 
Blurb 
 
Lana Anderson is 24, soft, hopeful, and quietly desperate for a love that doesn’t hurt. After a string of heartbreaks with men her age, she dreams of someone older, someone stable. She never expects that a chance encounter at a luxury book launch will lead her into the orbit of Graham Silas, a 50-year-old billionaire, emotionally unavailable, and twice-divorced.
What begins as an innocent obsession slowly spirals into something far more dangerous. Graham gives Lana access, supports her dreams, grows her food business, and offers stability she has never known. But beneath the surface, he is cold, controlling, and emotionally distant. Lana mistakes his attention for affection, while Graham becomes quietly addicted to her devotion.
Their relationship becomes a psychological tug-of-war: Lana wants connection, while Graham craves control. She bends, she breaks, she begs. Until one day, she walks away. But Graham isn’t done. What he lacks in love, he makes up for in obsession. And Lana, though free, must fight to stay that way.
 
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Title: His 24-Year Fantasy.
 
Genre: Age-Gap Romance, Contemporary, Fiction,Billionaire Drama
Tone: Emotional, Deeply Romantic, Toxic but Healing.
Setting: Modern-day U.S. urban cityscape.
Theme: Age-gap love billionaire romance, Emotional unavailability, Self-recovery, Soft vs. intense love, Closure 
 
 
Characterization: 
 
Lana Anderson: She is a sweet, introspective woman trying to build her food business while nursing her longing for a real, romantic connection. She has an old soul, soft energy, and a giving heart but a habit of choosing emotionally unavailable men. When Graham enters her life, she thinks she has finally found someone stable. But she learns that sometimes, being chosen isn’t the same as being loved.
 
 
Graham Silas: He is an emotionally unavailable, dangerously charming 50-year-old man. He has  been married twice, both failing, and blames every woman for “wanting too much.” His childhood trauma, losing his father and blaming his mother for it makes him view women as emotional burdens. He doesn’t love women, but he loves the power they give him. What he feels for Lana isn’t love, it is control, obsession, and ego. He is drawn to her because of how easily she bends, apologizes, and stays. But Lana's growth threatens the one thing Graham has always protected: dominance.
 
Noah Miller: He is a food photographer and Lana's emotional mirror. Unlike Graham, he sees her. He doesn’t demand, he doesn’t chase, he simply waits, present and steady. Noah isn’t introduced as a rival love interest at first, but rather as a friend who becomes her sanctuary. He represents safety, maturity, and love that doesn’t hurt.
 
Maya: She is Lana’s best friend and emotional compass. Bold, protective, and unafraid to call things what they are, she represents the voice many women ignore inside themselves. Maya sees the toxicity Lana is too heart-deep to acknowledge.
 
 
EXPOSITION 
Lana Anderson is a 24-year-old and soft in a world that rewards hard women. She is kind, expressive, and emotional, which people have always called “too much.” But Lana isn’t ashamed of her sensitivity. If anything, she wears her heart like a badge. All she has ever really wanted is love not money, not clout, not a picture-perfect relationship, but love that feels like safety.
Her reality, though, has been disappointment after disappointment. She has dated three different men in three years, all her age, all immature, emotionally unavailable, or manipulative. After each heartbreak, she vowed to close herself off, but somehow always found herself loving again, too hard, too soon, and always in vain.
As the story opens, Lana is in a transitional phase of her life. Her food business is still in its infancy, and job applications stretch into silence. She still lives in a small apartment. Her phone doesn’t ring as often as it used to but she dreams loudly. She imagines her wedding down to the playlist. She still hopes she will meet someone who is already, stable financially, emotionally, so they won’t have to “build” forever.
 
And then comes the book launch.
 
Dragged to the event by a friend, Lana steps into a world she has never known, polished, expensive, quiet power in tailored suits and that is where she sees him.
 
 
INCITING INCIDENT 
Scrolling through the app, she stops, frozen.
The Man at the book launch….
Graham Carter, 50 year-old, a verified billionaire with sharp suits, unreadable eyes, and an intimidating smile, has a profile. Out of impulse, she sends a message on one of his photos: a flirty food pun. She doesn’t expect a reply. She checks her phone for days. Nothing.
After seeing Graham on the dating app, failing to connect, and assuming the moment has passed, Lana is surprised to receive a private food order that leads her to him again, this time face-to-face. When he gives her his contact card under the guise of “professional courtesy,” her hope reignites, and so begins her slow fall into a love that looks perfect but feels empty.
 
 
RISING ACTION
Hours passed before Graham finally responded to Lana’s bold message, just when she had almost forgotten about it. But when he did, everything shifted. Their conversations flowed easily, and soon they agreed to meet. What began as curiosity quickly deepened into something intense and consuming. Their romance bloomed with surprising speed Graham believed in her potential, supported her small business, and, in doing so, helped her rediscover parts of herself she had buried. For the first time in years, Lana felt seen, chosen, and cherished. But just beneath the fairytale, cracks began to form. Graham’s emotional distance slowly bled into their moments: he rarely called unless prompted, ignored her when she opened up, and snapped at her over little things. Lana said nothing, choosing instead to hold on to the good. She was in love, fully and deeply, but quietly starving for emotional intimacy. In the background, we begin to learn more about Graham, his two failed marriages, the walls he had built from childhood pain, and his belief that love was not something to be felt, but something to be managed, fulfilled, and endured like a responsibility.
 
 
CLIMAX
Everything shifts when Lana meets Noah, a gentle, grounded man who, unlike Graham, sees her clearly and listens without judgment. What begins as simple, innocent conversations soon becomes her only real source of warmth, a quiet refuge from the coldness she has come to normalize. With Noah, she feels safe, present, and truly valued. Graham notices the change. His usual detachment is replaced by a simmering jealousy he can’t hide, and one night, it explodes. The confrontation between them is raw and heartbreaking, a collision of all the unspoken things Lana has carried for too long. When she finally breaks, her voice trembles but doesn’t waver as she says the words: “You gave me everything but yourself.” That moment marks the end. Lana walks away, not just from the room, but from the version of love that kept her small. She leaves Graham behind, emotionally and physically, choosing silence over starvation.
 
 
FALLING ACTION
This is the darkest stretch of the story. Graham doesn’t love Lana, he loves owning her. Her tears, her apologies, her fear of losing him. Every time she tries to leave, he reels her in with gifts and guilt.  She shrinks again, apologizes, and accepts less.
Graham becomes possessive and jealous. He subtly threatens her career and isolates her emotionally, but she begins journaling. Talking to her therapist, slowly remembered who she was before him.
With Maya’s help, she leaves for good not with fireworks, but with silence and resolve.
Graham texts: “I’ll ruin everything I gave you.”
She doesn’t reply.
 
 
 
DENOUEMENT
Lana begins rebuilding emotionally, spiritually, and professionally. She opens a food plus journaling business. She gives other women space to write about their pain. She soft-launches her peace with Noah by her side, though romance is not the prize, peace is.
The story ends on her 25th birthday. She is in bed, no chaos, no emotional starvation, no man dictating her joy.
She whispers:
 
“I was never too young. I was just too lonely. And now, I am not anymore.”


 
 
Chapter 1: The First Time I Saw Him.
 
They say 24 is too young to feel this empty but loneliness doesn’t care how old you are.
I wasn’t looking for anything serious. At least, that is what I kept telling myself. Maybe because the last three relationships I had been in had left me drained, doubting, and dangerously close to giving up on love.
 
The first one, Marcus, cheated on me with someone he met at a game night I invited him to. The second, Jordan, ghosted me for four months as if we hadn’t just spent Christmas wrapped in blankets and promises. The third? His name was Elijah, and he said he wasn’t “emotionally available.” That one hurt the most because I was. I was so available I gave him all of me,  I showed up for him when he didn’t even ask,  I prayed for him, I cooked for him, I helped him edit his résumé, I stayed up at night reminding him of his worth but none of it mattered. In the end, he said I was “too much.”
 
Maybe I am, maybe I love too hard, maybe I see potential and fall in love with what could be, not what is or maybe these boys weren’t ready to be men.
 
Either way, I was done. I deleted every dating app on my phone and promised myself a detox. No more situationships,no more “vibes”, no more men who needed healing and wanted me to be their rehab.
 
I am 24, I just finished my degree in creative media from New York University, I have no idea what I want to do with my life yet maybe work in publishing, or maybe write my own story one day but right now, I am  just trying to figure things out. Get a job, afford rent, maybe stop eating instant noodles every other night.
 
I am the soft kind of girl, I smile at strangers, I believe in long hugs, handwritten love letters, forehead kisses, Sunday pancakes, and growing old with someone who still reaches for my hand when the light turns red.
I am the kind of woman people say the world doesn’t deserve anymore but I have always believed love is still real even if the world is doing its best to kill it.
 
I had it all mapped out in my head, married by 25, two kids before 30, a fall wedding with burnt orange and gold roses, a satin gown with a low back and buttons down. I used to write “Mrs.” in my notebook and practice signing my future husband’s last name. I would save Instagram wedding reels with the song “Can’t Help Falling in Love” and imagine how he would look at me under fairy lights.
 
In my head, I had already walked down the aisle a thousand times but the older I got, the more I realized that my age-mates weren’t dreaming of that. They wanted to “explore.” To “see where it goes.” To “vibe.”
I didn’t want to vibe, I wanted to belong, I wanted a home not in a house, but in a person. I wanted someone to build life with, someone who wouldn’t flinch when I mention marriage, kids, or commitment. Someone who wasn’t scared of “forever.” But every time I met someone new, the story ended the same. Either I was too intense or they were too immature. Either I was expecting too much or they were offering too little.
 
Until one night, while crying into my blanket and watching old episodes of Grey’s Anatomy, I said it out loud:
 
“Maybe I should try an older man.”
 
I laughed when I said it, but I meant it. Older men weren’t afraid of commitment. They didn’t play games. They had lived, loved, failed, and learned. They weren’t looking for someone to help them find themselves they already knew who they were.
 
And God, the way they looked,
 
Salt-and-pepper hair, Sharp jawlines, Suits that fit like a second skin, that quiet confidence, that authority, that stillness, that masculinity. The way they spoke, calm, deliberate, and direct. No games. No confusion. Just presence.
 
I would scroll through Instagram and TikTok and get stuck watching those grown, wealthy, emotionally unavailable butgorgeous men who owned companies and smoked cigars in penthouses. I would imagine what it would feel like to be adored by one, not used, not played with. Adored.
 
I wanted someone who didn’t need building. I wanted someone who had already built himself, emotionally, financially, and spiritually. Someone who would walk into a room and silence it, someone who would talk to me like I was a woman, not a girl, someone who would love me like his peace depended on it.
 
I would screenshot pictures of men in wool coats and leather gloves, slow-dancing with their wives at charity balls or kissing their daughters on the forehead in soft-lit kitchens. I wanted that life, that man, that warmth. But I didn’t know how to find it. I didn’t know if it existed.
 
Then came the book launch.
 
A friend of mine from undergrad, Maya, was working at one of the top publishing houses in Manhattan. She had an extra pass to an exclusive book launch party in SoHo for a bestselling memoir.
 
“You need to get out,” she said. “You’ve been stuck in your apartment crying over men who don’t even own bed frames.” She wasn’t wrong.
 
I didn’t belong there, I had no job, I was broke down to my last $40. But something in me said go, just show up. So I did.
 
I wore a white silk blouse I got from a thrift shop, tucked into black high-waisted pants. My heels were scuffed, my lip gloss was almost finished, and my edges were in a quiet war with New York humidity but I still looked good. Tired, but good.
 
When I walked into the venue, the room smelled like money and old books. The air buzzed with the sound of champagne flutes clinking and half-laughs from people who probably owned real art and answered emails with “Best Regards.”
 
I stood quietly near the back, sipping watered-down punch and pretending to be comfortable.
 
Then he walked in and the room stilled.
 
He didn’t have to say a word, he didn’t have to make an entrance, he just existed. He looked expensive not just in clothes but in energy. Like someone who had flown in from Paris that morning, signed a few million-dollar contracts, and still showed up with time to spare. He had the presence of a man who knew himself and didn’t care if you knew him too.
 
Tall, clean-shaven, salt-and-pepper hair that curled just slightly at the ends. He wore a dark navy suit, no tie, shirt unbuttoned at the collar just enough to say freedom without saying unprofessional. His hands were in his pockets. His eyes? Cold, distant but not unkind.
 
He didn’t smile, not once, not even when the keynote speaker cracked a joke.
 
But he saw me, I know he did.
 
I didn’t speak to him that night, I didn’t even learn his name. But when our eyes met, something in me blinked awake. Like my body knew what my mind hadn’t caught up with yet.
 
He wasn’t warm but he wasn’t cold, either. He was just closed. Still, something about him made me feel like maybe I could open him.
 
I went home that night and thought about him for hours, not because he was attractive though he was. But because for the first time in a long time, I felt like I was seen.
 
When I got back to my tiny studio apartment, I threw my heels off, curled into bed, and whispered a prayer into my pillow.
 
“God if he is  mine, let him find me.”
I didn’t even know his name, but I already knew he would change everything.


Chapter 2: Reality Tastes Like Rejection.
 
The night at the book launch felt like a dream I wasn’t supposed to remember but I did, every little detail of it. The scent of white lilies and wine, the click of expensive heels on marble floors, the chill of the SoHo air on my shoulders. 
 
And him.
 
I remembered him the way you remember a line from a song that never leaves you, deep, sharp, quiet. But real life didn’t care that I had made eye contact with a man who looked like he belonged in a magazine. Real life dragged me out of bed the next morning, made me face a wrinkled bedsheet, a cracked phone screen, and an overdue rent notice sitting on my kitchen counter. Fantasy fades fast when your Wi-Fi bill is unpaid.
I put on my “lucky jeans” the ones I wore to interviews because they hugged my waist just right and made me feel like maybe the universe would cut me some slack and I left the apartment for yet another job interview.
 
I didn’t get it, just like the last four. I smiled, shook hands, thanked them for the opportunity, and walked back down the hallway with my pride tucked between my shoulders. That night, I cried into my pillow again.
Being 24 felt like being stuck in a hallway with a thousand doors none of them opening. I was trying everything. I had applied for editorial assistant jobs, receptionist roles, social media internships, and customer service. 
 
The rejection emails felt like tiny heartbreaks.
 
“While we were impressed with your experience”
“We have decided to move forward with other candidates”
“Unfortunately”
“Regretfully”
“Not at this time”
 
After a while, even the polite tone started to sound like You are not enough.”
 
So, like most 24 year-olds trying to survive in a city that was colder than it looked on postcards, I did what all burnt-out dreamers eventually do, I made a Pinterest board and birthed a business idea.
 
A food business, Nothing fancy, just something to call mine. Something that gave me a reason to wake up, brush my teeth, and put on actual clothes before 11 am. I thought about starting a meal prep service for busy professionals or maybe snack boxes for college students or even “romantic night kits”, a box filled with pre-made meals, wine, and candles.
It sounded silly, but for the first time in weeks, I felt hopeful. I downloaded Canva and started designing logos. I spent hours researching packaging, scribbled ideas in my journal late at night, next to prayers like:
 
“Please, God. Just let something work.”
 
But even when your hands are busy, loneliness still creeps in at night. I was still the same lover girl at heart. Still craving forehead kisses, long phone calls, soft hands tracing my skin. Still waking up to check my phone, hoping someone remembered I existed.
I missed the way it felt to belong to someone. Not just to be around them but to be their person, their peace, their pillow, their problem and their prize. I wanted love, Simple, safe, soft love. The kind that makes you breathe deeper.
 
That is how I ended up redownloading the dating apps. Just one, at first, then another, then the third one that I swore I would never return to. I told myself it was for “research.” That I was just seeing what was out there.
But I was lying, I wanted to be seen again.
This time, I widened the age range. I left my comfort zone completely. From 25 to 50.
 
I wasn’t chasing a sugar daddy, I didn’t care about money or lifestyle, or maybe I care but it was not a priority. I just wanted someone who had lived long enough to be done with games.
 
And yet, one guy sent a blurry gym mirror selfie and said,
 
“If we link, what  would you bring to the table?” I do not even know what the answer to that was.
 
One matched with me and immediately texted:
 
“You look like you would ruin my life, and I want you to.”
 
I tried to talk to a guy named Aaron, he was 38, a business consultant, handsome, polite. We had a great conversation for two days. Then one morning, nothing. No reply, noexplanation, just silence.
It was starting to feel like no matter the age, men knew how to disappear. So I stopped checking the apps. I got up early to build out my food business plan. I created a Google Doc titled: Soft Bites by Lana
 
Yes, Lana, that is me. I guess I hadn’t told you that yet. Lana Anderson. Writer, dreamer, lover girl, 24, broke, soft-hearted, silently hoping life would stop being so loud.
Then, on a rainy Thursday morning while eating cereal straight from the box (again), I got bored. I opened the app one last time.
 
Swipe.
Swipe.
Swipe.
Blah.
Ugh.
About to Delete 
 
No wait.
 
Him.
 
I froze.
 
My thumb hovered over the screen like I had touched fire, My heart stopped, my breath slowed, my cereal sat on my tongue, forgotten.
 
There he was, the man from the book launch.
 
Same salt-and-pepper hair, same square jaw, same brooding expression, same dark still eyes that made you feel like you would be safer with him than with God himself. But this time he wasn’t just walking past me in a crowd, he was here, on my phone screen, on my app, and his profile? Verified.
No way.
 
Was someone impersonating him? I clicked the profile, expecting it to glitch but it didn’t.
 
Name: Graham Silas.
Age: 50.
Occupation: Private Investment Advisor.
Photos:  One in a black turtleneck at an art gallery, one walking through a vineyard in Italy, one seated in what looked like a private jet, reading a newspaper like the world was waiting for his next move. No smiling, just composed, guarded, God-level handsome.
 
My fingers trembled, and I stared at his face for a long time. How could someone look so untouchable, yet still make you feel like they had already touched you?
 
It had to be fate or a glitch in the universe or maybe God got tired of hearing me beg.
 
Either way, there he was. I didn’t know what to do. Should I message him? Would that be desperate? Would he remember me? Did he even see me that night? Was he real?
 
I clicked his profile again, and his bio was short.
 
“I like honesty. I like silence. I don’t like games.”
 
Simple.
 
I stared at it for five more minutes before finally typing something.
 
Then I deleted it.
 
Then typing again.
 
Then erasing the entire message because what am I doing?
 
Then finally, slowly, I typed just this:
 
“I saw you once in SoHo, You didn’t smile but somehow, I haven’t stopped thinking about you since.”
 
And I hit send.
 
Just like that.
 
Then I did what every soft, slightly crazy, emotionally exhausted girl does after confessing something stupid. I turned my phone over and buried it under my pillow.
 
And waited.


Chapter 3: The Man Behind the Card.
 
I checked my phone so often it started to feel like a tic. Wake up, swipe open, nothing. brush my teeth, swipe open, still nothing, make breakfast, stare at the screen, refresh, open the app, check again, nothing.
I left that comment on one of his photos, just a compliment. Not a message, not a confession. Just awhisper into the void, hoping maybe he would hear it. Hoping maybe he would see it and swipe back. I didn’t even expect a reply, I just wanted acknowledgment. A little pull, A nudge from fate.
 
But days passed, then a week, Nothing. No match, no response. I began to wonder if maybe I had imagined the entire thing, maybe he wasn’t real, maybe my mind was projecting a fantasy onto a stranger with a nice jawline and tired eyes. So I stopped checking not because I didn’t want him but because I couldn’t keep wanting something that didn’t want me back or probably didn’t know I existed. Instead, I threw myself into my food business, Soft Bites by Lana. What had started as a late-night idea became the center of my life. I made an Instagram page, Shot DIY photos with a $20 ring light. I started with simple meals, spicy chicken pasta bowls, teriyaki stir fry, loaded salads, and breakfast parfaits in mason jars. I packaged them in neat eco-friendly containers with handwritten labels. People loved it. Slowly, orders came in. I partnered with a local student co-working space, and I handed out fliers at open mics. I even convinced a tiny yoga studio to stock my smoothies after class. Most days, I cooked in my tiny kitchen until midnight. I would wake up to sore feet and flour on my neck. I didn’t have time to cry anymore, That was progress, I think. But now and then, when I would pause for a breath, I would remember his eyes. Cold, still, beautiful, and I wondered what kind of food he liked.
 
Months passed, winter came and went. My following grew. I hit 1,000 Instagram followers. I even bought real packaging with my logo printed on it. Not stickers, actual branded containers. I was proud, tired, but proud. And then one day, while scrolling through DMs between inquiries and fake spam accounts, I saw it:
 
“Hi. Do you do catering for private events?”
 
It was short, no emoji, just clean, polite, and from a user with no profile picture. I responded immediately.
 
“Hi! Yes, I do. May I ask how many guests and what kind of menu you are thinking about?”
 
They replied the next morning.
 
“25 guests. Elegant brunch. Location: Midtown. Corporate apartment. Need delivery by 11:30 AM. Can you handle it?”
 
Can I?
 
“Yes,” I typed, without thinking. “Absolutely.”
 
Something in me felt like this would be big. The day of the delivery, I packed everything perfectly, mini croissant sandwiches, truffle pasta, blueberry crumble bars, smoked salmon bites, and lavender lemonade in glass bottles. I wore my best black trousers, a soft cream blouse, and gold stud earrings. I even did my edges properly. I wasn’t just delivering food, I was representing a brand. I arrived early. The concierge in the lobby gave me a visitor’s pass and directed me to the private elevator, The hallway smelled like vanilla and power.When I reached the apartment, a young assistant probably an intern greeted me and helped me set up the trays in the open dining space. The event hadn’t started yet. I arranged the food, placed cards beside each dish, and wiped down the table twice.
 
Everything was perfect, just as I was packing up my extra supplies and getting ready to leave, I realized I needed to find a restroom. The assistant pointed me to a hallway on the left. I thanked him and walked down, quietly, hoping I wouldn’t bump into anyone important. I opened the restroom door. It was huge marble tiles, gold-rimmed mirrors, and soft lighting. I looked at myself briefly.
 
Nervous, but glowing.
 
I washed my hands, adjusted my blouse, and whispered to my reflection:
 
“You are doing well. You are doing so well.”
 
And as I stepped back out into the hallway, still smiling, I turned the corner and  collided with a wall of navy blue and cedarwood cologne.
 
I looked up, and forgot how to breathe.
 
It was him.
 
Graham.
 
Again, for the third time.
 
Still tall, still composed, still heartbreakingly elegant. He wore a navy cashmere sweater and slate-grey trousers. His silver watch gleamed under the light, His face was unreadable but unmistakable.
 
My heart crashed into my ribs. He blinked, slightly surprised. His hand steadied my elbow instinctively.
 
I froze.
 
” I started, then laughed nervously. “Okay, this is weird. Weird.”
 
He didn’t speak, just stared, calm, cautious.
 
“This is the third time I am seeing you,” I said, trying to steady my voice. “And it’ is starting to feel like the universe is playing a joke on me.”
 
Still no smile, still no expression.
 
But he didn’t walk away, so I kept talking because silence made me panic.
 
“I am not stalking you, by the way,” I added quickly. “I swear. I am just… I sell food. I do catering. That is why I am here. I made the food today.”
 
His gaze dropped to the name tag on my blouse: Soft Bites by Lana.
 
“I thought you looked familiar,” he said finally, voice deep and smooth like velvet dragged through gravel.
 
I blinked.
Wait.
Did he just say he remembered me?
 
“You saw my comment, didn’t you?” I blurted before I could stop myself.
 
He gave me a look, not amused, not annoyed. Just aware.
 
“Right,” I said. “Well, since we are both here, maybe I could get your card? Just in case you ever need food again. Or… I don’t know. Anything.”
 
He stared at me for a moment, not unkindly, just calculating.
 
Like he wasn’t sure what kind of game I was playing, or if I even knew I was playing one.
 
“You are very young,” he said simply.
 
I straightened my shoulders.
 
“I am a businesswoman.”
 
That made the edge of his mouth twitch. Almost a smile, almost.
 
He reached into his back pocket, pulled out a small, dark card, and held it out.
 
“This has my assistant’s number, If you are serious.” I took it like it was a scroll from heaven. Nodded, trying not to blush.
 
“I am.”
 
“Good,” he said.
 
Then, just like that, he walked past me and disappeared around the corner. I stood there for a full thirty seconds before I looked down at the card.
 
It was heavy, matte black with raised silver text.
 
Graham Silas.
Private Investment & Advisory.
And below it, a number, No email, No website, No socials, Just the door left slightly open.
 
I tucked the card into my purse and smiled like a girl who had just found a golden ticket.
 
 

 
 
Chapter 4: His card, my dream.
 
The event ended, but the smile didn’t. I packed up my empty containers, wiped down the countertops, and exchanged brief thank-yous with the assistant who hired me. I probably nodded too many times. Probably giggled too much on the elevator ride down. But I couldn’t help it.
 
I had his card.
 
I had his card.
 
Even if it led nowhere, it existed in my purse like a pressed flower in a love letter, like proof that he wasn’t just a figment of my romantic imagination. I held onto it all the way home, like it might disappear if I let it out of sight. That night, I didn’t even undress. I just lay on my bed, fully clothed, staring at the matte black rectangle in my hand. My fingers traced the embossed lettering over and over. Every curve of his name, every sharp edge of his identity.
 
Graham Silas.
 
It wasn’t until I looked more closely, zooming in with the flashlight on my phone that I realized something. The number on the card. It didn’t say Assistant to Mr. Silas or Office Line or even Business Admin.
 
It was just his name, his direct number.
 
He had lied, the card wasn’t for his assistant.
 
It was his.
 
My heart did that stupid skip thing again. That fluttering stutter, like it was trying to keep up with a fantasy that suddenly didn’t feel so far away.
 
That night, I didn’t sleep, not really. I drifted in and out of little fantasies, each one warmer than the last. I pictured what it would feel like to walk beside him in public. My small hand tucked into his large, firm grip. His other hand was in his coat pocket, like he always had somewhere more important to be, except he was with me.
 
Me. Young. Soft. Trying.
 
I imagined what it would be like to sit across from him at dinner in some quiet, velvet-draped restaurant. He wouldn’t talk much, he didn’t seem the type. But he would listen. And when he looked at me, really looked, it would feel like the world hushed. I imagined vacations, matching luggage, sunglasses, and linen shirts. Me in his lap on a yacht, my arms wrapped around his neck while the ocean sparkled behind us. He would kiss me just beneath the ear. He would whisper things that made my heart stammer. He would never say “I love you” too easily, he would say it like a secret.Rare. Raw. Real.
 
I imagined our wedding, simple, private, and elegant. A villa in Italy, maybe, or something on the cliffs of Santorini. No poofy dress, just something that moved when I walked. He would stand at the altar in a charcoal suit with no tie. Calm. Sure. Certain.
 
He would look at me like I was the one thing in the world that made sense. I would cry, he wouldn’t. But later that night, in the quiet of our hotel suite, he would  hold me the way I always wanted to be held, The way no one had ever dared.
 
I imagined our lovemaking too. Not in a vulgar way, not like the boys I had known clumsy, fast, forgettable but slow, devouring, intentional. His hands would know exactly where to touch, His lips would memorize me, he would be gentle, then he wouldn’t. He would say my name like it mattered. And afterward, he wouldn’t roll away he would stay. I would trace the curve of his shoulder in the dark and whisper, “You scare me.” And he would say, “I scare me too.”
 
I blinked up at my ceiling, heart fluttering under the weight of it all.
 
What was I doing?
 
I hadn’t even texted him.
 
I sat up and opened my phone, typed out a message:
 
“Hi. This is Lana, I just wanted to thank you for your kindness today. I admire your presence”
 
Delete.
 
Too much. What is my business with his presence? 
 
I tried again.
 
“Hi Mr. Silas, thank you for your card, I hope the food was satisfactory. Would love to work with you again.”
 
Delete.
 
Too stiff. What if it was not his event??
 
“Hey so, not sure if you remember me but I catered the brunch earlier today and”
 
Delete.
 
What if I sounded childish? What if I sounded desperate? What if he read it, showed it to someone, and laughed? I threw my phone on the bed and buried my face in my hands.Hours passed like that, typing, deleting, imagining, hoping, then panicking.
 
The fantasies never stopped but neither did the fear. The fear that I was just another girl with big eyes and bigger dreams, trying to flirt her way into a life she hadn’t earned. The fear that maybe I didn’t deserve someone like him.
That maybe girls like me, girls who sold food from tiny apartments and made moodboards about weddings were meant to love in secret, silently, safely, with no expectations.But still, I clutched the card to my chest like a prayer. I imagined waking up one day with a text from him. Just one.
 
“I have been thinking about you too.”
 
And then all of this waiting, all of this dreaming, would feel like the beginning of something real.
 
Not just fantasy.
 
Not just longing.
 
But us.


Chapter 5: Twelve Oh Three”
 
The card had lived in my wallet for almost two weeks not because I forgot about it, because I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Every single day, I looked at it at least once, sometimes twice, sometimes ten times. Each time, I told myself, “Today is the day, just send the message.” But I didn’t.
 
What do you even say to a man like Graham Silas?
 
He wasn’t a “hey ” kind of man, he wasn’t an emoji type, or a small talk type or even a “Hi, I hope you are having a good day” type. He was steel and silence. And I was soft and cinnamon and sunflower oil on brown sugar bread.
 
But one Monday morning, I woke up early to prep my orders, and something in me cracked. It had been too long.Too many nights imagining his voice, too many dreams about walking beside him, small and proud. So I poured myself a cup of coffee, stood at the window, and said out loud:
 
“You are sending the damn text, Lana.”
 
My hands shook. I typed:
 
“Hi, Mr. Silas. This is Lana the girl who cooked at your brunch event. I just wanted to say thank you again for the opportunity. I make great food, and I deliver anytime, anywhere even 3 am cravings. I don’t judge. ”
 
Then I stared at it for a long time.
 
Too cute?
 
Too awkward?
 
Too much?
 
I hit delete.
 
Typed again:
 
“Hey! Hope this isn’t weird. Just reaching out in case you ever need something delicious again. I promise I don’t burn rice.
 
Delete.
 
“Mr. Silas, it is Lana. I am the one from Soft Bites. You gave me your card, and I have been building my business. If you ever want to try the best lemon garlic pasta you will ever taste, I would love to deliver.”
 
Delete.
Delete.
Delete.
 
I paced the room, I slapped my cheeks, I argued with myself, then finally, I sent a mix of all of them.
 
Simple. Nervous. Honest. A little cringe.
 
“Hi Mr. Silas, It is Lana, Soft Bites). You gave me your card a while ago. I wasn’t sure I should text you, but here I am. I make really good food, I swear. If you ever want a meal delivered, I would love to cook for you again. No pressure. Okay, I will stop now.”
 
I hit send.
 
Then I threw my phone on the bed like it was a grenade. The rest of the day was spent just waiting. I packaged meals, delivered to two small offices, and posted a reel of shrimp stir fry to my Instagram.
 
But I kept checking my phone.
 
Nothing. Again. Nothing.
 
Lunch break, nothing.
4 pm, nothing.
7:12 pm still nothing.
 
At 9:37 pm, I finally got a notification.
 
I snatched my phone so fast it almost fell, My breath held, and I opened it.
 
“Hi Lana, and I opened it.
 
“Hi Lana, I got your message”
 
That was it, no warmth, no thanks, no emoji.” I sat on the kitchen stool and stared at the screen like it had betrayed me.
 
That was it? After all that? After two weeks of staring at the card and building fairytales in my head? This was all I got? I felt like a baby who dreamed of a big sweet birthday cake and got handed a stale cracker. I didn’t cry but  I sulked like a mad overthinking hopeless romantic baby.
 
I started typing again.
 
“Okay, thanks. I appreciate it.”
 
Deleted it.
 
“Sorry, I shouldn’t have texted.”
 
Deleted that too.
 
I hovered over the message box, then typed something else, paused, and deleted.
 
I went to bed annoyed at myself, at him, at my poor little heart for always hoping.
 
I was almost asleep when I got the next message. My phone lit up at 12:03 AM, I reached for it lazily, not expecting anything then I saw the name,
 
Graham Silas.
 
My throat tightened, and I tapped the message open.
 
“Hi Lina, I apologize for the way I responded earlier, I was busy and wanted to reply when I had the right words.”
 
My heart froze.
 
I sat up slowly, re-reading the words like they might rearrange themselves if I blinked too fast.
 
Then another message came in.
 
“By the way? You looked beautiful in that cream blouse. I noticed the gold studs.”
 
“And for the record, yes, I saw your message on the dating app. The photo, the caption. All of it.”
 
“I found your business's Instagram later. I asked my assistant to reach out because I wanted to see you again.”
 
“I wasn’t sure if you would even show up but you did.”
 
“And you cooked better than most restaurants I have  paid thousands to.”
 
I didn’t breathe. I couldn’t breathe.
 
Another text came in.
 
“So if you are still awake, I would  like to talk to you.”
 
I dropped the phone like it was on fire. I stood up, walked in a circle. Whispered “what the hell” ten times under my breath.
 
Then picked the phone back up.
 
Stared.
 
My chest felt like a garden after the rain.
 
Was this real?
 
He had seen everything, he had watched, waited, planned, reached out not because he needed the food but because he wanted me.
 
I typed back slowly, fingers trembling.
 
“I am still awake.”
 
“And I would love to talk.”

