a hookup, there are easier ways. He likes you, Jules. Actually likes you."

"But why? I'm nobody. I'm a barista with student loans and secondhand clothes and—"

"Stop. You need to stop doing this thing where you decide you're not good enough before you even try." Mia squeezed her hands. "Go on the date. Have fun. See what happens. And if it turns out he's a creep, I'll personally key his fancy Tesla."

Julie laughed despite herself. "You would, wouldn't you?"

"Absolutely. But I don't think I'll need to." Mia stood. "Now, important question: what are you wearing?"

"Oh God, I don't know. I don't have anything nice enough for wherever he's planning to take me."

"We have twenty-four hours. We can work with that."

Julie's phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number: Already counting down the hours. —Jake

She stared at it, reading it three times, then showed Mia.

"Girl, he's smitten. Look at that message. 'Counting down the hours'? The man's got it bad."

Another buzz: And Julie? I'm really glad you said yes.

"What do I say back?" Julie asked, panicking.

"Something normal! Something cute!"

Julie typed with trembling fingers: Me too. See you tomorrow.

Three dots appeared immediately, then: Can't wait.

The rest of the shift passed in a blur. Julie moved through the motions of making coffee, taking orders, cleaning up, but her mind was a thousand miles away. Or rather, twenty-four hours away.

By the time she got home to her apartment—a cramped third-floor walk-up she shared with two other girls—reality was starting to set in.

"You're doing WHAT?" Her roommate Brittany stared at her from the couch. "Julie, this guy could be your dad."

"He's fifty-five, not seventy," Julie said, dumping her bag by the door. "And we're just having dinner."

"Just dinner with a man you don't know. Have you Googled him? What if he's a serial killer?"

"I did Google him. He's a successful businessman. And Mia knows where I'll be."

"Successful businessmen can be serial killers too," Brittany muttered, but there was worry in her eyes, not judgment. "I just don't want you to get hurt. Older guys with money? They usually want something specific from younger women."

"Maybe," Julie admitted. "Or maybe he just likes me."

"And if he does? Then what? You date a guy who's in his fifties while you're barely out of college? He's probably going to want you to quit your job, be available whenever he wants, mold yourself into whatever he needs—"

"You don't know that."

"No, I don't. But I've seen it happen." Brittany softened. "Look, I'm not saying don't go. I'm saying be careful. Guard your heart. Don't let him make you feel like you need to be something you're not."

That night, Julie lay awake staring at her ceiling, Brittany's words echoing in her head. She pulled up Jake's text messages, reading them over and over.

Her phone buzzed with a new message: I hope this isn't too forward, but I wanted to make sure you know—tomorrow is just dinner. No pressure, no expectations. I just want to spend time with you. If at any point you're uncomfortable, we can call it a night. Okay?

Julie stared at the message for a long moment, then typed back: Okay. Thank you for saying that.

Sleep well, Julie.

You too.

She set her phone down, a smile creeping across her face despite her anxieties.

Saturday morning came too fast and too slow. Julie stumbled through her shift in a daze, dropping cups, forgetting orders, generally being useless.

"Go home," Mia finally said at two o'clock. "You're a disaster. Get some rest before tonight."

"I'm working until nine—"

"I got Sarah to cover. Go. Shower. Shave your legs. Do whatever pre-date ritual you need. I've got this."

Julie hugged her. "You're the best friend ever."

"I know. Now go. And text me when you're home safe tonight!"

By eight o'clock, Julie stood in front of her closet surrounded by every piece of clothing she owned, most of it strewn across her bed.

Nothing was right. Everything was too casual, too young, too cheap-looking.

"The black dress," Brittany said from the doorway. "The one you wore to your college graduation. It's simple, classy, and you look amazing in it."

Julie pulled it out. It was simple—knee-length, fitted but not tight, with a modest neckline. She'd bought it at a thrift store for twenty dollars.

"What if it's not nice enough?"

"Then he's taking you somewhere too fancy for a first date, which would be a red flag anyway." Brittany came in, started helping her clean up. "You got this, Jules. Just be yourself. If he doesn't like who you actually are, then he's not worth it anyway."

At nine-twenty, Julie checked her reflection one last time. The black dress, her nicest shoes—ballet flats, because she didn't own heels she could walk in—minimal makeup because she didn't trust herself not to smudge it. Her hair was down, loose waves she'd coaxed with a curling iron.

She looked... okay. Not magazine-cover gorgeous, but okay.

Her phone buzzed: Downstairs whenever you're ready. No rush.

Julie took a deep breath, grabbed her small purse, and headed for the door.

"Text me every hour," Brittany called. "And if he's a creep, call me. I'll come get you."

"I will. Thanks, Britt."

The stairs seemed endless. Julie's heart pounded with every step. What was she doing? This was crazy. He was going to take one look at her in her thrift-store dress and her discount shoes and realize he'd made a terrible mistake.

She pushed open the building's main door.

Jake was leaning against his Tesla, looking up at her building. He wore dark jeans and a gray sweater that probably cost more than her monthly rent, casual but still somehow elegant. When he saw her, his face lit up.

"Hi," he said, straightening.

"Hi."

He crossed the sidewalk, stopped a few feet away, his eyes taking her in. "You look beautiful."

"You don't have to—"

"I'm not saying it to be polite. You look beautiful." His voice was sincere, almost reverent. "Are you ready?"

Julie nodded, not trusting her voice.

Jake opened the passenger door for her, and as she slid into the expensive leather seat, one thought crystallized in her mind:

This is really happening.


Chapter Three: First Date

The car smelled like leather and that cedar scent Julie had come to associate with Jake. Soft jazz played through the speakers, something instrumental and sophisticated that she didn't recognize.

"Too much?" Jake asked, noticing her glance at the dashboard. "I can change it."

"No, it's nice. I just don't know much about jazz."

"Neither do I, honestly. My ex-wife was the music snob. I just know I like the way this sounds." He pulled into traffic, his hands relaxed on the steering wheel. "Are you hungry? I made reservations for nine-forty-five, but we can push it back if you need more time."

"I'm good. Where are we going?"

"A place called Marcella's. Italian. It's in the arts district—have you been?"

Julie shook her head. "I don't really go out much. To nice places, I mean."

Smooth, Julie. Why don't you just tell him you're poor and boring?

"Then I'm glad I get to take you." Jake glanced at her, smiled. "You seem nervous."

"I am nervous."

"Don't be. It's just dinner. Two people eating food and talking. Happens millions of times a day."

"Not with—" Julie stopped herself.

"Not with what?"

"Nothing."

"Julie." He pulled up to a red light, turned to face her fully. "Whatever you're thinking, just say it. I promise I won't be offended."

She took a breath. "Not with someone like you and someone like me."

"Someone like me," Jake repeated slowly. "What does that mean?"

"You know what it means. Successful, sophisticated, drives a Tesla. And I'm—I'm a barista who takes the bus everywhere and lives in a walk-up with two roommates."

The light changed, but Jake didn't move immediately. The car behind them honked, and he accelerated smoothly.

"You know what I see when I look at you?" he said quietly. "Someone smart enough to earn a degree while working full-time. Someone brave enough to have dreams even when they seem impossible. Someone who draws little hearts on coffee cups and doesn't realize how much that can brighten someone's day."

Julie felt her throat tighten. "You noticed those."

"I noticed everything." His voice was soft. "The way you bite your lip when you're concentrating on the espresso machine. How you always remember the regulars' orders. That little line that appears between your eyebrows when you're trying not to laugh at something. I've been noticing you for three months, Julie. So please don't think you're not enough. You're—" He stopped, cleared his throat. "You're more than enough."

She didn't know what to say to that, so she looked out the window at the city passing by. The arts district was unfamiliar territory—trendy galleries and upscale restaurants, couples strolling hand in hand despite the lingering dampness from yesterday's rain.

Jake pulled up to a valet stand, and a young man in a crisp uniform hurried over.

"Good evening, Mr. Kinser," the valet said, opening Julie's door before she could reach for the handle.

"Thanks, Marcus." Jake came around the car, offering Julie his hand.

She took it. His palm was warm, slightly calloused in a way that surprised her. She'd expected soft businessman hands.

"I used to rock climb," Jake said, catching her expression. "Before the divorce, before life got complicated. Haven't been in a couple years, but apparently your hands remember."

"You rock climbed?"

"Still do, occasionally. There's a gym downtown. Indoor walls, mostly, but I used to go to real cliffs every weekend." He kept her hand as they walked toward the restaurant. "Do you like hiking? Being outdoors?"

"I love it. I don't get to go as much as I'd like, but yeah. There's something about being in nature that makes everything else feel... quieter."

"Exactly." His face lit up. "Most people don't get that. They think you go outdoors to do something, but really you go to just be."

The restaurant was beautiful—exposed brick walls, soft lighting, the scent of garlic and fresh bread. Not ostentatiously fancy, but clearly expensive. The kind of place where Julie felt acutely aware of her thrift-store dress.

"Mr. Kinser, wonderful to see you." A woman in a black dress approached, her smile professional and warm. "Your table is ready."

They were led to a corner booth, private and intimate. Julie slid in, and Jake sat across from her, his long legs nearly touching hers under the table.

"Wine?" he asked, scanning the list. "Or we can get something else if you prefer."

"I'm only twenty-one," Julie blurted out. "Like, barely. My birthday was three months ago."

Jake set down the wine list, his expression unreadable. "I know."

"You know?"

"I may have noticed your birthday on your credit card when you bought coffee on your break one day." He had the grace to look slightly embarrassed. "That sounds creepy when I say it out loud."

"A little," Julie admitted, but she was smiling. "So you knew how old I was and asked me out anyway?"

"I knew how old you were and spent two weeks trying to talk myself out of asking you out." He met her eyes. "Obviously, I failed."

"I'm glad you failed."

"Are you?" The question was serious. "Because I need you to know, Julie, I thought about this. A lot. The age difference, the power dynamic, all of it. And I almost convinced myself it would be wrong to ask. But then I thought—we're both adults. We both get to make our own choices. And I really, really wanted to get to know you."

A waiter appeared with water and menus, giving Julie a moment to process Jake's words.

"I'm glad you asked," she said when they were alone again. "Even though I'm terrified right now."

"Of what?"

"Screwing this up. Using the wrong fork. Saying something stupid. Take your pick."

Jake reached across the table, his hand stopping just short of hers. "Can I?"

She nodded, and he took her hand, his thumb tracing gentle circles on her palm.

"There's no wrong fork," he said. "And you couldn't say something stupid if you tried. Just be you. That's all I want."

The menu was in Italian. Julie stared at it, recognizing maybe three words.

"The osso buco is incredible," Jake said, taking pity on her. "Or if you prefer seafood, the branzino is excellent. And they make this carbonara that's better than anything I had in Rome."

"You've been to Rome?"

"A few times. Work, mostly, but I tried to enjoy it when I could." He set down his menu. "Have you traveled much?"

"Define 'much.' I went to Florida once for spring break sophomore year. Does that count?"

"It counts." He was smiling. "Where would you go if you could go anywhere?"

"Paris," Julie said immediately. "I know that's cliché, but I've always wanted to see the patisseries there. The real ones, where they've been making the same croissants for a hundred years. And Italy, obviously. And—this is going to sound weird—Iceland."

"Iceland isn't weird. It's stunning. The landscapes are otherworldly."

"You've been?"

"Twice. Incredible hiking." Jake leaned forward. "There's this place called Landmannalaugar—rainbow mountains, hot springs, absolute middle of nowhere. Most beautiful place I've ever seen."

They ordered—Julie chose the carbonara, Jake got the osso buco—and fell into easy conversation. He asked about her family (complicated; her parents divorced when she was twelve, her mom remarried, her dad moved to Arizona). She asked about his work (fascinating but demanding, especially finding the balance between promising ideas and actual viability).

"So you just... give people money?" Julie asked, genuinely curious.

"Essentially. Though it's more complicated than that. I look for companies with strong fundamentals, good leadership, innovative ideas. Then I invest capital in exchange for equity. If they succeed, everyone wins."

"And if they fail?"

"Then I lose money." He shrugged. "It's happened more than once. You learn to accept that not every bet pays off."

"That seems stressful."

"It can be. But it's also exhilarating when you find something special. When you see potential that others missed and help bring it to life." His eyes studied her face. "Kind of like opening a bakery."

Julie laughed. "My bakery is not a tech startup."

"No, but the principle is the same. You see something others might not—a neighborhood that needs a gathering place, a gap in the market for quality baked goods. You have the skills and the vision. You just need the capital and the courage."

"The courage I'm working on. The capital might take a while."

Their food arrived, and Julie tried not to moan at the first bite of carbonara. It was perfect—silky, rich, the pasta cooked exactly right.

"Good?" Jake asked, clearly amused by her expression.

"So good. This is—I've never had anything like this."

"I'm glad. Though now I'm going to feel inadequate if I ever try to cook for you."

The casual way he said it—when he cooked for her, not if—made Julie's heart skip.

They talked through dinner about everything and nothing. Old movies—they both loved film noir, could quote Casablanca at length. Books—Jake preferred non-fiction, Julie loved mysteries. Their worst jobs—his was telemarketing at eighteen, hers was a brief stint as a mall Easter Bunny photographer.

"You were the Easter Bunny?" Jake was laughing so hard he'd set down his fork.

"I was the photographer! But I had to wear bunny ears. Children cried when they saw me. It was traumatic for everyone involved."

"I would have paid money to see that."

"There are no photos. I made sure of it."

The waiter cleared their plates and asked about dessert. Jake looked at Julie.

"I'm too full," she admitted. "But it all looks amazing."

"We can walk it off," Jake suggested. "If you're not ready for the night to end."

"I'm not."

He paid the check—she tried not to look at the total and failed, her stomach dropping when she saw three digits—and helped her with her coat. Outside, the rain had stopped completely, leaving the streets glistening under streetlights.

"This way," Jake said, gesturing down the block. "There's a park nearby. Unless you're too cold?"

"I'm fine."

They walked side by side, close but not touching. Julie was hyperaware of the space between them, the way their hands swung in almost-synchronization.

"Can I ask you something?" Julie said after a few minutes of comfortable silence.

"Anything."

"Earlier, you said you'd been lonely. Since the divorce."

Jake was quiet for a moment. "I have been. The marriage—it wasn't good for a long time before it ended. We were living separate lives in the same house. And after the divorce, I threw myself into work. Easier to stay busy than deal with the fact that I'd spent twenty years with someone and still ended up alone."

"Twenty years is a long time."

"It is. We married young—well, I was young. Twenty-nine. She was twenty-five. We wanted different things even then, but I thought we'd figure it out. We didn't."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. It was the right decision for both of us. She's actually happier now—remarried last year to a guy who loves the country club scene as much as she does." He glanced at Julie. "What about you? I've been monopolizing the conversation. Tell me about your last relationship."

Julie grimaced. "There's not much to tell. Dated a guy my junior year of college. We broke up when he transferred to a school in California. Before that, high school boyfriend who I thought I'd marry until I realized we had nothing in common except proximity."

"So you're not..." Jake paused. "I'm asking if you're seeing anyone else, and I'm realizing I should have asked that before tonight."

"I'm not. Are you?"

"God, no. I haven't been on a date in two years. Haven't wanted to, until—" He stopped walking.

They'd reached the park, a small green space with a fountain in the center. The water was illuminated from below, creating dancing patterns of light and shadow.

"Until what?" Julie prompted.

Jake turned to face her fully. "Until a beautiful woman started drawing hearts on my coffee cups and smiling at me like I was the best part of her morning. And I realized I was coming to that coffee shop every day not for the caffeine but for the chance to see her."

Julie's breath caught. "Jake—"

"I know this is fast. I know we barely know each other. But I need you to understand something." He stepped closer, and she could smell that cedar scent again, mixed with the crisp night air. "I didn't ask you out on a whim. I've been thinking about this for months. About you. About whether I had any right to want something with someone so much younger, so far outside my usual world."

"And?" Her voice was barely a whisper.

"And I decided that I'd regret it forever if I didn't at least try." His hand came up, hovering near her face but not quite touching. "Can I kiss you?"

Julie nodded, not trusting her voice.

Jake's hand cupped her cheek, warm and gentle, and he leaned in slowly—giving her every chance to pull away. His lips met hers softly at first, questioning.

Julie's eyes fluttered closed, and she leaned into the kiss, her hands coming up to grip his sweater. Jake made a soft sound and deepened the kiss, his other hand settling on her waist, pulling her closer.

This wasn't like kissing boys her own age—fumbling and uncertain. Jake kissed with confidence and intention, like he knew exactly what he was doing and wanted to savor every second. His lips moved against hers with a practiced ease that made her knees weak.

When they finally broke apart, both breathing harder, Julie kept her eyes closed for a moment, not wanting to lose the feeling.

"Julie." Jake's voice was rough. "Look at me."

She opened her eyes. His pupils were dilated, his hair slightly mussed where her fingers had tangled in it without her realizing.

"I should take you home," he said, though he made no move to step back. "Before I forget every good intention I have."

"What if I don't want to go home yet?"

His jaw clenched. "Don't say things like that. I'm trying to be a gentleman here."

"Why?"

"Because—" He stepped back, running a hand through his hair. "Because I like you too much to rush this. Because I want to do this right. Because you deserve more than a first date that ends with us making out in a park."

Julie felt herself smiling. "You like me too much?"

"Way too much. It's actually a problem."

"I like you too much too."

Jake groaned. "You're not making this easy."

"Sorry?"

"No, you're not." But he was smiling as he took her hand, lacing their fingers together. "Come on. I'll walk you home before I completely lose my mind."

The walk back to his car was slower than the walk to the park. Their hands stayed linked, and twice Jake pulled her closer when someone passed too near on the sidewalk—protective without being possessive.

The drive to her apartment took too long and not long enough. Jake parked in front of her building, killed the engine, then turned to her.

"I had a really good time tonight," he said.

"Me too."

"Can I see you again? Tomorrow?"

"I work tomorrow. Seven AM shift."

"What time do you get off?"

"Three."

"Dinner at four?"

Julie laughed. "That's really early for dinner."

"Fine. Coffee at four. A walk. Literally anything where I get to spend time with you."

"Okay. Yes. Four o'clock."

Jake smiled, that full genuine smile that transformed his face. "I'll pick you up from work."

"You don't have to—"

"I want to."

He got out, came around to open her door, then walked her to the building entrance. The streetlight cast shadows across his face, making him look younger.

"Thank you for tonight," Julie said. "For dinner and the walk and—"

Jake kissed her again, cutting off her words. This kiss was slower, deeper, his hands framing her face like she was something precious. Julie's back pressed against the door, and she felt the solid weight of him, the controlled strength in how he held her.

When he pulled back this time, they were both shaking.

"I really need to go," Jake said, his forehead resting against hers. "Right now. Before I do something stupid."

"It wouldn't be stupid."

"Julie." Her name was half plea, half warning. "I'm trying to be good here."

"Okay." She stepped back, immediately missing his warmth. "Okay. Tomorrow at four."

"Tomorrow at four." He kissed her forehead, then her nose, then her lips one more time—quick and chaste. "Sleep well."

"You too."

Julie watched him walk back to his car, watched him sit in the driver's seat for a long moment before starting the engine. He looked up at her building, and even from this distance, she could see his smile.

She waved. He waved back. Then he pulled away from the curb, and she watched until his taillights disappeared around the corner.

Julie touched her lips, still tingling from his kisses. Her whole body felt electric, alive in a way she'd never experienced.

Her phone buzzed: I miss you already. Is that crazy?

She typed back: Not if I feel the same way.

Tomorrow can't come fast enough.

Goodnight, Jake.

Goodnight, beautiful.

Julie floated up the three flights of stairs to her apartment. Brittany was waiting on the couch, laptop open but clearly not paying attention to whatever show was paused on the screen.

"Well?" Brittany demanded. "How was it? Are you okay? Did he try anything?"

"It was perfect." Julie collapsed onto the couch beside her. "Britt, it was absolutely perfect."

"Tell me everything. And I mean everything."

So Julie did. The restaurant, the conversation, the walk, the kisses. By the time she finished, Brittany's skeptical expression had softened.

"He sounds... actually nice," Brittany admitted. "I was expecting some sleazy rich guy, but this sounds like he really likes you."

"He does. I think he really does."

"And you like him."

"So much it scares me."

Brittany pulled her into a hug. "Then I'm happy for you. But seriously, if he hurts you, I will key that Tesla."

Julie laughed into her roommate's shoulder. "You're the second person to threaten his car."

"Good. He should know there are consequences."

Later, lying in bed, Julie replayed the entire night. The way Jake had looked at her across the table. The feel of his lips on hers. The barely restrained want in his voice when he'd said he needed to leave.

Her phone lit up with one final text: Still thinking about you. Sweet dreams.

Julie fell asleep with her phone clutched to her chest, a smile on her face, and the taste of Jake Kinser still on her lips.

Tomorrow couldn't come fast enough.


Chapter Four: Crossing Lines

Three weeks.

Julie had been dating Jake Kinser for three weeks, and it was both the best and most frustrating period of her life.

They'd fallen into a routine. Jake picked her up after her shifts—sometimes for dinner, sometimes just for walks or coffee somewhere that wasn't her workplace. They'd spent an entire Saturday hiking a trail outside the city, where Julie learned that Jake was still in excellent shape despite his age and that she found him even more attractive when he was windswept and slightly sweaty. They'd gone to a classic movie theater showing Sunset Boulevard, where they'd held hands in the dark like teenagers.

And they'd kissed. God, had they kissed. Against his car. In the park. On her doorstep. Long, deep kisses that left Julie aching and wanting and completely frustrated because Jake always, always pulled back before things went too far.

"I want to take this slow," he'd said after their fifth date, when Julie had invited him up to her apartment and he'd declined. "I don't want you to think this is just about sex."

"What if I want it to be about sex?" Julie had asked, only half-joking.

Jake had closed his eyes like he was in pain. "You're killing me."

"Good."

Now, sitting at the counter during her Thursday morning shift, Julie was restless. Her phone buzzed with a text from Jake: Dinner at my place tonight? I'll cook.

Her heart jumped. His place. They'd never been to his apartment—always public spaces, restaurants, her building's stoop. This felt significant.

What time? she typed back.

Seven? I'll pick you up at 6:30.

I can take the bus—

Julie. Let me pick you up.

She smiled. Okay. See you then.

"That smile means it's Jake," Mia said, wiping down the espresso machine. "You two are disgustingly cute together."

"We haven't even slept together yet."

"What? It's been three weeks!"

"I know." Julie groaned, dropping her head onto the counter. "He keeps saying he wants to take it slow. Meanwhile, I'm going insane."

"Maybe tonight's the night. I mean, he's cooking for you at his place. That's definitely a sign."

"Or he just wants to cook."

"Men don't invite women to their apartments just to cook." Mia grinned. "Wear nice underwear."

"I don't have nice underwear."

"Then go buy some! You get off at three. Plenty of time."

Which is how Julie found herself at the mall at three-thirty, staring at a rack of lingerie and feeling completely out of her depth.

"Can I help you?" A saleswoman approached, perfectly made up and elegant.

"I need... something nice. But not too nice? Like, nice enough to be intentional but not so nice that it's obvious I planned it?"

The woman smiled knowingly. "Special occasion?"

"Maybe. Hopefully. I don't know." Julie felt her face heat. "This is harder than I thought."

"First time with someone new?"

"First time with someone period," Julie admitted. "I mean, not first first time, but first time that feels like it really matters."

The woman's expression softened. "Then let's find you something that makes you feel confident and beautiful. That's what matters most."

Twenty minutes later, Julie walked out with a bag containing a black lace bra and matching underwear that had cost more than she usually spent on groceries in a week. She tried not to think about her credit card balance.

At home, she showered, shaved everything twice, and stood in front of her closet for the third time that week.

"The blue dress," Brittany said from the doorway. "The wrap one. It's sexy but classy, and you can wear it with flats so you don't tower over him."

"I wouldn't tower. He's six-one."

"In heels you would. Trust me, the blue dress with flats. And Julie?" Brittany's expression turned serious. "Are you sure about this? About him?"

"I'm sure."

"Because it's okay to take your time. You don't have to sleep with him just because—"

"I want to," Julie interrupted. "I really, really want to. I've wanted to for weeks. He's the one pumping the brakes."

"Okay. Then go have fun. Be safe. And text me when you get home."

"I will. Thanks, Britt."

Jake arrived at exactly six-thirty, looking unfairly handsome in dark jeans and a navy henley. His eyes widened when he saw her.

"You look incredible," he said, his voice slightly rough.

"Thank you. You too."

The drive to his building was quiet, charged with anticipation. Jake's hand rested on her thigh, his thumb tracing absent patterns that were driving her insane.

"Nervous?" he asked.

"A little. I've never been to your place."

"It's just an apartment."

It was not just an apartment.

The elevator opened directly into his penthouse—floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the city, modern furniture that looked expensive but comfortable, an open kitchen with gleaming appliances. Everything was clean, sophisticated, and utterly Jake.

"This is..." Julie turned in a slow circle. "Wow."

"Too much?" He looked genuinely worried.

"No. It's beautiful. I'm just—I knew you were successful, but seeing this makes it real."

Jake came up behind her, his hands settling on her shoulders. "Does it bother you? The money difference?"

"Sometimes," she admitted. "Not because I care that you have money, but because I worry that's all I can offer you. That I'm just—"

"Stop." He turned her to face him. "You're not 'just' anything. You're smart and funny and kind and you make me feel like myself for the first time in years. Money doesn't mean anything compared to that."

Julie reached up, pulling him down for a kiss. He responded immediately, his arms wrapping around her waist, pulling her close. The kiss deepened, and Julie felt the familiar heat building between them.

Jake pulled back, breathing hard. "Dinner. I should—dinner's going to burn."

"Let it burn," Julie said, but he was already stepping away, heading to the kitchen.

"Wine?" he called, pulling a bottle from the fridge.

"Yes, please."

She watched him move around the kitchen with easy confidence, stirring something that smelled incredible, checking the oven. It was intimate, domestic, and Julie felt something in her chest tighten at the sight.

"Can I help?" she asked.

"You can keep me company. Tell me about your day."

So she did, perching on a barstool at the kitchen island while Jake finished cooking. They talked about work—hers was boring, his was complicated—and about a movie they wanted to see next week. Normal conversation, except nothing felt normal with this tension thrumming between them.

Dinner was pan-seared salmon with roasted vegetables, and it was delicious. Jake had set the table on his balcony, where they could see the city lights spreading out below them.

"You can really cook," Julie said, taking another bite.

"One of the few useful skills from my marriage. She didn't cook, so I learned." He poured more wine. "Though I have to say, cooking for someone who actually appreciates it is much nicer."

"She didn't appreciate it?"

"She appreciated that it was done. That's different." Jake set down his fork, his expression turning serious. "Can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Are you happy? With this, with us? Because I know it's not conventional, and I know people probably judge you for dating someone my age, and I just—I need to know you're okay."

Julie reached across the table, taking his hand. "Jake, I'm more than okay. I'm happy. Happier than I've been in a long time. Yes, the age difference is weird sometimes, and yes, my roommate thinks I'm crazy, and my mother is going to have a heart attack when she finds out. But when I'm with you, none of that matters."

"Your mother doesn't know?"

"Not yet. She keeps asking, but I've been putting her off." Julie bit her lip. "I'm worried about what she'll say. What she'll think."

"That her daughter is dating someone old enough to be her father?"

"You're not that old."

"I'm thirty-four years older than you, Julie. That's not nothing."

"I know. But does it feel wrong to you? When we're together?"

Jake was quiet for a moment. "No. It feels like the most right thing I've done in years. But I worry—what if I'm holding you back? What if you should be out with guys your own age, experiencing life, not tied down to someone who's already done all that?"

"I don't want guys my own age," Julie said firmly. "I want you. Just you."

The intensity in her voice seemed to undo something in Jake. He stood, pulling her up with him, and kissed her with a desperation that hadn't been there before. His hands cupped her face, then slid into her hair, and Julie pressed against him, feeling the solid warmth of his body.

"Julie," he breathed against her lips. "If we don't stop now—"

"Then don't stop."

He pulled back, his eyes searching hers. "Are you sure? Because I need you to be absolutely sure."

"I've never been more sure of anything."

Jake took her hand, leading her through the living room to his bedroom. It was as sophisticated as the rest of the apartment—a king-size bed with dark sheets, more floor-to-ceiling windows, soft lighting that created shadows and warmth.

He turned to face her, and Julie saw vulnerability in his expression. "It's been a while for me. And I've never—" He stopped. "You're younger, you might be used to things being different—"

Julie put her finger to his lips. "Stop overthinking. Just kiss me."

So he did. Slow and thorough, his hands sliding up her back to find the tie of her wrap dress. He paused, asking permission with his eyes, and she nodded.

The dress fell open, and Jake sucked in a breath when he saw the black lace underneath.

"You're trying to kill me," he murmured, his fingers tracing the edge of the lace.

"Is it working?"

"Absolutely."

He kissed her neck, her collarbone, the swell of her breasts above the lace. Julie's hands found the hem of his shirt, pulling it up and over his head. He was lean, toned in a way that spoke of regular workouts and discipline. She ran her hands over his chest, feeling his heart hammering beneath her palm.

"You're beautiful," she whispered.

"That's my line." He unhooked her bra with practiced ease, and Julie felt a momentary flash of insecurity—how many women had he done this with?—before his expression made her forget everything else. He looked at her like she was the only woman in the world.

They moved to the bed, and Jake took his time, worshipping every inch of her with his hands and mouth. He was patient, attentive, asking what she liked, what felt good. When Julie tried to rush him, he caught her hands.

"Slow," he said. "I want to savor this. Savor you."

And he did. He explored her body like he was memorizing it, finding places that made her gasp and arch against him. When he finally settled between her thighs, Julie was shaking with need.

"Jake, please—"

"I've got you." He kissed her deeply as he reached for the nightstand, pulling out a condom. "You're sure?"

"Yes. God, yes."

He entered her slowly, carefully, his eyes never leaving hers. The stretch was perfect, the fullness making Julie moan. Jake stilled, letting her adjust.

"Okay?" he asked, his voice strained with the effort of holding back.

"More than okay. Move. Please move."

He did, setting a rhythm that was maddeningly slow at first, then building as Julie's nails dug into his shoulders. He knew exactly what he was doing, angling his hips to hit spots that made her see stars, using his fingers where their bodies joined to increase the pleasure.

"Look at me," Jake commanded softly, and Julie opened her eyes, meeting his gaze. The intimacy of it—seeing him seeing her in this moment—sent her over the edge. She came with his name on her lips, clenching around him.

Jake groaned, his rhythm faltering, and followed her over with a shudder. He collapsed beside her, immediately pulling her into his arms.

They lay tangled together, breathing hard, skin slick with sweat. Jake pressed kisses to her temple, her cheek, her lips.

"Okay?" he murmured.

"That was—" Julie couldn't find words. "Yeah. Very okay."

He laughed, the sound rumbling through his chest. "Good. Because I've been thinking about that for three weeks and I was terrified I'd built it up too much in my head."

"You definitely didn't." She traced patterns on his chest, feeling boneless and satisfied. "Though now I'm mad we waited this long."

"We had to build anticipation."

"Mission accomplished."

They stayed like that, wrapped in each other, talking quietly about nothing and everything. Jake told her about his first apartment in the city—a studio the size of his current bathroom. Julie told him about the time she'd accidentally set her dorm kitchen on fire trying to make crème brûlée.

"I should probably head home soon," Julie said eventually, though she made no move to leave. "Brittany will worry."

"Stay." Jake's arms tightened around her. "Please. I'll take you home early tomorrow, before your shift. I just—I don't want you to leave yet."

"Okay." She snuggled closer. "I'll stay."

Her phone buzzed on the nightstand. Then again. And again.

"Sorry," Julie said, reaching for it. "That's weird, I—oh no."

"What?"

She held up the phone, showing him the string of texts from her mother.

Julie Marie Simpson, you haven't returned my calls in two weeks.

I know you're seeing someone. Brittany mentioned it.

I want to meet him. This Sunday. Dinner at our house.

This is not optional.

Julie groaned. "My mother wants to meet you. This Sunday."

Jake was quiet for a moment. "Okay."

"Okay? Just like that?"

"Julie, if we're doing this—and I very much want to be doing this—then meeting your family is part of it. Even if they hate me."

"They're not going to hate you." She paused. "My mother might. She's very judgmental. And my stepdad is... protective."

"I can handle protective. I'm more worried about you. Are you ready for them to know about us?"

Julie thought about it. About her mother's reaction to the age difference. About the questions, the judgment, the inevitable "what are you thinking?" conversation.

Then she looked at Jake—this man who'd been patient and kind and careful with her heart, who'd made love to her like she was precious—and knew the answer.

"Yes," she said. "I'm ready. Are you?"

"Absolutely." He kissed her forehead. "Though fair warning, I'm probably going to be nervous as hell."

"Good. Misery loves company."

They fell asleep wrapped around each other, the city lights twinkling beyond the windows. And if Julie woke up a few times during the night just to make sure it was real, that she was really here in Jake Kinser's bed, in his arms, well—that was between her and the darkness.


Chapter Five: Outside Perspectives

Sunday dinner at her mother's house loomed over Julie like a thundercloud all weekend.

She'd spent Saturday night at Jake's again—making love, ordering takeout, watching old movies in his bed. It had been perfect, domestic, everything she wanted. But the knowledge that tomorrow she'd have to navigate her mother's judgment hung over her.

"What should I bring?" Jake asked Sunday morning as they lay tangled in his sheets. "Wine? Flowers? A detailed financial portfolio proving I'm not a creep?"

Julie laughed despite her nerves. "Wine is good. And maybe body armor."

"That bad?"

"My mother means well. She's just... a lot. And she's going to have opinions about us."

"Because I'm old enough to remember the Reagan administration?"

"Because she thinks she knows what's best for me. And 'best for me' usually means someone my own age with a nine-to-five job and no baggage."

Jake propped himself up on one elbow, looking down at her. "I have baggage."

"I know. I don't care."

"You should care. Failed marriage, demanding job, a lifestyle you're not used to—"

"Jake." Julie put her hand on his chest. "Stop. I'm not having second thoughts. I'm just warning you that my mother will."

He kissed her, soft and sweet. "Then we'll deal with it together."

They pulled up to her mother's house in the suburbs at exactly two o'clock. The house was modest but well-maintained—her stepfather's pride and joy. Julie's stomach churned as Jake parked the Tesla.

"You look terrified," he observed.

"I am terrified."

"Want me to turn around?"

"So badly. But no, let's get this over with."

Her mother opened the door before they'd reached the porch. Patricia Simpson-Marshall was fifty-two, petite, and had the kind of perfectly styled blonde hair that required weekly salon visits. Her smile was tight as she took in Jake.

"Mom, this is Jake Kinser. Jake, my mother, Patricia."

"Mrs. Marshall, it's a pleasure." Jake extended his hand, his voice warm and professional.

Patricia shook it, her eyes doing a quick assessment. Julie could practically see her doing the math—expensive watch, tailored clothes, confident handshake, salt-and-pepper hair.

"Come in," Patricia said, stepping aside. "Tom's in the den. Dinner won't be ready for another hour."

The house smelled like pot roast and tension. Julie's stepfather, Tom, rose from his recliner as they entered. He was a big man—six-three, former college linebacker—and he used his size deliberately as he shook Jake's hand.

"Tom Marshall. You can call me Tom."

"Jake. Thanks for having me."

"Julie says you're in tech?"

"Venture capital, actually. I invest in tech companies."

"Hm." Tom settled back into his chair, gesturing for them to sit on the couch. "That's a young man's game, isn't it? All those startups?"

Here we go, Julie thought.

"It can be," Jake said evenly. "Though experience counts for a lot when you're deciding where to put your money. I've been doing this for twenty-five years."

"Twenty-five years," Patricia repeated from the kitchen doorway. "So you started quite young."

"I was thirty when I founded my company, yes."

The math wasn't subtle. Julie watched her mother's expression tighten further.

"And Julie tells us you were married before?" Tom's tone was casual, but the question wasn't.

"I was. For twenty years. We divorced amicably two years ago."

"Any children?"

"No. We chose not to have kids."

"Chose," Patricia said, the word carrying weight. "And what about now? Are you still choosing not to have children?"

"Mom," Julie warned.

"What? It's a reasonable question. If you're dating someone seriously, you should know where he stands on important issues."

Jake reached over, taking Julie's hand. "Julie and I have talked about what we want from this relationship. We're taking things one day at a time."

"How diplomatic," Patricia said. "Tom, could you help me in the kitchen for a moment?"

When her parents left the room, Julie turned to Jake. "I'm so sorry. This is worse than I thought."

"It's fine."

"It's not fine. She's being rude."

"She's being a mother. A protective one." He squeezed her hand. "I get it, Julie. If I had a twenty-one-year-old daughter dating a fifty-five-year-old man, I'd have questions too."

"But you're not some creep. You're—you're you."

"They don't know that yet. Give them time."

Dinner was excruciating. Patricia asked pointed questions about Jake's divorce ("Were there other women involved?" "No." "Are you sure?" "Very sure."). Tom grilled him about his finances ("Do you own your apartment?" "Yes." "Outright?" "Yes."). Through it all, Jake remained patient and respectful, even when Julie wanted to throw something.

"So what do you see in my daughter?" Patricia asked over dessert, her tone implying the question was absurd.

"Mom!"

"It's okay," Jake said, his hand finding Julie's under the table. "Mrs. Marshall, your daughter is one of the most remarkable people I've ever met. She's smart, driven, kind, and she has dreams she's working hard to achieve. She makes me laugh, challenges me to be better, and makes me feel like myself for the first time in years. What do I see in her? I see everything."

The sincerity in his voice silenced even Patricia for a moment.

"That's a nice speech," she finally said. "But Julie, honey, you have to understand how this looks. A man his age, with his money, dating someone barely out of college? People will talk. They'll say you're a gold digger, or he's having a mid-life crisis, or—"

"I don't care what people say," Julie interrupted, her voice shaking. "I care about Jake. I care about being happy. Why can't that be enough?"

"Because happiness at twenty-one isn't the same as happiness at thirty or forty. What happens when you want children and he doesn't? What happens when you're forty-five and he's almost eighty? Have you thought about that?"

"Patricia," Tom said quietly. "That's enough."

"I'm just trying to make her see reason—"

"I said enough." Tom looked at Julie, his expression softer than usual. "Kiddo, your mother worries. We both do. But you're an adult. You get to make your own choices, even if we don't understand them."

"Thank you," Julie whispered.

The rest of the visit was strained but civil. When they finally left, Julie practically ran to the car.

"That was a nightmare," she said as soon as Jake started the engine. "I'm so, so sorry."

"Don't be. They love you. They want to protect you."

"They were horrible to you."

"They were cautious. There's a difference." He reached over, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "Are you okay?"

"I will be. Can we just go back to your place and forget this happened?"

"Actually," Jake said, his tone apologetic, "I have a work event tonight. A fundraiser for one of my portfolio companies. I need to make an appearance."

Julie's heart sank. "Oh. Okay. You can drop me at home—"

"Come with me."

"Jake, I don't think—"

"Please. I know it's last minute, and I know today was rough, but I'd really like you there." His eyes searched hers. "Unless you don't want to. I understand if you need space after that dinner."

Julie thought about going home, dwelling on her mother's words, letting doubt creep in. "What's the dress code?"

"Cocktail attire. Semi-formal."

"I don't have anything like that."

"We'll stop at a boutique. My treat."

"Jake, I can't let you buy me a dress—"

"Then consider it a loan. You can give it back after tonight." He smiled. "Please, Julie. I don't want to go to this thing alone."

Twenty minutes later, Julie stood in a high-end boutique while a saleswoman brought her options. Jake sat in a chair near the dressing room, scrolling through his phone, occasionally looking up to smile at her.

"This one," the saleswoman said, holding up a deep emerald dress. "With your coloring, it'll be stunning."

It was stunning. It was also $400.

"We'll take it," Jake said before Julie could protest.

"Jake—"

"Please. Let me do this."

The dress fit perfectly, hugging her curves without being inappropriate. With it, the saleswoman suggested shoes, a simple clutch, understated jewelry. Julie watched the total climb and felt sick.

"I can't let you spend this much on me," she said as they left the store, bags in hand.

"You can and you did. Consider it combat pay for surviving dinner with your mother."

Back at his apartment, Julie showered and changed while Jake got ready in his room. When she emerged, he was in a tuxedo, and her breath caught.

"You clean up nice," she managed.

"So do you." His eyes traveled over her, appreciative and warm. "You're going to be the most beautiful woman there."

The event was at a downtown hotel, the ballroom filled with people in expensive clothes drinking expensive champagne. Julie felt immediately out of place.

"Stay close to me," Jake murmured, his hand on the small of her back. "I'll introduce you around, and we'll leave as soon as I've made the necessary appearances."

But "necessary appearances" meant working the room, shaking hands, making small talk. Julie smiled and nodded, feeling more like an accessory than a person. People's eyes slid over her, assessing and dismissing in the same glance.

"I'm going to find the restroom," Julie said after an hour of this. "I'll be right back."

"I'll come with you—"

"I'm fine. Keep networking."

The bathroom was a welcome respite. Julie leaned against the cool marble counter, taking deep breaths. In the mirror, she looked the part—elegant dress, styled hair, expensive jewelry Jake had insisted she wear. But underneath, she was still just Julie Simpson, barista, student loan debtor, completely out of her depth.

The bathroom door opened, and two women entered, continuing their conversation.

"—can't believe Jake brought her," one was saying. "She looks about twelve."

Julie froze in her stall.

"I heard she's twenty-one. Works at a coffee shop." The second woman laughed. "Classic mid-life crisis. Next he'll buy a motorcycle."

"Poor thing probably thinks it's real. Doesn't realize she's just a distraction until he finds someone age-appropriate."

"Well, she's certainly dressed the part. That dress probably cost more than she makes in a month. Wonder if she knows he bought it for her, or if she actually thinks she belongs here."

Julie's hands shook as she waited for them to leave. When the door finally closed, she emerged, her reflection swimming through tears she refused to let fall.

She fixed her makeup with shaking hands and returned to the ballroom. Jake was talking to a group of men in suits, laughing at something. He looked comfortable, in his element. This was his world.

And she didn't belong in it.

"There you are," Jake said, his smile fading when he saw her face. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing. I'm fine."

"Julie—"

"Mr. Kinser!" A tall blonde woman approached, her smile predatory. "I've been hoping to catch you. I have a proposal for our Q2 funding—" Her eyes flicked to Julie, dismissive. "Oh, is this your daughter? How sweet that you brought her."

Julie felt something crack inside her chest.

"This is my girlfriend, Julie," Jake said, his voice cold. "And we were just leaving."

He took Julie's hand, but she pulled away.

"I need some air," she said, already moving toward the exit.

She made it to the parking garage before the tears came. Angry, frustrated tears that she tried to wipe away with the back of her hand.

"Julie." Jake's voice echoed in the concrete space. "Julie, wait."

She turned to face him. "Did you hear what that woman said? She thought I was your daughter."

"She's an idiot who wasn't paying attention."

"No, she's someone from your world who sees exactly what everyone else sees. An old man with a young girl on his arm."

"Don't call me old."

"You are old, Jake! You're thirty-four years older than me! Your ex-wife is probably my mother's age!"

"What does that matter?"

"It matters because I heard those women in the bathroom. Talking about how I'm just your mid-life crisis. How I don't belong here. How you bought my dress because I couldn't afford to be here on my own."

Jake's jaw clenched. "What women?"

"It doesn't matter. They're right."

"They're not right. They're jealous, bitter people who—"

"They said what everyone's thinking!" Julie's voice rose, echoing off the concrete. "My mother thinks it, your colleagues think it, probably everyone who sees us together thinks it. Poor Jake Kinser, going through a divorce crisis. And poor stupid Julie, who actually thinks a man like you could love someone like her."

"Someone like you?" Jake's voice was dangerously quiet. "What the hell does that mean?"

"It means I'm a nobody! I serve coffee for a living. I live in a walk-up with roommates. I have student debt and secondhand furniture and no idea what fork to use at fancy dinners. And you—" Her voice broke. "You have everything. Money and success and this whole sophisticated life that I can't be part of."

"You think I care about any of that?"

"You should! Because eventually you're going to wake up and realize you're with someone who can't keep up. Someone who doesn't fit."

Jake closed the distance between them in two strides, backing her against a concrete pillar. His hands came up to frame her face, forcing her to look at him.

"Listen to me very carefully," he said, his voice intense. "I don't give a damn what those women said. I don't care what your mother thinks, or my colleagues, or anyone else. What I care about is you. The real you, who draws hearts on coffee cups and dreams about opening a bakery and falls asleep during movies because you work too hard. That's who I want. Not some polished, sophisticated version. You."

"But what if I can't be enough?" The words came out small, broken.

"Enough for who? Them? They don't matter. The only person who gets to decide if you're enough is me. And Julie, you're so much more than enough. You're everything."

He kissed her then, hard and desperate, pouring everything he couldn't say into the press of his lips. Julie kissed back, her hands fisting in his tuxedo jacket, pulling him closer.

They broke apart breathing hard, and Jake's hands were already finding the zipper of her dress.

"Here?" Julie asked, shocked.

"I need you. Right now." His eyes were dark with want. "Tell me no if you don't want this."

She didn't say no. She helped him with the zipper, helped him gather the emerald fabric up around her waist. He had her against the pillar, his hands everywhere, his mouth on her neck.

"Someone could see—"

"I don't care." He fumbled with his belt, his movements urgent, almost frantic. "Let them see. Let everyone see that you're mine."

It was desperate and raw and nothing like the slow, careful lovemaking of the previous nights. Jake pushed into her with a groan, his forehead pressed against hers, his breath ragged.

"Say you're mine," he demanded, his hips moving. "Say it, Julie."

"I'm yours," she gasped, her nails digging into his shoulders. "Jake, I'm—"

The orgasm hit her suddenly, making her cry out. Jake covered her mouth with his hand, his own release following seconds later. They stayed pressed together, shaking, as the reality of what they'd just done sank in.

"That was—" Julie couldn't find words.

"Necessary," Jake finished, his voice rough. He carefully helped her down, fixing her dress with trembling hands. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. I think so."

But as they drove back to her apartment in silence, Julie felt the doubts creeping back in. The sex had been intense, amazing, but it hadn't solved anything. Those women's words still echoed in her head. Her mother's concerns still hung over her.

"Do you want to come up?" Julie asked when Jake parked outside her building.

"Do you want me to?"

She did and she didn't. She wanted to lose herself in him again, to forget everything else. But she also needed space to think.

"I don't know," she admitted.

Jake nodded slowly. "Okay."

"Okay?"

"Julie, I can see you're struggling with this. With us. And I can't—" He ran a hand through his hair. "I can't keep trying to convince you that you're worthy of this relationship. At some point, you have to believe it yourself."

"That's not fair."

"What's not fair is watching you tear yourself apart because other people have opinions about us." His voice rose, frustration bleeding through. "I've told you how I feel. I've shown you in every way I know how. But you won't believe me. You keep waiting for the other shoe to drop, for me to wake up and realize you're not enough. And I can't fight that and your insecurities and everyone else's judgment all at the same time."

"So what are you saying?"

"I'm saying I need you to decide what you want. Because I'm all in, Julie. Completely, terrifyingly all in. But if you're not—if you can't get past what other people think—then maybe we need to take a step back."

Tears burned behind Julie's eyes. "Are you breaking up with me?"

"No. God, no. I'm asking you to think about what you really want. Not what your mother wants, or what those women at the event think you should want. What you want."

"I want you," she whispered.

"Then trust that. Trust me. Trust us." He reached over, cupping her face. "But I can't be the only one fighting for this relationship."

Julie felt like she was drowning. Everything was moving too fast—the intensity of her feelings, the external pressure, the fear that she was going to lose him because she couldn't get out of her own head.

"I need time," she said. "To think. To figure out—I just need time."

She watched something shutter in Jake's expression. "How much time?"

"I don't know. A few days? Just to clear my head."

Jake was quiet for a long moment. Then he nodded. "Okay. If that's what you need."

"Jake—"

"It's fine. Take the time. Figure out what you want." He leaned over, kissed her forehead. "I'll be here when you're ready."

Julie got out of the car on shaky legs, the emerald dress suddenly feeling like a costume. She watched Jake drive away, watched his taillights disappear around the corner, and wondered if she'd just made the biggest mistake of her life.

Upstairs, Brittany took one look at her and pulled her into a hug.

"What happened?"

"I think I just ruined everything," Julie said, and finally let herself cry.


Chapter Six: The Grand Gesture

Four days.

Julie had asked for time, and Jake had given it to her. Four days of silence. Four days of no texts, no calls, no seven-fifteen coffee orders.

The coffee shop felt wrong without him.

"He's not coming," Mia said on Thursday morning, catching Julie staring at the door for the hundredth time.

"I know."

"So go to him."

"I can't. I asked for space."

"Yeah, and space is overrated when you're clearly miserable." Mia leaned against the counter. "Look at you. You've got bags under your eyes, you've barely eaten, and yesterday you gave Mrs. Chen decaf instead of her usual triple shot. You know how she gets without her caffeine."

"I said I was sorry."

"Jules, what are you doing? You have a guy who's crazy about you, who treats you like you hung the moon, and you're throwing it away because of what? Your mom's opinion? Some bitchy women at a party?"

"It's more complicated than that."

"Is it though?" Mia crossed her arms. "Because from where I'm standing, you're scared. Scared that something this good can't be real. So you're sabotaging it before it can hurt you."

Julie felt tears prick her eyes. "What if he realizes he made a mistake? What if he wakes up and decides I'm not worth the hassle?"

"And what if he doesn't? What if this is real and you're throwing away the best thing that's ever happened to you?" Mia's voice softened. "Babe, you can't live your whole life afraid of being hurt. Sometimes you have to take the leap."

"What if I fall?"

"Then you fall. But at least you'll know you tried." Mia grabbed Julie's shoulders. "Stop punishing yourself for other people's small-mindedness. Jake loves you. Even I can see that, and I've only watched you two together a handful of times. The man looks at you like you're his whole world."

"He hasn't even said he loves me," Julie pointed out.

"Because you asked for space before he could! God, you're infuriating." Mia pulled out her phone. "I'm looking up his office address right now. You're going to him."

"I'm working—"

"I'll cover. Sarah can come in early. You're going."

"It's only nine AM. He's probably in meetings—"

"Then wait. Sit in his lobby all day if you have to. But you're going to fix this, because watching you mope around here is killing me."

An hour later, Julie stood outside the gleaming glass tower that housed Kinser Ventures. Her heart hammered against her ribs. She'd changed into jeans and a sweater—not exactly professional, but it was all she had.

The lobby was all marble and chrome, intimidatingly corporate. A receptionist sat behind a massive desk, perfectly made up and professional.

"Can I help you?" she asked, her smile polite but cool.

"I'm looking for Jake Kinser. I mean, Mr. Kinser. I'm—I'm a friend."

"Do you have an appointment?"

"No, but—"

"I'm sorry, Mr. Kinser doesn't see anyone without an appointment. If you'd like to leave your name and number, I can have his assistant reach out to schedule something."

Julie felt her courage wavering. "Could you just—could you tell him Julie is here? Please?"

The receptionist's expression shifted slightly, something knowing in her eyes. "Julie Simpson?"

"Yes."

"One moment." She picked up the phone, spoke quietly, then hung up. "I'm sorry, Miss Simpson, but Mr. Kinser isn't in the office today. He's been working from home this week."

Of course he was. Julie felt her stomach drop.

"Do you—can you tell me his address? I know that's probably against policy, but—"

"I can't give out that information. I'm sorry."

Julie nodded, already backing toward the door. She knew where he lived. She'd been there enough times. But showing up uninvited felt presumptuous, desperate.

Then again, she was desperate.

The doorman at Jake's building recognized her, thank God, and let her into the elevator without calling up first. Julie's hands shook as she rode up to the penthouse. What if he didn't want to see her? What if he'd spent the last four days realizing she was right, that this was too complicated?

The elevator opened directly into his apartment. Julie stepped out, calling, "Jake?"

Silence.

She walked through the living room, noting the coffee mug on the table, papers scattered across his desk. He was here somewhere.

"Jake?" she called again, heading toward the bedroom.

The bedroom door was ajar. Through it, she could see him on the balcony, phone pressed to his ear, his back to her. Even from here, she could see the tension in his shoulders.

"—don't care what the projections say, Marcus. If the fundamentals aren't there, we're not investing." His voice was sharp, businesslike. "I want a full analysis by Monday. No, that's not negotiable."

Julie waited, not wanting to interrupt. She took in the unmade bed, the clothes thrown over a chair. Jake's bedroom, usually immaculate, looked lived-in and messy.

He ended the call, set his phone down on the balcony railing, and stood there for a long moment, his head bowed.

"Jake," Julie said softly.

He spun around, his eyes widening. "Julie? How did you—"

"Your doorman remembered me. I'm sorry, I should have called, but I didn't know if you'd want to—" The words tumbled out in a rush. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry."

He just stared at her, his expression unreadable.

"I've been an idiot," Julie continued, moving closer. "These last four days have been hell. I couldn't sleep, couldn't eat, couldn't think about anything but you. And I realized—Mia made me realize—that I've been sabotaging us because I'm scared."

"Scared of what?" His voice was carefully neutral.

"Of losing you. Of not being enough. Of—" Her voice broke. "Of loving you and having you realize I'm not worth it."

Jake's expression cracked. "Julie—"

"No, let me finish. Please." She took a shaky breath. "You were right. I was letting everyone else's opinions matter more than what I feel. My mother, those women at the party, all the doubts in my head. But none of that matters. What matters is that I love you."

The words hung in the air between them.

"I love you," Julie said again, more firmly. "I'm terrified and I'm probably going to screw this up a thousand more times, but I love you. And I'm sorry I needed space, because the only space I want is the space next to you."

Jake closed the distance between them in three strides, his hands cupping her face. "Say it again."

"I love you."

"Again."

"I love you, Jake Kinser. I love your patience and your kindness and the way you look at me like I'm special. I love how you make me feel safe and challenged at the same time. I love—"

He kissed her, cutting off her words. It was desperate and hungry, four days of separation pouring into the kiss. Julie's arms wrapped around his neck, pulling him closer, needing to eliminate any space between them.

"I love you too," Jake breathed against her lips. "God, Julie, I love you so much. These four days have been torture. I kept picking up my phone to text you, then putting it down because you asked for space."

"I was an idiot to ask for space."

"You were scared. I get it." He pulled back enough to look at her, his thumbs stroking her cheeks. "But please don't do that again. Don't shut me out when things get hard. We face things together, okay?"

"Okay." She kissed him again, softer this time. "Together."

Jake's hands slid down to her waist, pulling her flush against him. She could feel his heart racing, matching her own.

"I've missed you," he murmured against her neck. "Missed touching you. Missed hearing your voice."

"Show me." Julie tilted her head, giving him better access. "Show me how much you missed me."

He groaned, his hands already working at the hem of her sweater. "Are you sure? We should probably talk more—"

"We can talk after. Right now I need you."

That was all the permission he needed. Jake pulled her sweater over her head, his mouth finding her collarbone, her shoulder, the swell of her breast. Julie's hands fumbled with his shirt buttons, impatient.

They stumbled toward the bed, shedding clothes as they went. When Jake laid her down on the rumpled sheets, his body covering hers, Julie felt something settle in her chest. This was right. This was home.

"I love you," Jake said again, his eyes locked on hers as he positioned himself between her thighs. "No matter what anyone says. No matter what challenges we face. I love you."

"I love you too." Julie pulled him down for a kiss as he entered her, both of them gasping at the sensation.

This wasn't like the desperate coupling in the parking garage. This was slow, deliberate, almost reverent. Jake took his time, relearning every inch of her body, finding the touches that made her arch and moan. He whispered words of love and praise against her skin, telling her how beautiful she was, how much he'd missed her, how he never wanted to spend another night without her.

When Julie came, it was with his name on her lips and tears streaming down her face—not from sadness but from the overwhelming relief of being back where she belonged.

Jake followed soon after, his body shuddering as he buried his face in her neck, holding her like he was afraid she might disappear.

They lay tangled together afterward, skin cooling in the afternoon air from the open balcony door. Jake traced lazy patterns on her back, and Julie listened to his heartbeat slow beneath her ear.

"I went to your office this morning," Julie said eventually. "Your receptionist said you've been working from home."

"I couldn't face going in. Couldn't face the routine without you in it." His arms tightened around her. "I've been a mess, Julie. Complete disaster. My assistant threatened to quit if I snapped at her one more time."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be. You needed time to figure things out. I just wish—" He paused. "I wish I could make everyone else see what I see when I look at you."

"You don't need to. I just need to see it myself."

"And do you?"

Julie propped herself up on her elbow, looking down at him. His hair was mussed from her fingers, his expression soft and vulnerable in a way she rarely saw.

"I'm getting there," she admitted. "It's not going to be easy. My mother is still going to have opinions, and people at your work events are still going to judge. But I don't want to lose you because I'm afraid of what other people think."

"You won't lose me." Jake's hand came up to cup her cheek. "I'm not going anywhere. Even when you're being impossible."

"I prefer 'charmingly complicated.'"

He laughed, pulling her down for a kiss. "That too."

They stayed in bed as the afternoon sun slanted through the windows, talking about everything and nothing. Jake told her about the deal he'd been working on that had fallen through, and how he'd nearly walked away from a meeting because the other investors reminded him of the people at the fundraiser.

Julie told him about her mother's increasingly frantic texts ("Call me." "Julie Marie, I know you're upset but we need to talk." "At least tell me you're alive.") and how Brittany had threatened to lock her out of the apartment if she didn't "get her head out of her ass and go get her man."

"I like Brittany," Jake said.

"She threatened to key your Tesla."

"Still like her. She's protective of you. I respect that."

Eventually, Julie's stomach growled loud enough that they both laughed.

"When did you last eat?" Jake asked, concerned.

"Yesterday? Maybe? I haven't had much appetite."

"Julie." He sat up, pulling her with him. "That's not okay. Come on, I'm making you food."

"You don't have to—"

"Yes, I do. You're going to sit at my counter and eat a proper meal while I make sure you're actually taking care of yourself."

Twenty minutes later, Julie sat at his kitchen island in one of his dress shirts, watching him cook. It was domestic and comfortable, and she felt a wave of contentment wash over her.

"I could get used to this," she said, stealing a piece of the vegetables he was chopping.

"Good. Because I was hoping—" Jake paused, setting down his knife. "There's something I wanted to talk to you about. Before everything happened Sunday night."

"Okay?"

He wiped his hands on a towel, then pulled out his phone, scrolling through something before turning it to show her. "What do you see?"

Julie looked at the screen. It was a real estate listing—a corner storefront with huge windows, exposed brick, and beautiful natural light.

"It's a building," she said slowly. "A really pretty building."

"It's a bakery. Or it could be." Jake's voice was careful, measured. "It's in the Maple Street neighborhood—you know, the area that's been gentrifying? Young professionals moving in, families, lots of foot traffic. There's an elementary school two blocks away, a park across the street. It's perfect for what you described wanting."

Julie's heart started pounding. "Jake, why are you showing me this?"

"Because I want to invest in your bakery."

The words hung in the air. Julie stared at him, sure she'd misheard.

"What?"

"I want to be your silent partner. You'd run everything—menu, staffing, design, all of it. I'd just provide the capital to get you started." He spoke faster, like he'd been practicing this speech. "I had my team run the numbers. With the right business plan, a bakery in that location could be profitable within eighteen months. You'd have full creative control, I'd just—"

"No."

Jake stopped. "No?"

"Jake, I can't let you do that."

"Why not?"

"Because—because it's too much. It's my dream, not yours. And what if it fails? What if I lose all your money?"

"Then we try something else." He came around the island, taking her hands. "Julie, I invest in businesses all the time. This would be no different, except I'd actually care about the founder."

"It's different because we're dating. People would say I'm using you—"

"I don't care what people say. Remember?"

"But I care. Don't you see? If you invest in my bakery, it'll just prove everyone right. That I'm with you for your money."

Jake's jaw tightened. "So you'd rather struggle for ten years than accept help from someone who loves you?"

"It's not about accepting help, it's about—" Julie struggled to find the words. "What if things don't work out between us? Then I'd have this business that you paid for, and every time I walked in there I'd think of you, and—"

"Things are going to work out between us."

"You can't know that."

"Yes, I can." His voice was firm. "Julie, I'm fifty-five years old. I've been married, divorced, I've had relationships that went nowhere. I know what I want. And what I want is you. Not for a few months or a year. I want you in my life permanently."

Julie's breath caught. "Jake—"

"I'm not asking you to marry me. Not yet. But I need you to understand that this isn't casual for me. I'm all in. Completely. So when I say I want to invest in your dream, it's because your dreams are my dreams now. Your success is my success. And yes, I have the money to make it happen, so why wouldn't I?"

Tears spilled down Julie's cheeks. "I'm scared."

"I know. But scared is okay. We can be scared together." He wiped her tears with his thumbs. "Just think about it. No pressure. Look at the listing, imagine what you could do with the space. And if you decide you want to do it on your own, I'll respect that. But please don't say no just because you're afraid of what other people will think."

Julie looked at the phone again, at the beautiful storefront with its huge windows and exposed brick. She could see it—rustic wooden shelves lined with fresh bread, a glass case displaying pastries, small tables where neighbors could gather. She could practically smell the croissants baking.

"Can we go see it?" she asked quietly.

Jake's face lit up. "Really?"

"I'm not saying yes. I'm just—I want to see it. In person."

"We can go right now."

"You're cooking—"

"Screw the vegetables. This is more important."

Twenty minutes later, they stood outside the storefront. It was even better in person—the afternoon light streaming through the windows, the high ceilings visible from the street, the location perfect on a corner with visibility from two directions.

"There's a full commercial kitchen in back," Jake said, consulting his phone. "Updated last year. The previous tenant was a restaurant that went under—poor management, not a location issue."

Julie pressed her face to the glass, peering inside. The space was empty, waiting. She could see exactly where the counter would go, where she'd display the pastries, where customers would line up in the morning.

"What would you call it?" Jake asked.

"What?"

"Your bakery. What would you name it?"

Julie thought for a moment. "Julie's. Simple. Welcoming. The kind of place where everyone knows your name."

"Julie's," Jake repeated, smiling. "I like it."

They stood there in silence, and Julie felt possibility humming through her. This could be real. This dream she'd been pushing off for "someday" could actually happen.

"I'm still scared," she admitted.

"That's okay. We'll figure it out together." Jake took her hand. "But Julie? Whether you take my investment or not, this is going to happen for you. Maybe not this building, maybe not this year, but someday. Because you're talented and driven and you don't give yourself nearly enough credit."

Julie turned to him, seeing the absolute faith in his eyes. "I love you."

"I love you too." He kissed her softly. "Now come on. We need to get actual food in you, and then we can come back here and you can tell me all your ideas for the space."

As they walked back to his car, Julie's hand in his, she felt something shift. The fear was still there—it probably always would be. But underneath it was something stronger: hope.

Maybe she could do this. Maybe they could do this.

Together.


Chapter Seven: Happily Ever After

Six months later, Julie stood in the middle of what would soon be "Julie's," surrounded by paint samples, fabric swatches, and architectural drawings.

"The contractor says we're on schedule for a May opening," Jake said, coming up behind her and wrapping his arms around her waist. "Which means you have exactly four weeks to finalize the menu."

"Four weeks. No pressure." Julie leaned back against him, surveying the space. The renovations were nearly complete—gleaming new display cases, the commercial kitchen outfitted with professional-grade equipment, exposed brick walls painted a warm cream, and those huge windows flooding everything with light.

It had taken her two weeks after seeing the space to finally say yes to Jake's investment. Two weeks of agonizing, planning, talking through every possible scenario. In the end, they'd compromised: Jake would provide the capital as a proper business loan, with interest and a repayment schedule. Julie insisted on it, needed it to feel legitimate.

"Still think you made a mistake?" Jake asked, reading her mind like he so often did these days.

"Every single day. But in a good way, mostly." She turned in his arms. "Are you sure about this? It's a lot of money—"

"Stop. We've been through this." He kissed her forehead. "I'm sure. My accountant is sure. Even your mother is coming around."

That was an overstatement. Patricia had been... less hostile recently. After Julie had shown up at Sunday dinner a month ago with a complete business plan—market analysis, projected revenue, repayment schedule—her mother had actually seemed impressed. Grudgingly so, but still.

"She asked if we were getting engaged," Julie said.

Jake stiffened slightly. "What did you tell her?"

"That we've been together for six months and maybe she should let us move at our own pace." Julie watched his face carefully. They hadn't really talked about the future beyond the bakery. "Is that okay?"

"It's perfect." He relaxed, pulling her closer. "Though for the record, when I do ask, it won't be because your mother thinks we should. It'll be because I can't imagine my life without you."

"When you ask? Not if?"

"When." His voice was certain. "But I'm fifty-five, Julie. I've done the rushed marriage thing. This time, I want to do it right. Make sure we're both ready."

Julie's heart swelled. "I love you."

"I love you too. Now come on, we have a meeting with the contractor in twenty minutes, and you know how Marco gets when we're late."

The next few weeks were a blur of decisions. Paint colors (warm neutrals with pops of soft green). Furniture (reclaimed wood tables, mismatched chairs for character). Menu (classic French pastries alongside American favorites, everything made from scratch daily). Staff interviews (Julie hired three people, including a recent culinary school graduate who reminded her of herself).

Through it all, Jake was there. Not hovering, not taking over, just supporting. He came to meetings when she asked, offered advice when she needed it, and most importantly, believed in her when she doubted herself.

They'd fallen into a comfortable routine. Julie had cut back her hours at the coffee shop—Mia was genuinely thrilled for her, even as she mourned losing her best employee. Most days, Julie stayed at Jake's apartment. Most nights, she fell asleep in his arms.

It wasn't perfect. They still fought about money sometimes—Julie hated when Jake paid for things without asking, Jake hated when Julie refused help out of pride. Her mother still made pointed comments about the age difference. Some of Jake's colleagues still treated Julie like a curiosity rather than a person.

But they were happy. Really, genuinely happy.

Two weeks before the opening, Jake found Julie in the bakery kitchen at two in the morning, surrounded by failed attempts at the perfect croissant.

"Julie, what are you doing?" He was in sweatpants and a t-shirt, his hair mussed from sleep.

"I can't get them right. They're either too dense or too flaky or the layers aren't even—" Her voice was edged with hysteria. "What if I can't do this? What if the opening is a disaster and everyone realizes I'm a fraud?"

"Hey." Jake crossed to her, taking the rolling pin from her shaking hands. "Take a breath."

"I'm serious, Jake. What if—"

"What if you're amazing and everyone loves it? What if you've spent so long expecting to fail that you can't see how incredible you actually are?" He cupped her face, forcing her to meet his eyes. "You've been testing recipes for weeks. The croissants are perfect. The breads are perfect. Everything is perfect because you're a perfectionist who's put her heart into this place."

"But what if it's not enough?"

"Then we try again. We adjust. We learn." He kissed her softly. "But Julie, you need to trust yourself. Trust that you're good at this. Because you are."

Tears spilled down her cheeks. "I'm terrified."

"I know. But you're also brave. The bravest person I know." He wiped her tears away with his thumbs. "Come home with me. Get some sleep. The croissants will still be here tomorrow."

"I should clean up—"

"I'll help. Then we're leaving, and you're going to rest."

Back at his apartment, Julie was still too wired to sleep. She stood on the balcony, looking out at the city lights, and felt Jake come up behind her.

"What are you thinking about?" he asked, wrapping a blanket around her shoulders.

"How different everything is from six months ago. I was serving coffee, barely making rent, convinced I'd never actually open a bakery. And now..." She gestured vaguely at the city. "Now it's happening. Because of you."

"Not because of me. Because of you. I just provided capital. You did everything else."

"Still. None of this would be possible without you." She turned to face him. "You changed my life, Jake."

"You changed mine too." His hands settled on her waist. "Before you, I was just going through the motions. Work, gym, sleep, repeat. Everything felt hollow. But you—" He paused, searching for words. "You made me remember what it feels like to want things. To be excited about the future. To love someone so much it terrifies me."

"I terrify you?"

"Completely. The thought of losing you, of screwing this up somehow—it keeps me up at night."

Julie reached up, running her fingers through his hair. "You're not going to lose me. You're stuck with me."

"Promise?"

"Promise."

Jake kissed her, and there was something different in it tonight. A tenderness mixed with urgency, like he was trying to tell her something without words. His hands slid under her shirt, warm against her skin.

"Take me to bed," Julie whispered against his lips.

He didn't need to be asked twice.

In his bedroom, Jake undressed her slowly, reverently, like every time was the first time. His lips followed the path of his hands—neck, shoulders, the curve of her breast, her stomach. By the time he had her naked on his bed, Julie was trembling.

"You're so beautiful," Jake murmured, settling between her thighs. "Do you know that? Do you know how incredible you are?"

"Jake—"

"I need you to know." His hands traced patterns on her skin. "That I see you. All of you. Not just the surface, but the determination and the creativity and the heart you put into everything you do. I see you, Julie. And I love every part."

Tears pricked her eyes again. "I love you too. So much."

He kissed her deeply as he entered her, and Julie wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer. They moved together slowly, no rush, no desperation. Just love and trust and the certainty that this was exactly where they both belonged.

Jake's forehead pressed against hers, their breath mingling as he moved inside her. "I've got you," he whispered. "Always."

When Julie came, it was with a soft gasp, her body arching into his. Jake followed moments later, saying her name like a prayer.

Afterward, they lay tangled together, Jake's hand stroking lazy patterns up and down her spine.

"Move in with me," he said suddenly.

Julie lifted her head. "What?"

"Move in with me. Officially. Bring your stuff, make this your home too." He searched her face. "I know it's fast, and I know people will have opinions, but I don't want to spend another night without you here."

"I spend most nights here anyway."

"That's not the same. I want you to have a key, to have space in the closet, to feel like this is yours too. I want—" He paused. "I want to wake up next to you every morning. Come home to you every night. Build a life with you. Not someday. Now."

Julie felt overwhelmed, but in the best way. "My lease is up next month."

"Is that a yes?"

"That's a yes." She kissed him. "On one condition."

"Anything."

"I pay rent. Or utilities. Or something. I'm not a kept woman."

Jake laughed. "You really want to pay rent on a penthouse you can't afford?"

"I want to contribute. Even if it's symbolic."

"Fine. You can buy groceries. And you're in charge of making coffee because, despite all my money and equipment, I still can't make it as good as you do."

"Deal."

They sealed it with a kiss that turned into more, and by the time they fell asleep, the sky was already beginning to lighten with dawn.



Opening day arrived with perfect spring weather—sunny, warm, a light breeze carrying the scent of lilacs from the park across the street.

Julie had been at the bakery since four AM, pulling loaves from the oven, arranging pastries in the display case, triple-checking that everything was perfect. Jake had offered to help, but she'd sent him away.

"This is something I need to do myself," she'd said. "But come back at nine for the opening?"

"I'll be here."

At 8:55, Julie stood behind the counter in her new apron—cream-colored with "Julie's" embroidered in forest green—and watched the crowd gathering outside. Friends, neighbors, people who'd watched the renovations with curiosity. Her stomach churned with nerves.

Mia appeared at her elbow. "You ready?"

"Not even a little bit."

"Tough. It's time." Mia squeezed her hand. "You've got this, babe. Go show them what you can do."

Julie walked to the door, flipping the sign from "Closed" to "Open," and people started streaming in.

The first hour was chaos. Orders flying, the espresso machine hissing, the register chiming. Julie moved through it in a daze, smiling and making change and answering questions about ingredients. Her croissants sold out in thirty minutes. The sourdough was gone by noon.

Around eleven, there was a brief lull. Julie leaned against the counter, allowing herself a moment to breathe.

"Excuse me," a voice said. "I hear you make excellent coffee."

Julie looked up to find Jake at the counter, wearing jeans and a casual sweater, an enormous bouquet of flowers in his arms.

"Jake." She couldn't stop smiling. "What are you doing?"

"Celebrating. These are for you." He handed her the flowers—peonies and roses and lilacs, lush and fragrant. "Congratulations, Julie. This place is incredible. You're incredible."

"Thank you." She set the flowers down carefully, then came around the counter to hug him. "I couldn't have done this without you."

"Yes, you could have. Just would've taken longer." He kissed her forehead. "I'm so proud of you."

"Get a room!" Mia called from behind the counter, grinning.

"Actually," Jake said, pulling back slightly, "there's something I wanted to show you. Do you have a minute?"

"Jake, I can't leave, we're—"

"Mia's got it covered. Just five minutes. Please?"

Julie looked at Mia, who made shooing motions. "Go. I can handle this."

Jake led her out the back door to the small patio area Julie had set up—a few tables and chairs where customers could sit in nice weather. On one table was a white box tied with string.

"What's this?" Julie asked.

"Open it."

Inside was a carved wooden sign, beautifully crafted and finished. It read: "Julie's - Where Friends Gather."

Julie felt tears prick her eyes. "Jake, this is—when did you—"

"I had it commissioned a month ago. Thought it could go above the door. If you want." He looked nervous, like she might reject it. "The slogan is from something you said once, about wanting a place where neighbors felt at home."

"I love it." She ran her fingers over the carved letters. "It's perfect."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." She set the sign down carefully, then threw her arms around his neck. "Thank you. For this, for believing in me, for everything."

"Always." He held her close. "I love you, Julie. I'm going to love you for the rest of my life."

"I'm going to hold you to that."

They stood there for a moment, wrapped in each other, the sounds of the bakery drifting through the open door—laughter, conversation, the hiss of the espresso machine. The sounds of success, of dreams coming true.

"I should get back," Julie said reluctantly.

"I know. But tonight—after you close—let's celebrate properly. Just us."

"I'd like that."

The rest of the day flew by. More customers, more sales, more compliments on the food. By the time Julie flipped the sign to "Closed" at seven PM, she was exhausted and exhilarated in equal measure.

Jake had stayed most of the day, sitting in the corner with his laptop, occasionally looking up to smile at her. When the last customer left, he helped her clean up while Mia counted the register.

"We're fifty percent above projected sales for day one," Mia announced, grinning. "Jules, you're going to need to hire more staff."

Julie felt dizzy. "Really?"

"Really. This is a hit."

After Mia left, promising to come in early tomorrow, Jake pulled Julie into his arms.

"I'm so tired," she mumbled into his chest. "But I'm happy. So, so happy."

"Good. You deserve to be happy." He kissed the top of her head. "Ready to go home?"

Home. His apartment—their apartment now. Julie had officially moved in two weeks ago, her meager possessions looking slightly ridiculous in the massive space. But Jake had made room for her, clearing closet space and drawers, insisting that her secondhand bookshelf looked perfect against the wall of windows.

"Ready," she said.

At home, Jake ordered Thai food while Julie showered, washing away the flour and sweat and exhaustion of the day. When she emerged in one of his t-shirts, he was on the balcony with the food spread out.

"Thought we could eat out here," he said. "Celebrate under the stars."

"There are no stars. We're in the city."

"Then we'll celebrate under the light pollution. Come here."

They ate and talked about the day—the customers, the orders, the minor disasters that had somehow worked out. Jake told her about a deal he'd closed that afternoon, one he'd been working on for months.

"We're both winning today," Julie said, raising her wine glass.

"We are." He clinked his glass against hers. "To success. And to taking chances on the things that scare us."

Later, in bed, Julie lay awake while Jake slept beside her. She thought about the girl she'd been six months ago—scared, broke, convinced her dreams were too big. And she thought about who she was now—still scared sometimes, but braver. Still struggling, but with purpose. Still herself, but better.

"Thank you," she whispered into the darkness, not sure if she was talking to Jake or the universe or just herself.

Jake stirred, pulling her closer. "Love you," he mumbled, still mostly asleep.

"Love you too."



Three Months Later

The Saturday morning rush at Julie's had become predictable in the best way. The line stretched out the door by seven AM, regulars calling out their orders before they reached the counter, the smell of fresh bread and coffee creating an atmosphere that felt both professional and homey.

Julie had hired four more people, including a teenager named Sophie who reminded her so much of herself at that age it was almost eerie. The bakery was consistently profitable now, and Julie had started looking into opening a second location in another neighborhood.

"Your seven-fifteen is here," Sophie called, grinning.

Julie looked up to see Jake walking through the door, and even after nine months together, her heart still did that little flip.

"Morning," he said, leaning across the counter to kiss her. "The usual?"

"You know it." She was already pouring his black coffee. "Though maybe you should branch out. Try something new."

"Why mess with perfection?"

She drew a heart on his cup—old habits—and handed it over. Their fingers brushed, like always, and she felt that spark, like always.

"Dinner tonight?" Jake asked. "I'm making reservations at Marcella's."

"Isn't that where we had our first date?"

"It is." Something in his voice made her look up sharply, but his expression was casual. "Thought it would be nice to go back."

"Okay. What time?"

"Seven. I'll pick you up from here?"

"Perfect."

He left with his coffee, and Julie watched him through the window as he climbed into his car. He glanced back at the shop, saw her watching, and smiled.

That night, Julie closed the bakery at six-thirty, giving herself time to change into a dress and fix her makeup. Jake picked her up exactly at seven, looking unfairly handsome in a suit.

"You look beautiful," he said, helping her into the car.

"You're overdressed for Marcella's."

"Maybe I wanted to make an effort." He pulled into traffic, and Julie noticed his hands were shaking slightly on the steering wheel.

"Jake, are you okay?"

"I'm perfect. Just—let's get to dinner."

Marcella's was as beautiful as she remembered, and they were seated at the same corner booth from their first date. Wine appeared without them ordering, and Julie raised an eyebrow.

"You pre-ordered?"

"I may have called ahead."

Through dinner, Jake seemed nervous—more nervous than she'd ever seen him. He kept fiddling with his napkin, losing track of the conversation, checking his watch.

"Okay, what's going on?" Julie finally asked over dessert.

"What do you mean?"

"You've been weird all night. Are you having second thoughts? About us, about the bakery, about—"

"No. God, no." Jake set down his fork, took a deep breath. "Julie, I love you."

"I love you too. But you're scaring me."

"Don't be scared. I just—" He reached across the table, taking her hand. "Nine months ago, you drew a heart on my coffee cup and I realized I wanted to know everything about you. Who you were, what you dreamed about, what made you laugh. And over these months, I've learned all of that and so much more."

Julie's heart started pounding.

"You're stubborn and proud and you don't ask for help even when you need it. You work too hard and you're terrible at delegating and you stress-eat croissants at two in the morning." He smiled. "But you're also kind and talented and brave. You took a risk on opening your bakery. You took a risk on me. And I want to spend the rest of my life making sure you never regret either of those decisions."

He stood, and Julie's breath caught as he came around the table, dropping to one knee.

"Oh my God," she whispered.

"Julie Simpson, will you marry me?" He opened a small velvet box, revealing a simple, elegant ring—a single diamond on a platinum band, classic and timeless. "I know people will have opinions. I know there are challenges ahead. But I love you, and I want to build a life with you. What do you say?"

Julie was crying, nodding, reaching for him all at once. "Yes. Yes, of course yes."

Jake slid the ring onto her finger with shaking hands, then stood, pulling her into his arms and kissing her as the entire restaurant erupted in applause.

"I love you," Julie said against his lips. "So much."

"I love you too. I'm going to love you until I'm eighty and you're pushing me around in a wheelchair."

"I'll be forty-six. I can handle a wheelchair."

"That's my girl. Always practical."

They barely made it through the rest of dinner, too excited and happy to eat. Jake paid the check—Julie didn't even argue this time—and they drove back to their apartment, their hands clasped the entire way.

Later, after they'd called their families (her mother cried, surprisingly; his brother congratulated him), after they'd toasted with champagne on the balcony, after they'd made love with a tenderness that made Julie's heart ache, they lay in bed and talked about the future.

"When do you want to get married?" Jake asked, his fingers playing with her hair.

"I don't know. Is there a rush?"

"Not particularly. I just want to make sure you're sure."

"I'm sure. Are you?"

"Julie, I've never been more sure of anything in my life." He kissed her forehead. "Though fair warning, my ex-wife is going to have opinions about the wedding."

"Your ex-wife?"

"She's a wedding planner now. Very successful. And she's already texted me three times asking if she can help."

"How does she even know already?"

"I may have told her I was proposing tonight and asked her to be on standby in case you said yes."

Julie laughed. "You're ridiculous."

"I'm practical. She throws incredible parties."

They fell asleep wrapped around each other, Julie's left hand resting on Jake's chest, the ring catching the city lights from the window.




Epilogue - One Year Later

The morning rush at Julie's was in full swing. Two employees worked the counter while Julie checked on the ovens in back. The second location had opened three months ago, and both shops were thriving beyond her wildest dreams.

She was pulling a fresh batch of croissants from the oven when arms wrapped around her waist from behind.

"Those smell incredible," Jake murmured against her neck.

"You're going to make me drop them."

"Sorry." He didn't let go. "Your seven-fifteen is getting impatient."

Julie set down the baking sheet, turning in his arms. "You mean my husband?"

"That's the one." He kissed her, soft and sweet. "Though I'm reconsidering this whole 'seven-fifteen every morning' tradition. I'd rather keep you in bed."

"We got up at five for a reason."

"To torture me?"

"To open a successful business." She kissed him again. "But I like that you still come every morning."

"Where else would I be?" He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. "Besides, I like watching you work. You get this look on your face when you're creating something. Pure concentration. It's incredibly sexy."

"Everything is sexy to you lately."

"That's because my wife is sexy." His hand settled on her still-flat stomach. "And getting sexier."

Julie glanced toward the front of the shop, making sure no one could hear. "We're not telling anyone yet."

"I know. But I can still think it." His eyes were soft, amazed. "We're having a baby."

"We're having a baby." She still couldn't quite believe it herself. They hadn't been trying—or preventing—and last week the positive test had sent them both into a tailspin of excitement and terror.

"Your mother's going to lose her mind," Jake said.

"In a good way, hopefully." Patricia had come around dramatically after the wedding—a small ceremony with just family and close friends. She'd even toasted the couple at the reception, admitting that maybe she'd been wrong about Jake.

"I should get going," Jake said reluctantly. "Meeting at nine."

"Coffee first?"

"Obviously."

They walked to the counter together, Jake's arm around her waist. Sophie was already making his black coffee, the heart on the cup as automatic as breathing now.

"See you tonight?" Julie asked as she handed it over.

"Always." He kissed her one more time, then headed for the door.

Julie watched him through the window—this man who'd changed her life, who'd believed in her when she couldn't believe in herself, who'd taken a chance on a coffee shop barista with big dreams.

He paused before getting in his car, turned back to look at the shop. Their eyes met through the glass, and he smiled—that full, genuine smile that still made her heart race after a year of marriage.

Julie touched her stomach, thinking about the future. The baby, the bakery, the life they were building together. It wasn't what she'd imagined a year and a half ago when she'd nervously drawn the first heart on his coffee cup.

It was so much better.

Sophie appeared at her elbow. "You guys are disgustingly cute, you know that?"

"I do know that." Julie grinned. "Now come on, we've got croissants to make and customers to serve."

"Yes, boss."

As the morning rush continued, Julie moved through the familiar rhythm of her work—greeting customers, making coffee, chatting with regulars. This was her dream, real and tangible and better than she'd ever imagined.

And it had all started with a simple cup of coffee and a man who'd seen something in her that she hadn't yet seen in herself.

Outside, the spring sun climbed higher in the sky. Across the street, the park was filled with people enjoying the warm weather. And inside Julie's, the smell of fresh bread and coffee filled the air while friends gathered, just like the sign above the door promised.

Everything was exactly as it should be.

Everything was home.

THE END
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